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Praise for The Stark Beauty of Last Things


“I can't say enough about how much I enjoyed this book. The characters, the twisty plot, the detailed descriptions, and the setting of Montauk, a place of great natural beauty, all drew me in completely. When I miss being by the ocean—all the time—I will from now on have The Stark Beauty of Last Things to turn to for passages that take me there. This is a rare and special book to keep on the bedside table.”


—ALICE ELLIOTT DARK, author of Fellowship Point and In the Gloaming


“With lush and sensory prose, this incandescent novel offers a glimpse into a wild place in turmoil. Residents of Keating’s Montauk, both locals and outsiders, face seemingly impossible choices between financial survival and environmental stability of their fragile community. The natural world—its palate, its odors, the rhythms of sunset and daybreak, of storm destruction and delicate growth—is the scaffolding and the heart of this unforgettable story.”


—ELLEN MEEROPOL, author of The Lost Women of Azalea Court


“The Stark Beauty of Last Things brilliantly explores the symbiotic relationship between nature, the community, and characters driven to exploit or co-exist with each other and the environment. Keating writes about Montauk—the last spit of wild land on Long Island—with great depth of observation and feeling, delivering a cast of characters who spring from the page as vibrant and complex as anyone you might meet in the village itself. In the conflict between land developers and community environmentalists, the novel shows how nature itself—and a little luck—can become the deciding factor. This is a wise and often astonishing novel.”


—ROBERT EVERSZ, author of the Nina Zero novels


“This novel embraces Montauk in many ways, especially its fragile physical beauty. The characters have to negotiate their relationship to that endangered beauty as well as their own relationships. The author's love for Montauk is evident on the pages readers will turn quickly.”


—TOM CLAVIN, author of Dark Noon: The Final Voyage of the Fishing Boat “Pelican”


“Keating tells an intricately woven tale of the people of a small fishing town beset by land developers and reckoning with its future. Keating tells the story of multiple characters with great sympathy and insight, as they struggle not only with the town’s future but with their own places in the world. A finely written, highly readable book that is vivid and real.”


—EDWARD J. DELANEY, author of The Acrobat


“Readers will be packing their bags for the Long Island shore-line in this atmospheric tale of love and healing. Keating’s characters prove to be as formidable as the threats to their historic Montauk coastline.”


—SUZANNE SIMONETTI, author of The Sound of Wings
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“It shimmers with the dark radiance—the stark beauty—of last things.”


—EDWARD HIRSH
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A NARROW ISTHMUS, a mere thread, connects the Montauk peninsula to the rest of Long Island, formed of piles of rubble left behind as the glaciers retreated eons ago. Here there are pockets of forest, scarred and fluted cliffs. Prairie grass still shimmers on the last acres of downs, and beach sand is streaked with dark-red garnet. Here there is land that has never been built upon, places with an unbroken chain from the time of the glaciers until now. So, when the white froth of ocean rises up and the sun’s glow sets fire to the thin strand of cloud that rests like a ribbon along the horizon, it would be easy to believe nothing has changed, that all is as it was and will remain.


The hamlet of Montauk follows the seasons, from cold windswept winters to tourist-laden summers. Though it is now autumn, the sun bakes the earth as in the height of summer, and in the woods, the leaves refuse to turn. Migrating birds and fish linger past their time and whales wash up on shore. There is stillness, an uneasy hush, in the dry heat, the gusts of hot, swirling wind.












CHAPTER 1: Clancy






Clancy Frederics thought he knew everything he needed to know about the Hamptons—mainly that it was not the kind of place where he belonged. But so far, everything was a bit different from what he expected. After two hours of highway sprawl, there was suddenly a sharp bend in the road, an expanse of intense green, a small white church. The light faded from the sky, bronzing a brick post office and glazing a glass-fronted penny candy shop. Pillows of clouds drifted high over a field and caught the reflected light. He passed vineyards and farm stands and swooped around a blue gem of a pond, where a swan dipped to kiss its reflection. After the 100-plus miles of twenty-first century ruin that was Long Island, this oasis seemed false, the world turned upside-down.


As he pulled up at the Sandpiper restaurant on Napeague Bay outside the hamlet of Montauk, a sudden gust whipped off the bay, teasing the carefully coiffed heads of arriving partygoers. The breeze swirled the skirts of the women, who batted them down with one hand while clutching their purses with the other, laughing as they hurried to the door.


Clancy stepped from his car, arrested by the freshness of the air and the sharp briny tang, which teased his memory from long ago. The air was alive with specks of sand dust and pollen. It smelled of salt and something dry—dune grass or perhaps goldenrod. As he headed to the door, his footsteps crunched in a way that took a second to register: crushed clamshells.


The party was a fundraiser for a documentary on combating coastal erosion, newly severe at Montauk’s downtown beach. An invitation from his friend Bruce had led Clancy to rent a car and drive the three hours from the city to get here. He was that desperate. Maybe he’d feel a stirring of interest—in a woman, in anything. The invitation was a sign: Fish or cut bait. Looking for signs was a habit left over from childhood, when he believed they were messages from his parents in heaven. In times of difficulty, he found himself searching for markers and omens, guidance about what he should do.


Now this. The façade of the restaurant glowed with a pink luminescence, the artsy lighting conveying a tone of understated elegance. The restaurant door, however, wouldn’t give. He pushed harder. The door widened just enough for him to squeeze through the crush of partygoers, brushing up against tanned skin, silky garments, cascading hair. He gave his name to a slender woman, chic in a black dress, and made his way to the bar.


He gulped a beer as he watched the movement of women like birds of bright plumage in their cocktail dresses. People were clustered under fairy lights ensnared in glittery fishnets suspended from the room’s cathedral ceiling. The lights swayed as the doors opened and closed, twinkling like undulating constellations above the guests’ heads. He fidgeted with his tie, calmed by the knot snug against his throat, and kept an eye out for Bruce.


