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For every living thing
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“If the stars should appear one night in a thousand years,
how men would believe and adore.
Live in the sunshine, swim in the sea, drink the wild air.
Nature always wears the colors of the spirit.”


—Ralph Waldo Emerson
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Beth Llyndee lifts the legal envelope from the kitchen counter and grins at her grandfather Taid’s still strong handwriting. He hadn’t mentioned a package in either call this week, or that her mother Kate would deliver it. It isn’t like him to keep secrets, at least not anymore. She scans his writing with her fingertips, as if the ink can tell her what’s inside.


“Mom, juice!”


Beth jumps, sets the envelope on a week’s stack of mail, and walks to the refrigerator. “Sorry, little man. I can’t wait to see you in your first Fourth of July parade.”


“Let’s go as soon as Dad gets back. I want to wear my flag shirt and Cubs hat for sure.” He stuffs half of the honey, banana, and peanut butter sandwich into his mouth, washes it down with orange juice, and bolts for his bedroom.


She picks up sandwich crumbs scattered across the floor. “We really need to get a dog,” she mutters to the sink.


As Beth washes the dishes, she glances down the counter at the envelope. What was so important her mother drove four hours from Ann Arbor to Chicago and changed her flight to Arizona? Something she wants resolved now. Kate’s path is always forward, her decisions fast and right, leaving the rest of the family to fall in line sooner rather than later.


She gazes out the kitchen window at their narrow backyard, the aged cement patio a parking lot for Kobi’s outdoor toys. Two Adirondack chairs, their wood succumbing to a dull, cracked gray, face the backyard and far row of maples and hemlocks. How odd that such a small space is her only sanctuary after the vast stretch of land and water she’d once called home.


The screen door’s whining hinges announce Mike’s return from his morning run. He hugs her from behind, the heat and sweat on his arms marking her shirt across her breasts and stomach. Beth turns to return his embrace, and they wrap each other in a tight cocoon. She inhales his aroma, maple syrup with a touch of lime—like her son’s honey head with the pungency of adulthood thrown in—and runs her fingers through his dark blond curls as he releases her.


“Folks are already heading to the parade. Not much space to run between the cars and strollers, but I had a good pace, clear morning air. Where is everybody?”


“Kobi’s in his bedroom, changing his clothes for the fifth time. You need to pull off your fastest shower ever.”


“I’m on it. Where’s your mom?”


Beth steps back, crosses her arms over her chest. “Left for the airport half an hour ago. Off to visit Maegan and her kids. For three weeks this time.”


“But she got here late last night. She couldn’t stay to see her other grandchild in the parade? Did she even say hi to Kobi before she left?”


“She was in the kitchen when we got up, eager to hand me a package from Taid and leave. Said I need to open it and deal with its contents as soon as possible.” Beth nods at the end of the counter. “That was her real reason for coming, not to get a less expensive flight as she claimed, or to see us.”


“What’s in it?” Mike walks toward the envelope, but Beth grabs his arm and waves at the package with her other hand.


“Nothing that can’t wait. Kobi will explode if we don’t get to the parade on time. Go!”


Mike stares at her. “Don’t open that without me.”


She nods and pushes him out of the kitchen. When the bathroom pipes buckle as water spills into the home’s lone showerhead, she walks to the envelope.


Beth turns the package over in her hands, paces the kitchen, and peeks down the bedroom hallway for signs of Mike and Kobi. Nothing yet. There’s only one reason her mother would hand deliver this: something about the island, the place her family loved and had left fourteen years ago. Kate has wanted it out of their lives ever since. But why would her grandfather want to do something about it now?


She glances down the hallway again. Her brother Dylan’s painting of her on the island, which she held in a tight roll as they left the lake for the last time, stares back at her. When Mike pulled it from a moving box, he’d demanded that it hang where she would see it every day. Even now, Kobi sometimes points to it and asks, “Is that really you? Smile like that for me, Mom.” Beth sighs and walks back to the kitchen.


