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For my mother, Peg Hamilton, with love and gratitude.





I shut my eyes in order to see.

—PAUL GAUGUIN
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In the hours before dawn, she slips out of the house and runs. She knows the way by heart, even though she’s only ten, and the land swells around her like the mother’s bosom she never knew.

She follows the path that winds near the cliff, the edge nipping at her feet, threatening to swallow her whole. Spit her out on the rocky shore below.

She left the men sleeping.

Xavier passed out on the couch, but Leo roamed the house all night, as though he knew she might leave. Even stood over her bed once while she pretended to sleep, her back to him, his shadow on the wall looming through her half-lidded eyes.

When she finally heard his breathing, slow and deep from the other room, she left. Silently and swiftly, even though the night was soundless and black. She was good at that. Disappearing in the cracks between light and sound.

The wind licks her ankles. Spray from the water below clings to her hair, coats her legs and arms in the icy Atlantic.

She pauses on the cliff above the ocean. Her foot tingles, ready to step. But the night grips her body, presses against her until she’s flattened, as though she’s a leaf pressed between pages, the darkness sandwiching her in place.

She thought it would be easy.

Simple even. To step into nothing. To sail off the earth just like her parents had done, the wind taking her breath, filling the emptiness inside her body.

But Ichabod Island won’t let her.

When her toes touch the edge of the granite rock, the island stirs. The trees bend. The wind howls and the ocean roars and the lighthouse glares until she turns and runs, her feet pounding the dirt path through the woods.

When the sun finds her later in a wooden house high in the trees, safely away from the cliff, sound asleep on a bed of feathers, she doesn’t stir. She doesn’t feel the day rise above her. The cloudless sky peering down with its bright yellow eye.

She sleeps soundly. On her own. Just like she should be. Just like she came into the world.

Nobody knows she’s gone. The men don’t know she ran away. When they find out, they’ll ask why. Over and over, they’ll ask why.

She won’t have an answer. She never does.

She’s not even sure there is one.
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Across the street, Maggie Thompson is in bed alone, wondering when it was exactly that her husband fell out of love with her.

The day had started promising.

They’d gone to their first visit with a new marriage counselor; a thin, well-groomed man who ended the session by encouraging them to be more spontaneous.

Mix it up, he’d said, and be nice to each other.

On the ride home, Pete mimicked the counselor: the way he twiddled his fingers when he told them to mix it up, as though he were casting a spell. Maggie had giggled, a bubbling, young sound that made Pete laugh.

He reached over with his right hand and laced his fingers between hers.

Maggie didn’t know the last time they’d done something like that—touched for touching’s sake. Not the perfunctory, almost scripted caresses before they made love or the quick, tight-lipped kisses that followed each hello or goodbye, but a touch that carved a small spot in her memory.

The sort of touch that could nearly be felt again.

When Pete had come up behind her in the bedroom and whispered that they should follow the doctor’s orders and be spontaneous, she agreed, because the warmth of his fingers still lingered on her own.

They undressed quickly, without pulling the shades, and climbed into bed, even though it was late morning. Since Maggie couldn’t remember the last time they’d done that either, she considered this to be the spontaneous part.

After the usual foreplay and well into their missionary lovemaking, Pete whispered in her ear in a throaty voice, “Do you like that, you dirty slut?”

Maggie couldn’t help the snort that shot out of her.

“Jesus,” Pete said, pushing his weight up on his hands and frowning at her. “That was sexy.”

She took her hand off his back and pressed it to her nose.

“Sorry,” she said through her fingers.

She put her hand on Pete’s back again and gave him a little tap to indicate that it was fine—that he should keep going—even though she could feel inside of her that it was not fine, and he was not going to keep going.

Pete rolled off her and lay on his back, his eyes on the ceiling.

Maggie sat up and leaned on her arm, turned her head to look down at him, trying not to wonder how her naked fifty-year-old body looked in the bright daylight.

“It surprised me.” She rested her hand on the slight paunch of his belly. “Let’s start again.”

“Explain that to him.” He pointed to his penis, which lay flaccid and forlorn on his thigh.

Maggie leaned down and wrapped her hand around the length of him, holding it like a microphone.

“Will the master of ceremonies please rise for the occasion and accept the apologies of the attendee? No offense was intended,” she said in a formal voice.

She looked at Pete, waited for him to laugh, but he brushed her hand away and flipped the edge of the comforter over his midsection.

Maggie felt the heat rise up her neck. She had done it to be playful—to make up for her reaction—but in twenty-seven years of marriage, Pete had never talked dirty to her in bed.

Not like that, at least.

That feels good was his go-to line. Occasionally, if he drank too much, he’d whisper in her ear that she had a great ass, but in Maggie’s mind that didn’t exactly qualify as dirty talk.

“I didn’t mean to laugh. Come on. Let’s start again—”

“Can we not talk about it?” he said.

He stood up suddenly, pulled on his boxers, then his pants. Maggie tugged on both sides of the comforter, wrapping it around her body and tucking it under her arms like a towel.

“I didn’t realize we started talking about it.”

“Dr. Quack said to mix it up, so that’s what I did. You want more sex and spice. Right? That’s what you said. Just like that.” He crisscrossed the room, looking for his shoe.

“I said passion, Pete. That I miss having passion in my life.”

He found the shoe under Maggie’s shirt on the floor and sat on the edge of the bed to put it on.

“Ah, yes, passion,” he mumbled in a voice she was sure he meant her to hear.