Bruce was a journalist for You’re Hot! magazine. Clancy was an insurance claims adjuster. Despite their dissimilarities, he and Bruce had become close. Or Clancy knew, as close as he allowed himself to get. It was as if he had inherited a kid brother, the family that he, an orphan with no siblings, had never had. When Clancy’s girlfriend Irene moved out the previous month, Bruce, who lived in the same apartment building in Astoria, had cooked him fiery chili and tried to fix him up with various women. It hadn’t helped, but Clancy had to love him for it.


The alcohol had begun its slow calming magic when Clancy felt a hard slap, clinking his glass against his teeth. Bruce was his usual insouciant self, wearing a black shirt with garish swirls. Clancy, as always, was in chinos and carefully ironed denim shirt.


“Like it?” Bruce shoved a sleeve under Clancy’s nose. The swirls consisted of words, upside down and sideways. “It says ‘Fuck you’ in twenty different languages.”


Clancy laughed and shook his head.


A woman appeared from behind Bruce and slid an arm under his. “This,” Bruce said, “is Dominique. She made all the arrangements.”


“Hey.” Dominique lightly touched Clancy’s hand with her fingers. She was really Donna, Clancy knew, an aspiring actress working as an assistant to the filmmaker. She was quite tall, dressed in tight black capris and a white-sequined halter, which showed off glistening shoulders. Her hair was cut severely short, and she had large Bambi eyes. Clancy found her terrifying.


“So,” Bruce said, sizing up their mutual lack of interest, “why don’t I introduce you around?”


He led Clancy to a raised table in the back where the small documentary crew was settled. Everyone greeted Clancy and then went back to their conversation, buzzing about the Army Corps project. From what Clancy could gather, the project involved an artificial dune constructed of a heaping pile of sandbags. Apparently, the Corps had excavated and damaged the natural dune, provoking outrage and a recent act of sabotage. The bags were slashed open, expelling coarse yellow sand.


Clancy downed his beer and felt the alcohol drift to the edges of his body, to all the nooks and crannies. He was only minimally conscious of the conversation, of Bruce’s efforts to draw him in. An auburn-haired beauty offered him champagne from a tray of flutes, which he declined. With her shimmery green gown and wavy hair, she was like a mermaid flowing through dark and light shadows as she glided through the crowd. Around him people grouped and regrouped, like country dancers coming together, pulling apart, and puckering up. Kiss, kiss, kiss.


These partygoers were so young, so on. Clancy put his glass to his lips only to remember it was empty. He had to pace himself, to maintain the floating sensation, the pleasant distance. He snagged passing hors d’oeuvres, fending off self-pity. He’d resolved when he was young to never feel sorry for himself, and for the most part he’d succeeded. But Irene’s departure had left him shaken, hollow in a way he hadn’t felt since his parents’ death. Lately he’d found himself drawn to his balcony, mesmerized by the movement of cars on Astoria Boulevard, craving the rush of air.


He excused himself and began a slow circuit around the restaurant, noting the polished wainscoting and the exquisite floral arrangements in large earthen vases set in recessed niches in the walls. Places like this used to make him feel out of his depth. But he had discovered he had the ability to escape notice, to radiate no heat.


He amused himself with guessing professions, all Hampton clichés: hedge-fund manager, art dealer, oyster shucker. Bruce had said there would be construction workers and surfers, politicians and town workers, schoolteachers and landscapers. The short-order cook was a volunteer fireman; the postal worker led a scout troop. Montauk, unlike the rest of the glitzy Hamptons, was that kind of town. Realtor, he decided, of an older woman in a silver sheath, as a tall young woman with a broad, smiling face and long, white-blond braid approached with a tray of scallops.


Silver Sheath pincered a napkin with two fingers of the hand holding her drink while lifting a scallop skewer with the other. “These storms are only going to get more frequent,” she said to a woman in red, who arched away from the drippy sauce.


“A manufactured dune? Please.” Woman in Red shook the ice cubes in her glass. “It’s not about saving the beach; it’s about protecting the motels.”


A man in a blue blazer turned to the women. “The sandbag barrier will gain us time until we can retreat from the coast.”


“Retreat?” A burly man pushed past Clancy. “Where are the businesses supposed to go? Sacrifice for the good of the community? I’ll do that after I see you give up your house.”


There was a crash, the sound of glass breaking, a second of shocked silence.


“What the—?” Man in Blue Blazer held up his hand, dripping with liquid.


People sprang forward to pull the burly man away as the film crew rushed over, camera bobbing. Shattered glass glistened on the wet floor. The blonde who had been serving the scallops reappeared with a broom and paper towels.


Clancy knelt and began scooping up shards. “What was all that about?” He took the dustpan from her hands.


“I’m not sure.” She patted at the floor with a paper towel, her voice breathy with excitement. “That’s the town supervisor whose drink got knocked out of his hand.”


Clancy followed her to the kitchen with the loaded dustpan and handed over the wadded-up paper towels with glass to one of the workers. The red-headed beauty with her silver tray of flutes slid past without eye contact. He’d once known a little girl with the same unusual, deep auburn hair. She hadn’t liked him.


“Thanks for your help.” The blonde smiled as he held the door for her to maneuver back out with a freshly loaded tray. People were heading to the rear of the room. He joined the flow to a long table on which a curious array of objects was displayed: a lumpy ceramic bowl, an old edition of a wildlife book, and a large painting of the ocean depicted from behind a barbed-wire fence. The painting made him feel pitched forward into the ferocious sea.


“What do you think?” a voice asked. He turned to see the woman who had checked him in at the door. Her corkscrew-curly black hair was backlit, as if electrified.


“It’s gorgeous, but . . . disturbing somehow. You?”


“Well, I was quite disturbed when I painted it!” she laughed. “That fence was the bane of my existence.”


“You’re the artist? The fence isn’t metaphoric, then?”


“It’s a long story.” She made a dismissive gesture.


“Tell me more.”


She cocked her head, regarding him a moment, then stuck out her hand. “Julienne Bishop, landscape painter and owner of Bishops by the Sea.” Her grip was strong.


He imitated her mock formality, giving her hand an emphatic shake. “Clancy Frederics, insurance claims adjuster. So, what’s Bishops by the Sea, a gallery?”


“A little motel out in Montauk.”