When she reaches for the envelope’s corner, her body shudders. She closes her eyes and envisions one morning from the last summer on the island. She’d woken to leaves rustling above her in the early morning breeze, the silver-and-white birch branches swaying in an energetic to-and-fro as if refreshed from their own evening’s rest, eager to wave good morning just to her. Chipmunks chattered as they scavenged for food, downy woodpeckers rat-tat-tatted in a frenetic cadence against nearby cedars and pines, and gulls cawed from across the lake at fishermen unloading their catch. A lone mourning dove cooed somewhere deep in the woods along the north shore.


She squinted to take in the brilliant sky just beyond the canopy of birches, pines, and spruce. The earth under her felt warm and comforting despite its granite base, the moss her fingers caressed without thinking offering an opposing tenderness and subtle aroma of must. She unzipped her sleeping bag and stretched. The breeze carried droplets of brisk lake water from the rock shoreline far below, where waves gathered in eager swooshes and receded in sighs. Goosebumps spread across her arms and chest.


She gathered her sleeping bag, book, and flashlight and headed down the narrow path through proud trees, sharp-jutted outcroppings, and low bushes overflowing with blueberries to her family’s log cabin on the island’s eastern shore. Her grandmother and father were returning from their early morning search for whitefish and trout, and her brother from drawing the sunrise, for blueberry muffins and dandelion mint tea prepared by her mother, sister, and grandfather. Like every other summer of her young life, her family had returned to the one place where Beth was surrounded by everything and everyone she loved. Someday, when she was old enough to make her own decisions, she thought she would go there and stay forever.


Her heart constricts, her breathing catches. You can’t go back, and you know it, her mind tells her heart. This is the world you live in now. The past is the past.


Beth opens her eyes and rips the package open.


A handwritten letter, two stapled groups of papers titled “Last Will and Testament of Padrig Llyndee,” and a deed dated June 23, 1944, slide into her hands. She scans each group and the letter. Thick bile rises from her stomach and settles in a solid block in her throat. How could Taid do this? He knows how hard she’s fought to erect a solid, safe barrier between her life here and her childhood summers there. Why would he ask her to decide the island’s fate?


“What has Taid sent now?” Mike asks behind her.


Beth flinches and hands the stack of papers to him over her shoulder, then clenches the counter’s edge and takes two slow breaths so she can answer in a normal voice. “Guess he’s decided his time is almost up and he needs to get his wills in order.”


“Wills? I thought you only needed one.”


She can hear him rifling through the documents behind her. “Me too. He’s written two, one that passes the island to me, the other to Lily’s family. He wants me to choose.”


“To Lily, your brother’s girlfriend?” Mike whistles. “I’ve never doubted that Taid has big kahunas, but that’s huge even for him.” He waits for her response, but Beth is too busy trying to breathe.


“What’s your mother’s role in this?”


She turns toward him and shrugs, resting her back and palms on the counter behind her so she can still grip its edge. “She probably saw the envelope on Taid’s desk and changed her travel plans so she could deliver it right away. I can’t believe she didn’t open it, but the seal wasn’t broken, and that’s Taid’s handwriting.”


“What did she say when she gave it to you?”


“She was adamant I deal with whatever is inside immediately, ‘so we can move on once and for all and get past whatever curse the Ojibwe put on the island and our family.’ That she knows I’ll do the right thing.”


“Does she really believe Lily’s family cursed yours? I’ve always known Kate’s a control freak, but to throw her demands at you, on top of Taid’s—it’s too much, even for her.”


Her grip tightens on the counter as she stares at the floor and remembers the intensity of her mother’s anger when they left the island all those years ago, and its distant echo this morning. “You can’t go home again, Beth,” she said. “No one can. All we can do is stand up and move forward.”


Beth doesn’t have a clue how much time has passed when Mike squeezes her shoulder.


“Hey, I’m still here.”


She nods and puts her hand on his chest. “Thanks, but my thoughts are in a million directions. Kobi will be out soon, the Fourth of July party will last until late tonight, and I have to catch a six-a.m. flight.” She takes the package from Mike and sets it on the counter behind her. “I’ll read everything more closely in Toronto, and then we can talk.”


He stiffens and steps back. “You get letters or emails from Taid all the time. You talk on the phone twice a week. You must have had a clue this was coming. Are you ever going to share that part of your life with me, with us?”