“We agreed to see him to help us communicate better.”

“Well, that was my impression. But come to find out—it’s not just communicating that’s the problem. It’s my lack of passion in bed.”

“I never said anything about us in bed. Why did you agree to go if you were going to use it against me later?”

Pete looked at her, shook his head, and disappeared into the closet. She sat in the middle of the bed, remembering that he hadn’t really agreed to go at all.

More gave in to her nagging, it seemed.

They’d already gone to a different counselor last year. Right after Maggie had found the texts on Pete’s phone. Text after text from his secretary.

None of them about work.

They made it two months in couples therapy before Pete refused to go back. He was tired of talking about it. Tired of explaining that it just happened—he never meant for it to go that far. Of course he hadn’t slept with her—he hadn’t even kissed her!

He apologized. Over and over, he apologized. Finally, she said she forgave him. They stopped going to therapy.

Everything went back to normal.

Except Maggie woke up every day with a weight on her chest. She went to the doctor. Tried antidepressants. Added in another day of yoga. She took baths and went for long walks. Still—she was joyless.

Passionless.

That’s how they ended up with this new therapist. She’d begged Pete to come with her, said it wasn’t about their marriage—she just wanted to see if they could communicate better.

She’d seen the look on Pete’s face in the therapist’s office after she said she wanted more passion in their life. It reminded her of the look the boys used to give her as teenagers whenever Maggie tried to show them affection in public—a mixture of shame and embarrassment. Maybe even a touch of anger.

She heard his voice again. Do you like that, you dirty slut?

Replaying it in her head now, she caught the edge in his voice. The blame.

Pete emerged from the closet. She watched him button his shirt, eyeing the patch above the breast pocket. He never talked about his job, even though he knew all the town secrets, working his way up from a patrolman to, now, chief of police.

The job stays at the job was his favorite line. She stopped asking long ago after what seemed like the millionth go-around of Pete dodging her questions about what happened on his shift.

“Who am I going to tell?” Maggie asked while they sat at the dinner table when the boys were little and she was craving adult conversation.

“The Russians,” Pete said, with a smirk.

“I’m your wife.”

“That’s how the Russians work. They go through the women.”

“What if you talked in your sleep? What then?”

“I’d have to kill you,” he said, flicking his eyebrows.

It was funny at first, then it wasn’t so funny, and finally, she stopped asking.

Pete leaned over and planted a kiss on the top of her head and said he had to go to the station. Maggie followed his eyes, watched the way they would not meet her own. She wanted to ask him if he’d heard the last part of the counselor’s advice—the part about being nice to each other. But he was gone before she could gather her words, his footsteps echoing heavy and quick through the house and out the door.

Almost as if he were running from her.

Now, she’s in bed. Naked. She’s staring at the ceiling when the phone rings and the person on the other end tells her that Sky is missing.

That she left sometime after midnight, as far as anyone can tell.

“You mean gone,” she says, knowing it’s just a matter of time. How many hours can a child linger in the forest, high in a tree house, before hunger strikes and her empty stomach sends her home?

She hangs up the phone and gets dressed, walks down to the kitchen just as the clock strikes noon.

When she turns to the back door, two blue eyes look back at her. And she has her answer.

Apparently, only twelve.
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It’s Xavier who discovers she’s gone.

Leo is half awake, the sun peeking through the shade, when he appears in the doorway, leans against the frame. He doesn’t need to say it. Disappointment is etched in his forehead.

“Not again,” Leo sighs, sitting up.

“You had night duty—”

“I checked on her. She was sound asleep when I went to bed.” Leo kicks off the covers and stands up, rummages through his suitcase for a clean pair of shorts.

This is how they’ve been living the past two months.

Out of suitcases Xavier replenishes when he returns from the city each weekend. Leo’s existence in this house is one dress shirt, his favorite khakis, three pairs of shorts, four T-shirts, old sneakers, even older loafers, underwear, and his toiletry bag.

And his laptop, of course. According to Xavier, Leo’s only connection to civilized life.

“So much for Saturday mornings in bed. Remember those days?” Xavier asks.

Leo picks up a T-shirt, gives it a sniff before he pulls it on. He ignores the comment.

Of course he remembers their Saturday routine. They’ve been married a year. Together two before that.

What his husband is really asking is: Do you remember I didn’t agree to this?

Do you remember only your name is in the will?

“I called the police. Chief Brody’s on it,” Xavier tells him.

“Who?”

“Oh, come on. Jaws? The island police chief.”

“Jaws was filmed on the Vineyard. Get your islands straight. Why did you call the police? She’s probably where she always ends up.”

“I called the police because this needs to stop. We’re not getting through to her. As far as getting my islands straight—you’ve seen one, you’ve seen them all. I mean, we’re out of coffee and not a Starbucks to be found.”

Leo doesn’t respond. He’s heard it all by now—he’s been hearing it for two months. Ever since Brian and Ann were killed in a car accident and Leo moved back over to the island to take care of Sky, their ten-year-old daughter.

Leo’s ten-year-old daughter, according to the will that named him as her guardian.

“I’m going to the treehouse, then to Maggie’s,” he says. “Stay here in case she comes home.” He walks past Xavier, kisses him on the cheek. “Good morning, by the way.”

Xavier doesn’t smile. Just looks at him with tired eyes. “How long are we going to do this?” he asks.