“Montauk.” The word spiked a jolt of pleasure. It conjured up a man called Otto, who had, for a brief time, been his Big Brother. The father of the auburn-haired girl. Bruce’s invitation had brought back a memory of the time Otto had taken him deep sea fishing. “I think I was there once.”


“Can’t have been Montauk, or you’d know for sure.”


He noticed the dimple in her right cheek, and as she raised her glass, a wire-thin wedding band.


“I was very young, but I remember being happy.” Happy memories from his childhood were rare, but this he would not mention.


“Well, it’s changed, but still wonderful. Visit. It’s only a few miles farther east.”


“And the fence?” he gestured to the painting.


She pulled on a curl as if it were taffy. “One day I headed to the beach across from our motel and discovered a fence blocking access. The ownership of the land had changed, and the corporation that bought it had the fence erected. They wanted to build a half-dozen houses. Lucky for us, the parcel is restricted by old deeds. Unlucky for us, we and our neighbors had to sue to uphold our access rights. It cost us a fortune, but we won. You can see how the fence invaded my life.”


Clancy recalled clinging to a chain-linked fence, shaking it with urgency to get into a playground on the other side. Which foster home was that? He remembered rust marks and the smell of metal on his skin.


“So, what does a claims adjuster do, exactly?”


The auburn beauty approached again, and this time Clancy removed two flutes, handing one to Julienne. “I investigate claims and determine if people should get a payout and how much.”


“Do you enjoy it?”


Usually when he told people what he did, they changed the subject. “Actually, yes.”


He liked the predictability and control. He enjoyed visiting homes and offices and making assessments, okaying the checks that brought new rugs, new roofs, peace of mind. Even so, he knew more than to bore anyone with the details.


“Julienne!” A woman with an overturned bowl of bright white hair rushed over.


Julienne put her hand on the woman’s arm, as if to lower the volume. “Clancy Frederics, Grace Morgan. Grace is president of our local environmental group.”


“SOS—Save Our Space,” Grace shouted.


“We need to preserve our rural character or we’ll end up like the rest of Long Island,” Julienne explained. From the flush on her face, he saw how much this mattered to her.


Grace Morgan leaned into Julienne and began to whisper. Clancy took the hint.


“I’ll leave you to talk.” He wandered back to the objects on display and lifted the card in front of Julienne’s painting. Trepidation. Under a bid for $300, he wrote $400. The idea of owning a painting of Montauk appealed to him. He crossed off the $400 and wrote $500 just as someone announced the auction would start in five minutes.


Clancy tucked himself against the wall to watch. The auction went quickly, starting with the bids on the lesser items. As the winners were announced, he felt increasingly keyed up, as if his fate might hinge on whether he won Julienne Bishop’s painting.


The name, when called, was not his. The winning bid was $3,000, way out of his league. The flutes came his way again, but the champagne had no taste. The inside of his mouth had gone numb. He had tipped over the magic line. A foul mood was stealing over him. He had not won Julienne’s painting—a sign. He should leave now, to be alone when the mood got too awful to bear.


Just then the air conditioning cut off to a chorus of groans.


“Sorry folks,” a man said. “The summer of brownouts. Should be back on in a jiffy.”


Definitely a sign to leave. Clancy realized he didn’t know where he and Bruce were staying. He circled the restaurant, palms beginning to sweat. There was no sign of Bruce. Clancy spotted people passing through a side door and followed them outside.


Beyond the little patio was a bay dotted with small boats. In the distance, lights from a few houses traced the shoreline; the sky was swept with stars, as if by a paintbrush dipped in glitter. A soft wind caressed his skin, and the moist humid air caught his breath in an unexpected way; he suddenly felt like crying.


Bruce was leaning up against the railing, talking with a woman.


“This is Faye.” Bruce pulled her to him.


They chatted, and then Clancy asked Bruce for the address where they were staying.


“Shit, I don’t know. You’ll have to find Dominique.”


Clancy didn’t want to find Dominique. He didn’t want to go back to an unfamiliar house, to share a room with Bruce, giddy with sexual conquest. His dark mood thickened; he imagined himself on the highway, heading into the night, accelerating so fast he was flying.


He spotted Dominique coming out of the ladies’ room. She grabbed his arm. “It’s too damn hot. Everyone’s going down to the beach! Let’s get Bruce.”


“Thanks, but—” There was a light tap on his back. Julienne Bishop.


“Coming along?”


Suddenly, a trip to the beach sounded like fun.


In a whirl, the group swooped out of the restaurant.


“We’re carpooling,” Julienne said to Clancy. “Ride with me. I have a beach sticker.”


Hers was a small SUV. “I haven’t gone for a midnight swim in ages,” she said as they pulled out.


“Swim?” A walk, Clancy had assumed, maybe a bonfire.


“It’s a full moon; we’ll be able to see.”


They drove several miles down a long straight road hemmed by low pines. “This is the Napeague isthmus, the umbilical cord connecting Montauk to the rest of the Hamptons.”


“How close is the ocean?”


Julienne gestured toward an expanse of dunes that became visible as they emerged from the tunnel of pines. “At one point in geological time, Montauk was an island. With the next hurricane who knows, the ocean and bay could meet again.”


The road forked, and a moment later she turned into a state park. A handful of other cars were pulling into the lot, the dozen or so partygoers tumbling out.


They giggled past the park office and the lines of tents and trailers and down a passageway through the dunes, which opened onto a wide expanse of beach. The full moon made a swath of shimmering white light on the water.


“Let’s do it!” someone shouted, and everyone was suddenly racing, kicking up sand.


Clancy sprinted after Julienne, his feet fighting the soft sand, arms flailing. At the water he bent over, laughing. Everyone was shedding clothes, flinging themselves into the surf, shrieking.


“I’m not a strong swimmer,” Clancy said.


“It’s really calm.” Julienne was out of her shift in a second, a quick flash of skin illuminated, and then she was diving in. The moon shone on the water, the low rolling tumbles, the susurrating waves that rose up in the dark and with a low boom, became froth at his feet.