“You didn’t live through it all. You shouldn’t have to bear the consequences.”


“I live with it whether or not you talk about it, and so does your son.” He paces the kitchen, turns to her after the second pass. Beth digs her hands into her pockets to guard against what’s coming.


“We watch you fade away every time we’re with your family. I get why your mom pushes your buttons—she’s got enough anger for all of us. But every time you disappear into a polite robot, it takes days for you to come back.”


Beth’s not sure when the façade took over. She can sense them urging her back at holiday dinners: Taid with his sideways glances, Mike hugging her at odd moments, Kobi yanking her sleeves as if he’s trying to pull down the wall she’s raised between them. When the accumulation of tight smiles, controlled conversations, and going along to keep any semblance of family intact forces her so far inside that even Mike doesn’t recognize her.


She could argue that he knows her in ways her family doesn’t. He knows the Beth that smiles deep in her heart when she’s with him and Kobi, no matter where they are. He’s seen glimpses of the young Beth when they’ve played in the Lake Michigan sand on hot summer weekends, when she’s taught Kobi about the waves, birds, and fish, and he always asks for more of that her.


But that part—the girl who lived for open skies, rocky peaks, crystal blue water, and stands of windswept pines; who craved the sweet scent of dew on the cedars on an early morning hike and the loons’ wistful trills across the bays just after sunset; who shared the joy of being in and a part of nature with her brother, Dylan—could never survive living in Chicago. She shudders as she realizes how deeply she’s buried her memories and that part of herself to create what felt like a contented life in spite of her surroundings.


“Sometimes the past overwhelms, no matter how hard my family tries to keep it buried. Maybe we are cursed.”


She forces herself to look at him: he’s narrowed his gaze, sharpened his navy eyes into steel arrows that pierce hers. “From what we’ve read so far, it sounds like your grandfather’s giving us the chance to go to the island and figure out what we want for our family.”


His words “go to the island” reverberate off blood vessels in her ears, landing nowhere.


“Why don’t we celebrate the family we’ve created, the memories we could make there? I’ve seen Taid’s amazing photos and paintings of the place and how you light up when you look at them. At the very least, it’d be a chance to get out of the city, which you used to say you want.” Mike pauses. “Do you want to disappoint Taid, me, and your son? I bet he’d love it up there.”


She knows he’s pulling Kobi into the conversation to reach her deepest regret—that it feels normal to her son to grow up in a grit-filled city of concrete and steel, the skyscrapers crowding together like a forest of silver spikes reaching for the heavens in a decadent illusion of grandeur. Around people who crave cramped coffee haunts where they suck each other’s energy dry through idle conversation and needy smiles, rather than open skies and full breezes that cleanse the lungs and soul. Where the constant hum of traffic and human activity whines in her ears and dulls her imagination, while Lake Michigan’s waves urge her to remember another world that’s alive and free just beyond her vision.


Beth matches Mike’s gaze, determined to keep the rising fear and anger from escaping. “You don’t understand what you and Taid are asking of me. Let me read this on my own, work through the memories and choices, and then we can talk.”


Disappointment envelops his face, and she pulls him to her. He buries his hands deep in her thick auburn hair as he did after they’d said “I do” and nearly every time they make love.


“Promise me you won’t decide something for the three of us you can never change,” he whispers. “We deal with this together. No more disappearing.”


Beth nods and tightens her grip as the panic from his demand and her grandfather’s request floods through her. Mike doesn’t understand that if she crosses that line, if she goes back to that part of herself and to those woods, cliffs, and water, she may not be able to return. To this city, or this life.
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“Nights and days came and passed,


And summer and winter and the rain.


And it was good to be a little island.


A part of the world


And a world of its own


All surrounded by the bright blue sea.”


—Margaret Wise Brown, The Little Island





“Listen to this,” Kate said, clucking before and after her words. She lifted the news section of The New York Times, blocking the entire right half of the royal-blue sedan’s front window.