Leo knows his answer isn’t the one Xavier wants to hear, so he just shrugs and walks away.

As long as it takes, he thinks to himself.

As long as it takes. 



Ichabod Island is nothing more than a slice of land thirteen miles off the coast of New England, referred to by year-round residents as simply Ichabod.

Some say it sits in the shadow of the Vineyard like a disobedient child, wild and untamed, fog rolling over the land like a tantrum in wait.

Shaped like an enormous lightning bolt, the island is a jagged zigzag of land rising out of the Atlantic.

Which is why perhaps Leo always feels more alive when he’s here. As though the red-clay cliffs and white-sand beaches and cobblestone streets are electric in some way, igniting the air in his lungs and the blood in his veins.

Now, he walks out of the house, blinks at the daylight. The dead-end street is narrow—they live where the land sharpens to a point high above the water.

Not far from the town dock, Winding Way is anything but winding—it’s more of a slender, thumb-shaped cul-de-sac lined with a handful of small Cape Cod–style homes, one resembling the next.

Leo grew up here. Four houses down from Brian.

He still hasn’t gotten used to parking in Brian and Ann’s driveway, even though he’s been living in their house for two months. When he first arrived, he sometimes drove straight past their house and pulled into the driveway of his childhood home. A reflex. Maybe to be expected.

But it was embarrassing—he’d reversed the car quickly, his face hot, hoping the tenant, Mrs. Pearse, hadn’t seen him.

He’s taught himself to avoid his old home—avert his eyes, pretend it’s just another house on the street. He feels as though he’s abandoned it, turned his back on every single memory between those walls.

His parents had always assumed Leo would live in the house after they died. Use it as a weekend getaway from his place in Boston. A summer home when he could get the time off from work. His parents had paid off the mortgage. They knew how much he loved the island.

His mother got Alzheimer’s and spent her last days in the nursing home, but his father took his last breath in his recliner in the living room, passing away quietly in his sleep at seventy-one after a series of strokes.

In the weeks before his father died, Leo had moved in to take care of him. His father had talked incessantly about how he wanted Leo to turn the small house into something spectacular. Knock it down and start fresh, his father kept repeating.

It was the last house on the street. The only house with a view of the water because of the way the trees sloped down the hill in the back of the property.

An architect’s dream.

Then there was the awful night after his father’s funeral. The night he got so drunk that he woke up next to a woman in his bed. The night that left him a stranger in his own home—no, a stranger in his own skin.

He left Ichabod the next day, went home to his condo in the city, and hired a property manager, putting him in charge of cleaning out and renting his childhood home. A month later, a tenant moved in.

Sweet, old Mrs. Pearse—spinster and the town historian. Even Agnes Coffin, who lived on the street, didn’t complain. And she complained about every outsider on Winding Way.

Agnes Coffin acted as the island gatekeeper. Give her the opportunity and she’d raise a finger in the air to count her direct relation to the men who founded Ichabod Island. Proving to anyone within earshot that her right to this island was in her blood. She was only four wrinkled fingers away from the first settlers on Ichabod: My father’s (pointer), great-grandfather’s (middle), uncle’s (fourth), cousin (pinky), she would say, all smug and content.

Like it was something she’d earned. As though she had more right to the island than a person who wasn’t a native. Someone born on the island.

But Agnes Coffin couldn’t complain about his tenant—Mrs. Pearse was a descendant of Captain Ichabod Pearse—the island’s namesake.

Now, Leo walks down the street to Maggie’s house, the smell of low tide at the base of the cliffs following him to the front door.

He knocks, and Maggie calls for him to come in.

He finds them at the kitchen table. Sky is halfway through a bowl of macaroni and cheese. She waves, looks down at her lunch.

“Sit,” Maggie says. “Do you want some lunch?”

He shakes his head, resisting the urge to say, No, thank you, Miss Maggie. She was his fourth-grade teacher all those years ago, and old habits die hard.

He’d called her Miss Maggie once when they’d passed each other in the bank, and she’d rolled her eyes.

“You’re not a kid anymore, Leo,” she’d said. “That’s my name during school hours to people who are only as high as my waist. Call me Maggie, please!”

Maggie walks to the counter, returns with a napkin and puts it on the table next to Sky.

“I just got off the phone with Xavier. He said you were walking over. My friend here and I were just talking about these nightly adventures. How they need to stop. We agreed to it. Didn’t we, Miss Pope?”

Sky looks up and nods, returns to her bowl. Maggie glances at Leo and sighs, gives a slight shake of her head, as though she knows no such agreeing has taken place.

Leo clears this throat. “I was worried, Sky. It scares me when you leave.”

His voice is gentle, soft. He wishes he were more like Xavier. He’s never been able to sound firm. Like someone in charge.

“Don’t be scared.” Sky wipes her mouth with the napkin and sits back in the chair. “It’s not like I’m lost or anything. I’m just in the tree house.”

“I don’t want you sneaking out in the middle of the night. Do you understand that?”

“I didn’t sneak. I walked out the back door,” she says innocently.

Maggie turns in his direction, shielding a smile from the girl, and brings Sky’s bowl to the sink.

He pauses, decides to stay quiet.

They’ve had this conversation before. Three times to be exact. She’s never apologetic. And she never lies—she hasn’t once promised to stop leaving in the middle of the night. She just listens to him, tells him not to worry.

That she’s perfectly safe. It’s her tree house. On her island.