Clancy followed. The water stung his legs and sent shock waves to his groin. The water was so cold he covered his crotch with his hands. A swell came toward him. For a moment he froze, and then he ran into it clumsily, hurrying to dive under before it knocked him around. Its power thrummed over him, and then he was above the surface, his mouth full of saltwater, spitting and laughing.


The water churned with bodies. A few people were floating just beyond the breaking waves; others were bodysurfing toward shore. Exhilaration ripped through him. He leapt up with each wave, threw himself backward onto them, dove under them. He was buoyant in the saltwater, the moon and stars an infinity overhead as he lay on his back and floated.


“Big one!” someone yelled. He looked up to see a black mass bearing down. His exhilaration turned to terror, and he was flailing toward the wave, trying to swim under it but being pulled as the wave sucked everything into itself. He tried to dive under but was too late. The wave smashed down and hurled him over and over, spun like a weightless bit of seaweed. Then he was being swept along at horrendous speed, sand scouring his body. He couldn’t get his breath, and he knew he was going to die. He fought to come to the surface, gasping for air. Another wave slammed him back underneath, and he was again dragged along the sand, shells scraping his skin, lungs bursting.


Someone called his name. Someone was slapping him and rolling him over. His stomach heaved and a burst of water spewed from his mouth. He sputtered and came to. The face of someone he liked but couldn’t immediately remember came into focus. Julienne.


“Jesus, Clancy, you scared the shit out of me.” It was Bruce’s voice, but Clancy could see only a blur of legs.


“Are you okay?” Julienne’s voice sounded shaky.


“I think so,” he croaked. His throat hurt. Faces were leaning over him. He was suddenly conscious of his nakedness. “Could you get my clothes?”


“That was a wicked wave,” Julienne said. “I’m really sorry.”


Clancy tried to sit up, hands over his groin. Julienne, oblivious to his embarrassment, kept talking and apologizing.


Finally, Bruce brought his clothes and helped him stand. Clancy fumbled, trying to get his pants on. His chest was sore, his wrist throbbing. He felt arms hoisting him up from behind and carrying him back to the parking lot, like a holy man surrounded by pilgrims. At the top of the passageway, he was finally released.


“You’re banged up,” Julienne said. “My motel’s close by. Let me put you up.”


“Good idea.” Bruce’s arm was draped over Faye’s shoulder. Without him, Bruce could have their room to himself.


Clancy turned to Julienne. “That would be great. Thanks.”


Julienne said, “Stay put,” and went to bring her car around. Everyone drifted off, calling out their goodnights.


As he waited, he stared at the ocean. The moon was partially obscured now by clouds, the ocean inscrutable. His terror was receding. As he stood listening to the lapping of the water—the calming breath of the sea—his earlier exhilaration gradually returned. He felt gratitude. Gratitude to be alive. Gratitude that he wanted to be alive.


He hadn’t known he was capable of feeling such joy.












CHAPTER 2: Julienne






Bishops by the Sea was a bungalow colony of gray-shingled cabins trimmed in pastel colors, peach or yellow or blue, set back from the road on a rise of land, with clusters of asters and Montauk daisies just beginning to bud. Julienne and Rob lived in a matching cedar-shingled ranch at the top of the rise. The cabins, scattered helter-skelter below, were joined by crushed rock pathways bordered with native grasses. The same families returned each summer, claiming their favorite cabins—the one closest to the beach or the large one with a view of the woods.


Within hours the children of the guests got to know each other. Their parents let them roam free to play hide-and-seek among the bushes or throw a Frisbee on the lawn and breathed a sigh of relief to be left to enjoy their coffee or their cocktails. Later, everyone made their way across Old Montauk Highway and down the path through the dunes, a colorful awkward parade, children in shorts and flip-flops, beach pails in hand, parents encumbered with chairs. In the late afternoon they returned for showers and to meet over the barbecue grills.


From their living room window, Julienne and Rob kept watch over their son Max and their guests’ comings and goings. During the summer, as she did the piles of laundry or the bookings, Julienne had time only to glance at her studio or steal a moment to stand at the door and inhale the scent of dust and dried paint. Over the summer, her unfinished canvases stood against a wall, backs to her, so she couldn’t feel their reproachful stares.


Now it was fall. The beach plums were ripening along the coast, and soon she and Max would go cranberry picking in the Walking Dunes where right this very minute, hidden in the wet swales, the cranberries were beginning to form. Finally, with summer over, she could get back to work. She was ready for something new, but she didn’t know what. She felt a gathering inside her, a kind of energy stirring.


The morning after the party, she woke eager to spend time in her studio. But it was Saturday: family breakfast. And there was her guest to think about. Her body gave an involuntary shudder at the memory—the man curled into himself on the sand, fetal and still.


When she told Rob what had happened, he shook his head and said, “I’d have thought you’d have more sense.”


Rob grew up in the dullness of the suburbs, whereas she had spent every summer of her life here. Her aunt and uncle owned the bungalow colony, and she grew up with activities—bonfires in the dunes, wandering solo in the woods, night swims—that came with more than a bit of risk. Still, she didn’t want to argue. She and Rob were out of sorts with each other lately, and she didn’t have the energy to deal with it. She’d been annoyed with him for not coming to the party—she wanted to get a sitter, and he preferred to stay home with Max. She went for the swim, rather than come home, partly to spite him.


Rob put his arm over his face and dropped into sleep. She sat on the edge of the bed and removed her shoes with a thud and massaged her aching feet, remembering her neighbor’s comment when Julienne sold her a $200 ticket to the party.


“I miss the old potlucks. We didn’t have to wear heels to those!”


It wasn’t just the parties getting upscaled. Even here in East Hampton’s easternmost hamlet, big money was moving in. Fancy eateries replaced family restaurants, celebrities tore down modest homes to build showpieces, and international conglomerates scooped up mom-and-pop motels like theirs.


At the party the night before, Grace Morgan mentioned a parcel of privately owned open space called the Moorlands, one of Julienne’s favorite places, was up for subdivision approval for eight houses. Julienne sometimes went there to paint when the winds were too cold coming off the ocean. The grassy meadow was sheltered on three sides overlooking Fort Pond Bay near where her cousin Billy lived. She liked to set up near a large rock, a glacial erratic, and look down on the distant woods where she had spent happy hours of her childhood summers playing with Billy.