“‘An ABC News/Washington Post poll released tonight found that testimony by Admiral Poindexter and Colonel North had not helped the president’s credibility. Only forty-eight percent of those polled believed the admiral’s assertion that Mr. Reagan was unaware of the fund diversion.’” Kate glared at her husband, Evan, both of his hands on the narrow steering wheel like every other time he drove. “How can almost half of the American public believe Reagan didn’t know, that he didn’t lead the entire Iran-Contra affair?”


Beth’s mother couldn’t live without the Times, so Evan had started another subscription to the Thessalon postmaster in addition to the one that came every day at home in Ann Arbor. Who would read those editions while they were gone, the ones the weird kid flew into their front door every morning from his bike? Sometimes he’d stop and stare up at her bedroom window, just above the front door. She could see him if she sat up in bed, which she’d moved to the middle of her room so her first view in the morning was of trees and sky. Except for the mornings she’d look down and see him staring up at her. Yuck.


They’d picked up two weeks’ worth of newspapers when they stopped for groceries in the small Canadian harbor town on the northern shore of Lake Huron. It was the last stop before they reached the cold, clear waters of Lake Wigwakobi—or “waters of many birches,” as the local Ojibwe people called it. Her family still used that name, even though other summer residents had switched to the Canadian government’s name, Big Birch Lake, many years ago. Their annual trek north to the island was as constant as the blueberries that covered it every June. Their home and sanctuary, no matter what.


Kate’s stack of newspapers filled the middle of the front seat, so they had piled the grocery bags on the back floor around Beth, Maegan, and Dylan’s legs. Beth hugged the bag with eggs and bread between her calves, balancing it on top of the center hump. She liked the middle seat despite its stiffness. For once, she felt bigger than her older sister and brother.


As Evan turned onto the rutted one-lane path that connected a wide center bay of Lake Wigwakobi to the rest of the world, Beth leaned to the left to see around the newspaper. She didn’t want to miss the view as the path wound through the deep woods and ended at the lake’s shore. Maegan shoved Beth back to the middle with her shoulder.


“It wouldn’t matter if they told Reagan or not,” Maegan said. “I mean, isn’t he older than Taid? He probably can’t remember what anyone tells him after ten minutes.”


Kate chuckled, dropping the paper into her lap. Beth smiled. “Good observation, dear. You’re probably right.”


Evan looked in the rearview mirror at his eldest daughter. “Don’t make that comparison in front of your grandfather. Reagan’s at least five years older, and I can’t say Taid’s showing many signs of intellectual loss.”


Kate lifted the paper wall again. “You’re choosing to not see what you don’t want to. It won’t be long before we’ll have to open the cabin with them in May to make sure they don’t fall and break something. At least we have the next few weeks to ourselves, just the five of us.”


“We’re almost there,” Beth said, urging her mother to stop reading and lower the paper.


No luck. Kate straightened her back and pulled the paper closer to her face. “This part is great: ‘James Dylan Barber, a political scientist at Duke University and author of several books on the presidency, said, “This has destroyed Reagan’s credibility in world politics.”’ We can only hope that twenty years from now others will see Reagan as one of our worst presidents ever.”


“Time will tell, I guess,” Evan mumbled as he steered the car over the deep potholes and tree roots jutting across the path. When the tall stands of white pines, sugar maples, and silver birches surrounded them in deep shade, Kate folded the newspaper and added it to the stack. She wrapped her arms around the paper tower as if it were a fine china vase needing protection from the car’s gyrations.


Beth scanned the woods with its lime-green ostrich ferns and ash-gray mounds of reindeer lichen. Everything in its place, just as she remembered. Dylan moved his long legs pressed against the back of the front seat to bump knees with Beth. They grinned at each other as the car came over the last hill and angled downward.


“Here it comes!” she yelled, catching her breath as the front window filled first with pale sand, then bright aqua water that deepened to darkest navy as the lake’s bottom shifted from sand to bedrock. “We made it!” The eight-hour drive still felt as if it took days.


Evan laughed. “Never gets old, does it?”


Beth grinned back at her father.


“Nice to be home,” Dylan whispered.