And somehow, he can’t summon the will to argue with her. No—he doesn’t want to argue with her. He doesn’t want to make her afraid. He doesn’t want to tell her all the horrible things that could happen. That might happen.

He’s willing to be the one who’s afraid. He doesn’t want to change who she is.

A fearless girl who doesn’t just think she’s safe alone in the dark on an island in the Atlantic.

She knows it.



They don’t speak on the way home. It’s maybe thirty yards, door to door. No need to fill the silence on the short walk.

But Leo wishes they were talking. Mundane conversation. Stuff they used to talk about before her parents died.

He’d visit Brian and Ann, and Sky would sit at the table and tell him about scoring a goal in her last soccer game. Or what her favorite school subject was (gym!).

The only thing he can think to ask her now is: How can I help? 

But he’s asked several times, and the blank look in her eyes tells him everything he needs to know.

He remembers feeling the way she does. Or something similar to it. He remembers feeling lost. Untethered. Broken.

He was about her age when it happened.

Ten or eleven—he doesn’t remember exactly. Only that he was in sixth grade when he fell in love for the first time. Or lust. It didn’t matter—the feeling inside of him was the thing that took his breath away. Split him open.

The way the substitute teacher introduced himself wove itself into the seams of Leo’s existence.

Mr. Baxter is what they want you to call me, the teacher had said. But that’s my father. So Mr. Ethan will have to do.

Mr. Ethan Baxter, with his canvas backpack and worn jeans and unshaven face and no clue that four seats back, in the center row, young Leo Irving had just discovered something about himself that would change his life.

Leo had gone home after school, locked himself in his room, and refused to come out for dinner. Told his mother through the door that he was sick.

Because wasn’t he, for Christ’s sake?

All his buddies were obsessed with girls. The entire cheerleading team, it seemed. Brian never stopped talking about Charlotte’s breasts and Karen’s ass and Meg’s everything, and all Leo could think about was the substitute teacher in English class.

The male substitute teacher.

Leo had stayed in his bedroom all night, staring at the wall. His father had come in the next morning, sat on the edge of the mattress, asked if everything was all right. A sob had slipped out of Leo before he could choke it back. He’d felt his father’s hand on his shoulder, but he hadn’t turned. He couldn’t face him.

How can I help? his father had asked.

And Leo had only shrugged, stayed silent.

What was there to say?

Even now, all these years later, Leo considered that question. If he could go back to that morning and answer his father—what would he say?

The closest Leo can come to an answer is this:

Just love me. 

So that’s what he does now with Sky. He just loves her.



Later that afternoon, while Xavier is packing for his early-morning return to the city, and Sky is in her room, Leo sits on the patio.

He looks at the backyard, the tree house barely visible in the distance. It still seems strange to sit here without his friends.

How many times had Brian and Ann fed him dinner right in this very spot? He’d nearly grown up in this yard—it was Brian’s childhood home. They’d played a million games of tag football on the grass. They’d camped in tents as boys, and later, had prom pictures over by the stone wall.

He remembers not wanting to leave Ichabod. It was the only place he’d ever lived for the first eighteen years of his life.

When he got accepted to his first choice of colleges, he knew it would break his father’s heart if he didn’t go. Never mind all the money his parents had put away over the years for his college tuition. A remarkable feat on his father’s harbormaster salary. His mom contributing with her job as a nurse’s aide at the hospital.

Leo was the first in his family to go to college—but his mother wanted degrees. More than a thermometer, she always told him.

After college, he was offered a job at one of the top architectural firms, and he took it, even though it was across the country, and he missed the island so much it hurt his bones. A constant ache no amount of promotions or raises eased.

Eventually, he moved east again, joined a firm in Boston, and after his parents passed away, he’d take the ferry over to the island to visit Brian, his best friend from childhood.

Brian had married Ann by then, and Leo would sometimes tease them when Ann would snap a picture on her phone of the three of them: Brian and Ann, blond and pale, and Leo, so dark, standing between them.

“You’re so white,” he’d joke, eyeing their matching Vineyard Vines pullovers. Ann would laugh and roll her eyes.

“Oh, please,” she’d say. “You’re the whitest black person I know.”

“I’m the only black person you know.”

Ann would laugh, but not Brian. He’d stay silent, his face clouded, and Leo would have to tell him to lighten up.

To not be so damn serious.

But he’d grown up with Brian. They’d been best friends since preschool, went to Ichabod High School together, and when Leo left for college, Brian stayed on the island, joined the fire department, and tried to start a family with Ann.

Brian didn’t say out loud what they both knew—the color of Leo’s skin wasn’t invisible on an island that was mostly white.

Of course, Brian didn’t know what was coming his way. He couldn’t have known that one day, he and Ann would be parents to a girl who dropped from the clouds. A girl with dark skin and eyes so light looking at her was like tumbling into the crystal-blue sea.

And now Leo is her guardian.

It took him by surprise, even though Ann had told him years ago she was putting it in their will—that if anything happened to Brian and Ann, Leo would get Sky.

Leo had shrugged it off. Brian didn’t drink. Neither did Ann. Most nights they were in bed before Leo was home from work. He’d been convinced that life wouldn’t take away people like Brian and Ann, erase them from the world so brutally, so easily, when they were so good.

So loved.

My kind of people is what his father always said of Brian and Ann.

And then two months ago, they went out on a date.

They left Sky with a babysitter to celebrate their anniversary. Someone at the bar sent over two glasses of champagne while they ate dinner, but the bubbly sat untouched—Ann wasn’t a drinker, and Brian gave up alcohol years ago.