Rob was still sleeping. She yanked on sweatpants and headed to her studio at the back of the property. The door creaked as she opened it; dust motes flew into her face. The air held a faint scent of linseed and turpentine.


Julienne turned her unfinished canvases face out and plopped into her large, upholstered chair. She picked at a bit of dried cadmium red on the tattered arm cushion and eyed the lineup, her annual post-summer assessment. Her energy seeped away, like the chair’s stuffing. As always when she was away from her work too long, getting back to it required effort. She was a rusty screw resisting its groove.


The beach, then. Just the sight of the water would wash away the gunk, the pathogen-thoughts. She grabbed her painting things and headed across the road, down the path, and to the hollow surrounded by contorted pines on the flattened top of a dune, where she liked to set up. She dropped her tote and headed to the water. To spiral down to calmness, she needed to walk.


The waves were coming in at an oblique angle, folding one on top of the next. In the distance two draggers plied the water, their masts sticking up like pencils behind the ears of a distracted editor.


A few gulls were lined up, facing the wind. They occasionally pecked at the sand with tiny munching movements. A lone fisherman rocked back on his heels to cast. Blues and striped bass usually hit the shore this time of year, but this fall was uncharacteristic, the water unusually warm.


She headed west, placing her feet in the indentations made by others; her footprints would be covered in turn. We’re all ghosts, she thought, tromping heavily to press each foot as deeply as possible.


She walked as far as an old, gray-shingled cottage, which had remained unchanged as long as she could remember. Next to it, a new house with sharp angles and glass, perched like an imperious eagle on the bluffs slowly eroding beneath it. She turned her back to it. She wanted to pretend the town wasn’t changing, that it could retain its essential self. But she feared soon there would be one home too many, one more small home supplanted by a large one, and the foreground and background, the elegant balance of home to landscape, would reverse. The time would come when the built environment would irrevocably dominate the natural, and the essence of the place would be lost.


This was one of the reasons she joined the environmental group SOS. There wasn’t one big environmental disaster looming, like toxic sludge or tainted drinking water . . . it was “death by a thousand cuts.” The week before, she had volunteered to remove invasive weeds from Fort Pond. The plant growth had been incremental, and now the pond was choking, fighting for survival. As a trickle of water seeped in through an almost invisible crack in her left boot, she thought, How easy it was to change from one kind of place to another.


She took off her flip-flops and stepped into the foam, sending dozens of sanderlings racing off on toothpick legs. Behind her in the cliffs, come spring, swallows would poke small holes in the soft clay for their nests. Birds came and went, year after year. They migrated, bred, returned to the same trees, same cliffs, same stretches of brush, staking out their territories, singing their proprietary songs. Fighting over turf.


They were like humans, when too many occupied the same habitat. An image for a painting flashed in her mind’s eye, a crowd of birds jumbled on top of each other, pecking in fury, superimposed over human beings crammed into a landscape.


She reversed back up the beach. She picked up a deflated red balloon, a tampon container, a sippy cup lid, and a coil of frayed yellow rope that the heavy weather of the previous week had trapped in the wrack line. So much still washed up, despite the laws against ocean dumping. As she walked back, she gathered a smashed straw hat, a tennis ball, and a turquoise sneaker, size 5½, decorated with fake jewels.


At her painting spot, she wiped off her feet, encrusted with sand like a sugar donut, and slipped on her flip-flops. She checked her watch. She had time for a few color washes. Maybe holding a brush and going through the motions—the sensation of bristles against the texture of the canvas, the pull of the paint—would release something, like gristle from a throat, and free her up.


She plunged her brush into her jar of water, squeezed out a few dollops of paint, and swirled tiny dots of cadmium blue and umber into the wet brush hairs. She laid long even strokes across a small canvas. It felt good to have her hand in motion, to feel the connection with the surface.


Just twenty minutes of work settled her. As she dropped off her tote at the studio and dumped the debris she’d collected into the garbage can, the turquoise of the sneaker against the pink of the straw hat arrested her. Rob and Max were waiting, but she couldn’t resist . . . she fashioned the thick rope around the perimeter of the hat, secured the bejeweled sneaker in the center, and bouqueted the balloons on top.


She plopped the hat on the head of the manikin that stood sentry near the door. The fake emeralds and sapphires winked at her. There. At least she’d made something.


[image: ]




Julienne arranged oranges, apples, strawberries, and melon on the counter. She heard Rob’s purposeful footsteps. Without turning her head, she said, “We’ll feed him breakfast and then I’ll take him to get his car.”


When Rob didn’t respond, she glanced over her shoulder. He was leaning against the door jamb, hands in pockets, black-and red-checked wool jacket open, hair ruffled. He merely shrugged. So, he was still irritated with her, too.


The front door slammed and a moment later, Max appeared. “You won’t believe how big the hole is!” His pale skin was flushed.


After their neighbor’s recent death, her heirs had put her home up for sale. The new owners hadn’t wasted a second tearing down the old house. A few days earlier, loud noises drew Julienne and Rob outside, where an enormous yellow backhoe shoved its metal claw into the ground like a ghost crab, burrowing in and leaving behind a pile of extracted dirt.


“I don’t want you hanging around the excavation by yourself,” Rob said to Max. “I’ll go with you after breakfast.”


Julienne picked up an apple and peeler. “Max, can you go to Apricot and ask the man there to come to breakfast? His name is Clancy.”


“I don’t know him.”


“If you want us to let you watch the work, it would be nice if you would do as I ask.”


Max thumped out.


Julienne finished with the apple and put an elbow on the counter. Rob’s face wore the closed expression that signaled something was up. He crossed to the table and pulled out a chair. “I’ll prep the eggs in a minute.”


“What is it?”


He ran a hand along the surface of the kitchen table, an old door he had refinished and placed on legs salvaged from the dump. “He’s getting cocky. He’s stopped asking permission before he does things.”


Rob believed in keeping a tighter rein on Max than she did.


“He’s getting older. We can cut him more slack, don’t you think?”


“Just the opposite. He’s a preteen. This is when kids really go astray.”


“Astray?” She laughed and tossed the apple peels into the compost bin.


He flushed. “You’re too cavalier, Julienne. There are dangers here, like anywhere. You’re too dismissive.”


“Kids these days are so sheltered and protected. They don’t develop inner resources or real judgment. You’ve said yourself you want him to be independent.”


“Fair enough. But we haven’t been paying close enough attention this summer.”


“We? You mean me, don’t you?”


His mouth pursed in amusement. She bristled, but he was right. “I’ll keep a closer eye.”


“It’s not just that.” He looked down at the table.


“What?” She pulled up a chair. She couldn’t read his expression.


“I heard something troubling.” He paused. “There’s a rumor going around that it was SOS that slit open the sandbags on the beach.”


“That’s ridiculous.”


His face didn’t change expression.


“You can’t really believe . . . Us—sabotage?”


“You’re new to the group. Is it possible that one of the members went rogue?”


“No, not possible. Where did you hear this, anyhow?”


“Actually, it was from your cousin.”


“Oh.”


“I didn’t ask Billy where he’d heard it,” Rob went on. “It’s a problem if people suspect SOS of something like this. It may not be such a good idea to be part of a group perceived as that radical.”


“SOS is just trying to safeguard the environment. Unless you call that radical.”


He didn’t rise to the bait. “Just remember this impacts me, too.”


He meant the chamber of commerce. As motel owners, they were part of the business community, and the business community was often on opposite sides of the issues from SOS. Even accepting help from SOS with their lawsuit over the fence had put them at odds with a few of their closest chamber friends. Julienne went back to the sink and yanked down the cutting board.


“I know you want to give back to SOS, but wouldn’t you rather spend what time you have on your art?”


It was a low blow. He knew how much she wanted to be painting. As if he sensed he’d gone too far, his tone became conciliatory. “Couldn’t you be supportive without being publicly associated with them?”


She leaned against the counter and folded her arms across her chest. “When did you become so afraid of the chamber?” She hadn’t thought he cared what any of them thought.


“I’m not afraid. I’d just rather not deal with their innuendoes.” He hesitated. “Your family goes way back; you can get away with taking any stance you like. I’d like to fit in more. Is that so hard to understand?”


He was her husband. How could she not have known that despite their time here, he didn’t feel like a real local? She’d sensed what she thought was restlessness all summer but ignored it. To be honest, she’d ignored him as well. She was too busy; they’d both been so busy. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize—”


“I know how much you love this place, Jules.” He got up and came over to her, but didn’t put his arms around her.


She was afraid to ask what, exactly, he meant. She picked up the paring knife and held it over the jumble of fruit on the counter. Her hand shook, as if she had a tremor. She thought they were a team and felt the same way about their lives. She thought he loved it here as much as she did. He went uncomplainingly about the chores and the upkeep; he was handy with tools and woodworking, enjoyed surf fishing with his buddies. Yet these weren’t passions that gave his life purpose.


When she didn’t respond, he moved past her to take the plates out of the cabinet. She glanced out the kitchen window, at the sloping lawn, the cluster of cabins, and the sea beyond. The water had gotten rougher than even an hour before. The sea was infinitely changeable, calm and twinkling one hour, dancing and galloping the next. This place meant everything to her. People probably wondered how she could paint the same thing day after day, but it was never the same. She questioned many things about herself and her art, especially whether she was any good at all. But what she didn’t question was her subject. The landscapes of Montauk, its bays and inlets, its dunes and pale whispering grasses, its open and constantly mutating skies, its ever-changing seas, obsessed her: The play of light on the ocean and the landscape. She didn’t care that her brand of landscape painting was no longer fashionable. All she wanted was to study and paint the effects of light in all its exquisite unknowable variations on the landscape she loved.


Sometimes, when she was working well, a little part of her worried she cared about this more than anything or anyone.


She’d been the one who wanted to make a life here. She thought he agreed it was the perfect place, wild and beautiful, to raise their son. Now, watching his expression as he placed the plates on the table, a Roman candle of fear flared from her gut to her throat. She picked up the knife and hacked clumsily into the melon, splattering seeds and pulp.


There’d been no actual decision to live here forever. If after all this time Rob felt he didn’t belong, or if he was no longer happy, would he want to leave altogether?












CHAPTER 3: Clancy






Clancy became aware of sunlight on his face and a vaguely familiar sound he couldn’t place. He lay with eyes closed, trying to stay empty and yielding and float back to sleep. The sound teased, reminiscent of distant traffic.


He sat abruptly; a sharp pain stabbed his rib cage. The small room, window, furniture—none of it was familiar. As he told himself to calm down and breathe deeply, he heard a thudding sound. His mind made the connection . . . the ocean. He was in Montauk, in one of Julienne Bishop’s cottages.


He sank with relief against the pillows. The not knowing where he was hadn’t happened in years. In his childhood, in the group homes and foster homes, he often awoke in confusion and panic. He’d learned to orient himself before bed, to tell himself, “You’re with the McCormick family. They seem nice. They have a black Lab,” so that he would wake up clear and intact. Eventually the disorienting episodes had stopped. Now he lay a moment longer, waiting for the aftereffects of his panic to subside, unnerved to have it happen again, after so long.


It was probably the midnight swim and near drowning, more traumatic than he wanted to admit. The pain in his chest spoke to this. He should probably have gone back to Amagansett with Bruce.


He glanced around the room, noticing thoughtful touches he had missed the night before: the skylight over the kitchen area, a sitting alcove with two chairs and a wicker table grouped near a bay window. Next to a stack of Edible magazines were a scented candle and a small box of wooden matches, cornflower blue with Bishops by the Sea in bright peach lettering. He would ask Julienne Bishop for a few more. He’d been collecting wooden matches since childhood, using them to make tiny structures. Even now he sometimes made them, just for fun.


He went to the window. The bungalow was at a slight elevation, overlooking brambly vegetation, the shock of the ocean in the near distance. It looked very different from the black force of the night before. Nearly flat, it was lit with shards of light, which jumped from place to place in little explosions.