No one will ever know why their car missed the turn by the cliffs and plunged to the rocks below. Ann was driving, and the detective said the car left the road at a high rate of speed. Nobody saw anything. The night had been clear. The full moon the only witness to the accident.

They don’t know if they died instantly or if they suffered—the fire erased all the answers. Left only dust and ash and charred wreckage.

And a girl waiting all alone in her bed across the island.

Waiting for parents who would never return.
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When they ask her why she runs away, Sky doesn’t answer. She can’t find the words to describe her house now that her parents are gone.

How the silence is what hurts the most.

She can’t hear her mother humming in the kitchen. Or the low rumble of her father’s voice at the table, the snap when he’d straighten the newspaper in front of him.

After they died, the thought of never seeing them again left an empty space in the middle of her body.

She keeps her mother’s perfume on the table next to her bed; her father’s sweatshirt under her pillow. She can hold on to their scent. Imagine their touch. Feel the stubble on her father’s cheek, her mother’s hands braiding her hair.

But the quiet is something different.

She stares at the wall when she’s supposed to be sleeping. She listens for the clomp of her father’s boots on the wood floor. The whistle of the teakettle at night.

But there’s only quiet. A silence threatening to swallow her.

It’s worse on the weekends, when Xavier is there, because the house feels different. Like it’s not hers anymore. She knows he doesn’t want to be in her house—he doesn’t even want to be on her island.

She’s an outsider when he’s there.

That’s when she runs.

Outside, the night surrounds her, fills her ears and lungs. She runs to where the sound of the waves is deafening. High above the water on the cliffs, the surf pounding the rocks below, the noise of the island around her.

She sleeps in the tree house that her neighbor Joe built for her last year—a birthday present from her parents—although mostly from her mother. They’d all walked out to the woods behind the house, a blindfold over her eyes until her mother took it off and shouted, “Look up, birthday girl!”

Sky had blinked. It took a minute to see the square box through the thick leaves, a small house built into a big oak tree, tucked in the space where four large limbs reached out like fingers touching the sky.

“How did—?” her father had asked.

“Joe did it,” her mother interrupted, then laughed. “Don’t you love it?”

Sky nodded and hugged her mother, who couldn’t stand still, her excitement spilling over to Sky.

Not to Sky’s father, though.

“It’s not good for the tree,” he muttered, frowning. “And how’s she supposed to get up there?”

“The tree’s fine. And there’s a ladder—” her mother began, but Sky already had her foot on the first rung. She could have reached the house without the ladder. As high as it was in the tree, the branches from the ground up were good for climbing. But she’d wanted them to stop fighting.

She’d thought then that her parents had just disagreed on her birthday gift. A minor fight. Looking back, it was the beginning of everything. The start of her family breaking apart.

When she sleeps in the tree house now, a small lantern lights the room, making a ring of yellow on the ceiling. Otherwise, the darkness would be so black, she wouldn’t be able to see her hand in front of her face.

She lets the hum of the forest sing her to sleep. Safe inside the walls, she listens to the hoot owls calling back and forth, singing a song she likes to imagine is her very own lullaby.

Here, her heart stops racing. She’s a hamster on a wheel, running and running, until she’s curled tight in the feather bed on the wood floor.

The guilt weighs heavy each time she runs away.

She likes Leo—she’s old enough to know she’s making a bad situation even worse. And Leo is struggling too; she knows he misses her father.

The other day she walked into the living room to see him holding a picture up to his face. The one of her father on the town dock with a large fish in his hands, his smile big. She remembers that day. He’d won the fishing competition, and they’d brought the fish home and cooked it on the grill for dinner, the whole fire department in her backyard, eating off paper plates.

Leo had looked up, caught her watching him. He’d put the picture back on the table and smiled at her, but his lips were crooked, and she turned and left the room before the tears spilled down his face.

She’s known Leo her whole life, but now that he’s living in her house, things have changed between them.

He walks around her carefully. She catches him watching her out of the corner of her eye while she eats breakfast. She feels his eyes on her while she does her homework at the table, the night closing in on them, the quiet so loud she can’t think.

She doesn’t know anything about the will everyone keeps talking about. The one that says Leo is her guardian.

Her parents never asked her about that. Not that she would have had anything to say. In her worst nightmare, she couldn’t have imagined losing them both.

Most days it doesn’t seem real. Two months have passed since the accident, and she’s still waiting for the front door to open. For the jingle of her father’s keys dropping on the table. Her mother’s voice calling her name.

She thinks about it all the time. Wonders if her parents are gone because they never belonged to her in the first place.

She said this out loud to Frankie the other day. She wouldn’t have admitted this to anyone but Frankie Murphy—her best friend since the beginning of time.

They were walking home from school, and Frankie was telling Sky that she’d lost her favorite necklace at the beach. It just disappeared from the towel where she’d put it.

Frankie was sad until she remembered that she found the necklace in the first place. Right on that same beach the previous summer. That made it better.

“Maybe certain things are only meant to be ours for a little while,” Frankie said.

Sky nodded. “Sort of like my parents, I guess,” she said, kicking a pebble from the sidewalk to the hedge next to her.

Frankie screwed up her face and stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. “How are your parents like my necklace?”

Sky shrugged. “I don’t know. They adopted me. So we never really belonged to each other.” She shrugged again. “Just like you said. Some things are only supposed be ours for a little while.”

Frankie eyed her. “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” she said finally.

“Why? You just said the same thing about your necklace.”

“My necklace was a cheap piece of metal. Yours is… people!”

“Come on. I have to pee.” She pulled Frankie’s arm, and they started walking again, but Frankie kept stealing glances at her, as though she wasn’t sure at all if Sky knew the difference between jewelry and human beings.

“Plus,” Frankie said, out of the blue, “you had the best parents in the world. Doesn’t matter if they adopted you. If anyone gets to say they don’t belong in their family, it’s me, not you.”

Sky didn’t answer, because she couldn’t argue with that.

Sky always thought the Murphy family Christmas card could have been ripped from the pages of the L.L.Bean catalog her mother used to keep on the coffee table.

Frankie’s mom and dad, her two brothers, and Frankie all sitting on the steps in front of their huge house. All of them pale and blond, dressed in plaid, even their dog, with his yellow fur and matching outfit.

But Sky knew what went on in that house. Frankie’s mother had wanted Frankie to be just like her star-athlete brothers, twins and seniors at Ichabod High School, cocaptains of every team they played on.

Sky only knew them as Big Murph and Little Murph, just like everyone else on the island. Their faces looked identical, except Big Murph was over six feet and thick and Little Murph was shorter and wiry.

Sky would sit in the bleachers with Frankie at one of their games and she’d hear someone ask, “Who scored that goal?” Big Murph. Or “Who hit the home run?” Little Murph.

Mrs. Murphy never missed a game. She dressed in the school colors and cheered the loudest. She insisted she wasn’t competitive—just happy that her children were involved.

By the time Frankie was five, she was on six teams. Soccer in the fall. Basketball in the winter. Softball in the spring. Gymnastics throughout the year. Summer was swim club. Tennis every Sunday.

It’s how Frankie and Sky met.

Frankie was the only other girl who could keep up with Sky. Forwards on the soccer team, they traded goals like playing cards. Sky loved playing on a team with Frankie.

Except Frankie hated it. Even at five years old, all Frankie wanted to do was draw. And sketch. And paint.

Frankie’s mom thought it was cute—but hobbies like art didn’t get you into an Ivy League school. By the time they were seven, both Frankie and Sky would mimic Frankie’s mother when she said this. They’d mouth the words behind her back, giggle when Mrs. Murphy caught them and frowned.

When Frankie was eight, she tried to quit every sport, but her mother wouldn’t let her.

A year later, Frankie chopped off all her hair with a pair of dull scissors to prove to her mother that she couldn’t control everything Frankie did.

Then this past winter, something snapped inside of Frankie. She traded her UGGs for black combat boots. She wore them with black leggings and her brother’s hand-me-down plaid shirts.

She tucked her white-blond hair into a black knit cap.

She told everyone she would no longer answer to Francesca. Now, she was Frankie.

That was the last straw for Mrs. Murphy.

She threatened private school. Frankie, the little sister of two of the toughest boys on the island and no stranger to threats, simply ran away. Disappeared in a blizzard in the middle of February.

The search lasted three days. The whole island went looking for Frankie, the Coast Guard too.

They located her when a guy on a fishing trip returned to his houseboat to find a young girl in his bed, a sketchbook on her lap, the electric heater blazing so hot he could have stripped to his underwear and still have been warm.

Frankie had a cup of hot soup on the table next to her. She’d showed him the sketch of the inside of his boat while he called her parents.

After that, Mr. Murphy, Frankie’s father, a large man in expensive suits who spent most of his time on the mainland, told Mrs. Murphy that enough was enough—to let the girl be, for everyone’s sake.

From then on, Frankie got to spend her time drawing and sketching and painting. Mrs. Murphy got to pretend the whole mess was just a silly misunderstanding. The island got a Frankie Murphy original piece of art—the sketch is still framed on the wall of the town pub. Not because anyone really wants to remember the three days Frankie went missing.

More because the owner of the houseboat also owned the pub, and the sketch was just that good.

Everyone moved on.

Except Sky knew that Frankie never felt at home in her house. And Sky, without parents now twice in her life, knew what it was to be alone in the world.

That’s why Sky and Frankie are best friends. Why Sky would do anything for Frankie. And Frankie would do anything for Sky.

They both know sometimes the strongest friendships come from the loneliest despair.
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She comes to the island with next to nothing. A duffel bag the size of a large watermelon. A purse small enough to fit in the palm of her hand. 

At the inn, the front-desk clerk takes her credit card, runs it through the machine. 

“You here for work?” he asks, letting his fingertips brush her hand when he passes her the key to the room. 

She doesn’t answer, just opens her purse, slips the key inside. 

“I was asking because you look like one of those models who stayed here last week,” the clerk says, his thick New England accent spilling on the counter between them like a stain he can’t wipe away. 

“Whole bunch of them did a beach shoot here last week,” he continues. “No joke—you could definitely be one of them.” 

She thanks him. He asks if it’s for the compliment or for checking her into the inn. 

She’s not sure, so she smiles and walks away. She feels his eyes on her ass. This makes her feel sorry for him. 

He’s young, full of life. 

She’s rotting from the inside out. 



She’s come to Ichabod to die. The thought doesn’t even make her sad anymore. The disease has been part of her for so long now—it’s a relief to just be. To let it have her, fully. 

Absurd, given that she’s only in her third decade. 