He set up the coffeemaker and dressed. Maybe he’d put off meeting up with Bruce and have breakfast in town and see if it was anything like how he remembered it. He went back to the window. Far out he could see the beginnings of the swell and followed as the waves drew closer, dispersing into plumes of foam. Maybe he’d just sit all day and watch the waves.


The coffeemaker beeped. He poured himself a cup. A young, dark-haired boy was coming down the pathway. He took a step, then stopped and fingered a flower, took a step, and tied a shoelace. He stood a moment staring at the ocean. He leapt up as if to shoot a hoop. He took a few more steps.


Clancy sipped his coffee. The boy was now outside his door. Clancy waited, but there was no knock. The boy was motionless, as if the fates had plunked him there and he didn’t know why. Amused, Clancy watched to see what he would do. After a minute he took pity and slowly, so as not to startle the boy, opened the door.


“Hello there.”


The boy had dark hair and pale skin. He cleared his throat.


“Excuse me, sir, are you Mr. Clancy?”


“Yup, that’s me. What can I do for you?” His voice came out ridiculously hearty, as if he was trying too hard to sound appropriately adult.


“My name is Max. I have a message.”


“Thanks.” When the boy just stood there, Clancy said “What is it?”


“My mom said to come over for breakfast.”


The dark-blue eyes, thick lashes, and thin face. Of course. The hair, although black, was completely different—stiff and straight. That must be the husband.


“Just let me get my shoes.”


As they walked up the curving path, Clancy realized Julienne had put him in one of the largest bungalows, situated for the best views. Each had a different color trim on the windows and doors, and everywhere bushes were beginning to bloom with white, daisy-like flowers.


“This is a very pretty place. Do you like living here?”


Max came to an abrupt halt and looked at Clancy as if appalled. “I love it!”


“I can understand that.”


Max frowned, nodded, and marched off. Intense kid, Clancy thought. Intense, as he himself had been as a boy, with a kind of confidence Clancy knew he lacked, but which he had also noted in Julienne. “What do you love most?”


Max’s eyes narrowed, as if he was gauging whether or not Clancy was making fun of him. Then, seeming satisfied, he said, “The woods. And the animals.”


“Animals?” Clancy said. “Fish?”


“No,” Max said, “like foxes.”


“Foxes? At the beach?”


“Deer, rabbits,” Max continued. “All kinds of birds. Other stuff. In the woods.”


“There are woods here?”


“My mother could tell you,” Max said, evasive all of a sudden. He gestured to the Old Montauk Highway. “This was an Indian trail. Later, when white people came, they used it to drive the cattle to pasture.”


Cattle? What an imagination the kid had.


Their home was of the same cedar-shingle style as the cottages, only larger. Max opened the screen door and held it just long enough for Clancy to get in before letting it slam.


“Thanks, Max. Especially for telling me all this stuff.”


Max gave that short, quick nod of his head again, with what seemed like slightly less wariness. “I could show you my arrowheads.”


Clancy felt a leap of pleasure. “I’d like that.”


Max raced down the hall, nearly colliding with Julienne coming out of a doorway.


“Whoa!” Julienne seemed less glamorous, more boyish, in daylight; he guessed she was a few years older than his own thirty-six. She was dressed in jeans and a tank top, which exposed the boniness of her shoulders, and her mess of curls clearly uncombed.


“Clancy, welcome. How are you feeling?”


“Only a little sore. Thanks for inviting me. This is quite homey,” he said, as they passed through the entryway, which held pegs for coats, a bench covered with shoes, and assorted overflowing bins.


“It’s a disaster,” Julienne laughed. “The mess drives Rob crazy. I seem to reserve all my creativity for my painting, and the house suffers. Then again,” she led him into the living room, “we have this.” A picture window ran the length of the room.


“Wow.” They stood for a moment gazing out. From this elevation and angle, the entire line of breakers stretching east was visible.


“Come into the kitchen.” She began to lead the way just as Max, returning from his room, blocked their path.


“Here.” He held up his cupped hand to Clancy.


“Not now, sweetie,” Julienne put her hand on his shoulder. “Clancy came for breakfast.”


“It’s fine,” Clancy said. “I’d like to see.”


“Okay, but don’t take too long. Kitchen’s this way.”


Max unfurled his fist. A reddish-brown, rock-like object lay in his palm.


“Is this real?”


“Of course! A real Indian here made it hundreds of years ago.”


“I’ve never seen a real arrowhead before.”


“Hold it.” Max held it out.


The arrowhead was fluted and chipped on its sides, the chips amazingly regular. Clancy ran his finger along the edge. The point was quite sharp. It felt like the stone it came from, cold and hard. He remembered the cold smoothness of marbles he used to collect as a boy, the sound as he rolled them in his hand, and someone he couldn’t remember saying, “a beauty,” and how his chest had ached with pride.


“This is a beauty, Max.” He handed it back, gratified to see Max’s smile.


In the large bright kitchen, Julienne was at the stove, the sun highlighting errant wisps of hair around her head like a halo. Scents of coffee and browning meat made Clancy’s stomach spasm. At the counter, a man leaned over a yellow ceramic bowl, whisking. He wiped his hands on the dish towel tucked into his belt and held out his hand. “Welcome. I’m Rob.”


He had the same bristle-like hair as Max, and his eyes held the same quiet reserve. Like Clancy, he was medium tall, but more solid, muscular. His grip was strong but not competitively so. Still, this was the kind of man who knew how to chop wood and repair toasters. Something in Clancy deflated.


“Sit and relax,” Rob said. “It’ll just be a minute.”


Clancy watched them go about their well-practiced family ballet. Max set the table, laying the silverware with great concentration, folding and refolding napkins, glancing up at Clancy every now and again. Julienne squeezed oranges by the sink one minute, then tossed the skins like hoop shots into the compost bin across the room. Rob chopped cheese and added it to the froth of beaten eggs, then poured it into a gigantic pan with a sizzle.