Even more absurd that there’s not a single person on this earth who will miss her. Her mother will cry—of course she will. Because mothers are supposed to cry. It’s the appearance that matters to her mother. She learned that years ago. Learned that not every girl had an empty space inside where a mother’s love could have been—should have been.

Her whole life she’s been filling up that empty space inside of her with poison. Alcohol and amphetamines. Then heroin, her drug of choice. The one that ruined her modeling career. But it was the chemo that made her want to die. When they found the cancer the second time, she was almost glad it was everywhere. Untreatable. 

She’s done a lot of bad things in her life. Lied, stole. Cheated on every man she ever loved. 

But here, on Ichabod, is the best thing she ever did. 

The best part of her sorry, wasted life. 

Now, she stands at the slider, looks out at the harbor. The sea flat and calm on the other side of the glass door. 

And for the first time in as long as she can remember, her future seems bright. 
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Summer descends upon Ichabod the same way the tide rolls in, little by little, and then seemingly, all at once.

The population swells. Tourists arrive on the ferry. Some for the summer. Others, a week or two.

More than a few simply never leave. Perhaps the beauty of Ichabod is what grabs them. Maybe a chance at a fresh start.

For Maggie, it was both.

Which is why she’s nostalgic at the beginning of every summer. Yesterday, she took the long way to work, through the center of town and by the water. The ferry was docking, and she pulled into an open space, put the car in park, and just sat.

She still remembers seeing Ichabod for the first time. Standing on the bow of the ferry as the fog lifted and the island materialized before her eyes. The red cliffs blazing and the trees glistening with dew. The land appearing as though it had suddenly risen straight out of the sea.

Almost three decades have passed since she was that twenty-two-year-old girl arriving alone, accepting a last-minute invitation from Agnes, her college roommate, to a Fourth of July party at her family home on the island.

Maggie had planned to stay only the weekend.

But two days turned into a week, and she found herself falling in love with Ichabod, inch by inch, so much that when she saw the Help Wanted sign in the window of the quaint inn on Main Street, nestled in the center of the island, she knew even before she got the job as the front-desk receptionist that she was going to stay.

That Ichabod Island would become her home.

All these years later, she doesn’t regret staying.

Even when it’s the dead of winter, and there’s only two restaurants open, and it seems like every other day the heat in her classroom breaks, and she has to wrangle all of her fourth graders into the gym where it’s warm, just so they can do their worksheets without their fingers and toes going numb from the cold.

But it’s this time of year she loves the most.

Early summer, before the season really kicks off. When stores and restaurants reopen, and the days are longer, and the air warmer, yet the island is still quiet.

Still hers. 

Although she woke up in a foul mood today—gloomy and anxious—even though there’s no reason why she should be gloomy and anxious today, the last day of school and, therefore, the last day she needs to get up and go to work for the next twelve weeks.

She’s aware she’s likely the only teacher on the island (maybe the planet), who isn’t happy it’s the last day of school.

Hell, she remembers a younger version of herself counting the minutes until the year ended. Especially when the boys were little. When she had beach days and s’mores over campfires and lazy afternoons at the park to look forward to. When she had people to take care of—to talk to!

Back when her marriage was a living, breathing thing.

Now the boys aren’t little anymore.

Michael, her baby, just turned twenty-four and PJ is two years his senior. Both living on the West Coast, busy with their own lives. She’s lucky if she sees them a handful of times each year.

Summer stretches out lonely in front of her.

She knows today is supposed to be a fun day—a celebration, really. Games and hot dogs and burgers and ice cream. The entire elementary school on the large grassy field for a field day and a cookout—an Ichabod Island tradition.

Still, she drags herself out of bed and into the shower. When she’s dressed and downstairs, she thinks about calling Pete. See if he wants to meet her for a drink on the harbor later.

But they’ve barely spoken since that awkward mess in bed, and honestly, she doesn’t have the energy to cajole him out of the seemingly never-ending bad mood he’s been in for a year.

Downstairs, she grabs her keys and walks out the door.

Joe is across the street, standing in his garden, his usual spot. He has a mug in one hand and a watering can in the other.

Joe’s garden is a work of art. And he’s usually outside tending to it, especially now that he’s out of work.

Maggie calls out a hello, and Joe looks up, stops the stream of water on his vegetables, and puts down the can. He waves to her, and she crosses the street, kicks off her flip-flops and walks up the front lawn to the side of his house. His lawn is plush—so green and thick under her bare feet, she wishes she could just sit. Maybe lie down in the sun.

“Hey, stranger,” he says when she reaches him. “I was starting to think you were avoiding me.”

“I’ve been meaning to stop by and see how you’re doing. Huge neighbor guilt here. I’ve felt awful about it all week,” she says, eyeing the angry scar on his leg.

Joe Armstrong was the busiest builder in town until six months ago, when he fell off a second-floor scaffolding at Brian and Ann’s house. Maggie doesn’t know the extent of his injuries, but it’s bad enough that he might never climb a ladder again.

“Don’t say that,” Joe says. “Nothing worse than making a woman feel awful and not knowing a thing about it. Besides, your husband stopped by for a beer the other night. I told him to say hello for me. I take it he didn’t?”

Maggie shakes her head.

“Well he did a hell of a job cheering me up. Can’t be down with that guy around.”

“No, I guess you can’t,” Maggie says dryly, and Joe looks at her, his eyebrows up, but she’s saved from explaining by Xavier, who’s just come out of the house next door and called loudly to both of them to hang on a minute—he’s coming right over.

“Lucky us,” Joe mutters.

“What’s wrong?” Maggie whispers out the corner of her mouth, watching Xavier squeeze through the hedge between the driveways. “He seems nice.”

“Really? I think he seems like a first-class asshole. Showing up in his Range Rover every Friday night even though it sits there all weekend. I guess the ferry fee to get it here is just chump change. Plus, he never gets my name right. Watch.” Joe lifts his chin in Xavier’s direction, as though Maggie should pay attention to the show that’s about to go on.

“Hey, neighbors,” Xavier says when he reaches them.

He’s dressed in pressed jeans and loafers. A skintight T-shirt tucked in and stretched over abs so pronounced that Maggie has an urge to reach out and touch them just to make sure they’re real.

Maggie says hello, but Xavier is already turned away from her, looking at Joe.

“It’s Jay, right? Look—we’re going to need your help with the girl. The path to the tree house is almost in your backyard. Be great if you can keep an eye out. Let us know if you see her when she takes off at night.” He gestures to Joe’s lawn, frowns at it as though it’s let him down in some way.

“It’s Joe.”

“What?”

Joe holds up his mug. “Like the coffee. Not Jay. Not Jeff. Not Jim. Just Joe.”

Xavier takes off his sunglasses, squints at Joe. “Sorry. Lots of new names in my life lately. Guess I’m playing catch-up. Anyway, the girl took off again—”

“Sky,” Joe interrupts, pointing to the clouds above. “I can make name tags if you need. Go around the neighborhood and stick them on folks until you learn them.” He leans over and dumps his coffee in the bushes.

Xavier jumps back, straightening each leg in front of him to see if the brown liquid has splashed on his pants. When he’s finished, he looks at Joe, clears his throat forcefully, as though he’s commanding the attention of a roomful of people.

“Look—I’m just asking you to keep an eye out. I’m leaving for the week, and Leo will be alone. I know he’s her guardian, but this can’t be just his problem. I mean, there’s a whole island full of people who seem to be very—” He glances at Joe, then Maggie, and stops.

“Very what?” Joe asks, but it’s more of a bark, and Maggie’s pulse quickens.

She doesn’t like confrontation. Never has.

“Concerned?” Joe continues.

Xavier shifts his weight and nods, even though it’s clearly not the word he was looking for.

“We’ll all keep an eye out,” Maggie offers, trying to smooth Joe’s rough edges.

She doesn’t know Xavier at all, but she does know Leo. And she loves Leo.

So even though she can’t disagree with Joe—Xavier does come off as sort of… abrasive (first-class asshole seems extreme), he’s also Leo’s husband. Maggie wants to be on good terms with Xavier for this fact alone.

“Not used to island life, huh?” Joe taunts.

Maggie winces.

“All the closeness?” Joe says.

“I’m a city guy,” Xavier replies, nonplussed. “Where I come from it’s called meddling.”

“She stayed put all week, right? When it was just her and Leo?”

Xavier shrugs. “Far as I know.”

“Maybe there’s your answer.”

“What’s that?”

“You leave, and she stays put. You come back, and she takes off. Could be as simple as that. Maybe it’s you she’s running from.”

“Thanks for your help,” Xavier mutters and stomps away, trampling through the hedge.

“No problem,” Joe calls after him. “Where I come from it’s called neighborly advice.”

Maggie winces again. “Have a good day!” she shouts weakly to Xavier, who either doesn’t hear her or doesn’t care to respond, the car door slamming after he disappears inside the Range Rover.

Maggie frowns at Joe after Xavier drives away. He looks at her, lifts his shoulders, and drops them.

“Look—I don’t care if he doesn’t know my name. But he sure as shit better get hers right.” His voice cracks, and he straightens, clears his throat.

He’s talking about Sky—Sport, he calls her. She’s in Joe’s yard often. Picking flowers or vegetables or petting Joe’s cat. He even made Sky her own garden, a small one that Maggie has helped Sky weed on cooler afternoons.

She puts her hand on Joe’s arm. “It’s going to be okay,” she says.

She’s known Joe Armstrong for a lot of years. He lost a wife to cancer. A son to drugs. Now, perhaps, his livelihood is gone.

Her own life is not what she thought it would be. Her days so void of… joy… that lately she wonders if she’s depressed.

Her friend Ann is dead. Along with her husband. And now, Sky, the sweetest child Maggie’s ever met, is an orphan for the second time in her short life.

And all Maggie can think to say is: It’s going to be okay.

She takes her hand off Joe’s arm. She can see her words fell flat, but she simply turns and walks away, crosses the street and gets in her car. She shuts the door before her big mouth betrays her. Before she can open her mouth and tell another absurd lie.

It’s going to be okay, she mimics out loud, sings it really, her shaky, high-pitched voice filling the car. She laughs at her own ridiculous words, doesn’t bother to wipe away the tear sliding down her face.



All morning Maggie tries to get out of her miserable mood. A funk is what her mother would have called it.

By lunch, she’s given over to it.

She should be sitting under the tent with the other teachers. Instead, she’s on the bleachers with a hamburger balanced on a paper plate in her lap.

There’s a frenzied excitement in the air. She can hear the high schoolers on the football field even though they’re a half mile down the road. Music drifting over on the breeze.

She watches a group of boys play kickball. She’ll miss seeing her students and having a schedule to fill the hours.
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