Watching them, Clancy felt he was being fostered by a new family. How did this one do things? What did they expect of him? What were the rules? The inside jokes he’d never get? Abruptly he stood to help.


“Sit, Clancy, sit.” Julienne brandished a dish towel at him, but he ignored her and gathered up the plates, with colors like the trim of the cottages—robin’s egg blue, apricot, and yellow—and brought them to Rob for loading up. They passed the juice and the Irish brown bread, which Julienne made a point of saying was homemade in town, and dug in.


Clancy took a forkful of egg and oozing cheese. “Fabulous,” he said, trying to pause between bites.


“Julienne tells me she nearly drowned you last night. My wife has a reckless streak.”


Rob’s slightly patronizing air irked Clancy. “I was having so much fun I forgot to keep my eyes on the waves. My own stupid fault.”


“You nearly drowned?” Max leaned forward.


“He got caught in a wave.” Julienne frowned at her son’s eagerness. To Clancy she said, “It’s nice of you to defend me, but really, I feel responsible. You were uncertain, and I egged you on.”


A flash of dark wave, the coldness of the sand. He shook off the memory. “If it hadn’t been for that, I wouldn’t be here now, enjoying this extraordinary breakfast and wonderful company.”


The doorbell rang.


“I’ll get it.” Rob placed a hand on Julienne’s shoulder. She tilted her face to his. Clancy thought of Irene. Did she ever smile at me that way?


“There’s no real passion,” Irene had said, adding the words that stung. “You don’t even know it’s not there, do you?”


Before Irene, he had been the one who left, sometimes not even saying good-bye to the foster families as he followed the social worker out the door.


“Running a motel, it’s rare we get through a meal without an interruption,” Julienne was saying.


Rob returned with a giant in a flannel shirt and knit cap and the young woman with the white-blond braids who had been passing out the scallops at the party.


“You’re the man who helped me sweep up the glass last night!” Her face lit up, reminding him of a sunflower—one of the few he knew the name of.


“And you’re the queen of scallops.” Clancy put out his hand. “I’m Clancy.”


“Molly Lundgren, Billy Linehan,” Julienne said. “Billy’s my cousin.”


Billy gave Clancy a brief nod. He placed his hands on Max’s shoulders. “How goes it, urchin?”


“Coffee?” Rob asked.


“Nah, we just came to get my junk.”


“I’ll give you a hand.” Rob followed them out.


“Since his parents died a year ago, Billy’s been raising his little brother Jonah, who’s Max’s best friend,” Julienne refilled Clancy’s coffee cup. “He and Molly met recently. She’s very sweet, as you can see, so I hope it lasts. He’s had a hard time.”


Rob returned alone. “Billy’s going to be leading the scout troop from now on. Otto Lansky’s stepped down. Says he’s getting too old.”


“It’ll be good for Billy to take charge of something,” Julienne said.


“Otto Lansky?” Clancy said, stunned. “I knew someone by that name once.”


“Really? This one’s a retired cop.” Julienne went to the refrigerator and removed a large bowl.


“The man I knew was a cop.” It was Otto who had taken him to Montauk as a boy. “I wonder if it could be the same man. Maybe he retired out here.”


“I’ll get his phone number if you want to look him up.” Julienne began dishing fruit salad onto everyone’s plates.


“That’d be great.” What an astonishing thrill it would be to see Otto again.


“Clearly you were meant to come to Montauk.” Julienne smiled and punctuated the remark by popping a strawberry into her mouth.












CHAPTER 4: Molly






At the docks on the north side of the Montauk peninsula facing Block Island Sound, Molly Lundgren found a summer job at a fish market.


Molly fell in love with Montauk even before she fell in love with Billy. She was in love with the way the sand dunes drifted to the ocean’s edge, the way the clam and mussel shells crunched underfoot at the shore near the Point, and the way her skin smelled after a day in the salty surf, baked in brittle sunlight. Most of all she was in love with the harbor, with the thick coils of rope, the lobster crates massed near the fishing boats, the stench of dead fish and dried-out seaweed, and the flavors of lemon, salt, and grease of the fried clams she had every day for lunch at the Promised Land bar. Theresa Nolan, the bartender, had become like an older sister and told her which of the boys were okay and which to steer clear of.


She packed out fish to be trucked into the city, stocked the display cases, and helped out at the counter. It was heavy, sloppy, exhausting work, but when she left each day, she felt strong and complete, and she slept at night as if she were falling down drunk. She never wanted it to end. And then there was Billy.


She couldn’t believe the way her life had spun into this new and thrilling alignment. Billy and his little brother Jonah had grown up on Fort Pond Bay, among families of fishermen who had lived there for decades. Billy worked the charter boats during the season and crewed on draggers in between. His parents had died the previous year, and he’d taken his kid brother to spend the summer with relatives in Wisconsin, the only summer he had ever been away. If she hadn’t met him the day after Labor Day, she wouldn’t have met him at all. And now she was moving in with him. She’d never done anything so wild and improbable in her life.


“Unload these, will ya?” Ernesto, a coworker, broke into her reverie.


He cuffed her on the arm, but she could barely feel it through her thick sweatshirt. She nodded, wiped her hands on her soiled white apron, and leaned her weight against the dolly, shoving it with all her strength along the wooden floorboards, her rubber boots making wet, sucking noises.


“You look like a madwoman,” Vince teased as she pushed the dolly against the swinging doors into the shop.


She laughed, slipping on thick rubber gloves. In the display case, the light caught and reflected the sparkles of freshly chipped ice. She began to lift the fish by the tail and lay them down with expert flips of her wrist. Those for filleting she set aside for Vince, who would soon instruct her in that art. Over the summer she had sold fish and lobster and hauled, mopped, and cut. She’d learned to gut, leaving on head and tail, and learned to scale so skillfully not a wispy flake remained. Now that she was staying on, Vince said he’d teach her how to make the clean slice under the head, insert the sharp, thin blade, and with only a few deft motions, remove fillets.
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“Suspenseful and satisfying...with a keen sense of place,

and compassion for the people who inhabit it.”

" —Hilma Wolitzer, author of Today a Woman Went Mad in the Supermarket
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