Evan parked in the last open spot of grass set aside for the lake’s island dwellers among a small campground that rimmed the shoreline. Campers were going about their early evening rituals: eating dinner on picnic tables next to their tents or trailers; securing boats to the rickety wooden docks for the night; and preparing the nightly bonfire, now just a pile of logs, kindling, paper, and pine needles in the large fire pit near the beach.


Everyone had memorized their role long ago to move their belongings from the car to the family’s maroon cast-iron fishing boat at the dock. Dylan and Kate carried the stiff brown leather suitcases, scuffed from years of transporting the family’s clothes, books, and toiletries from home. Beth and Maegan took twice as many trips carrying the groceries, and Evan arranged everything on the boat’s floor. Kate and Dylan made the last trip, she with the stack of newspapers and he with his large duffel bag of paints, pastels, brushes, and papers.


Beth untied the boat’s fore and aft ropes from the dock and held them taut as she bounced on her toes, willing Dylan to walk faster. He kicked the dirt and sand with his black canvas Keds, his lanky frame lagging far behind his feet. He had just passed their father in height at six feet, but his brown wavy hair, deep-set eyes, and long graceful fingers mirrored their mother. Kate smiled or nodded at several campground regulars, her gait mirroring Dylan’s from the weight of the papers in her arms. When Kate reached the boat, she divided them into three groups and set the piles on the two metal benches that spanned the boat’s center. She, Maegan, and Evan pounced on them before the wind could send the pages lofting across the campground.


Beth tossed the ropes into the boat and jumped onto her triangle seat in the bow just before Dylan revved the outboard engine and jammed it into forward gear. Maegan and her newspaper pile slid backward onto the luggage stacked behind her. Dylan pulled the engine’s lever into neutral as everyone erupted in laughter.


“Pig! I could have broken my back!” Maegan slapped at Dylan’s leg.


Kate pointed at the newspapers scattered around Maegan. “Don’t lose those or there’ll be hell to pay.”


Maegan shoved the papers under her and rotated sideways on the luggage, away from the rest of the family. Dylan turned the handle into gear again, and Beth faced forward with her legs crossed under her. She leaned over the bow to watch the water change from aquamarine to indigo as the lake deepened, and to brilliant white when the bow broke its stillness and collected it into waves. As the bay opened to the lake’s wide middle, she sat up to breathe in the crisp air and feel the wind lift her long hair. Goose bumps scattered across her arms and legs.


Even in mid-July the water was still cold from a late spring thaw. Taid had taught them that the long oval lake was one of hundreds created as the last continental glaciers retreated thousands of years ago. She tried to picture the glacier digging out the humongous Great Lakes and her own lake like a bulldozer, each advance and retreat digging deeper into the earth’s crust. Fishing maps showed where Lake Wigwakobi’s floor dropped over three hundred feet from the granite cliffs along its shores, yet the water’s clarity belied its depth—even rocks sitting fifty feet deep were easy to see.


To the right, the lake’s eastern half spread out in a huge expanse of open water with forested borders and three bays scalloping the southern shore. To the north was the lake’s only other sandy shore, almost a mile across and extending into the hill behind it. Beth and her grandmother, Naina, often canoed to the western end of the beach and walked its length, stopping to say hi to the Shepplers at their family cabin on the beach’s eastern end. The two families had become tight friends the first summer the Shepplers arrived and often gathered for barbeques and card games. Naina and the eldest Sheppler, Aunt Betty, won every gin rummy tournament and most games of spoons.


Beth wondered how often that would happen this summer, since Maegan and Brian, the Shepplers’ only son, had spent so much time together last summer—way too much time, according to their mother. Beth had hovered in the cabin’s kitchen and listened to her parents argue last August after they realized Maegan was meeting Brian almost every night at the campground bonfires. Her dad had suggested that’s what teenagers were supposed to do, but Kate was adamant. “She’s too young emotionally, even if she is sixteen, and Brian is too spoiled and wild for her. We might adore his parents, but they let him do whatever he wants. Nothing good will come of it, for Maegan or our families.”


Beth glanced back at her sister, who was staring across the lake at the Shepplers’ cabin. Had Maegan talked with Brian over the winter? With four years between them, Beth was just the curious baby sister in the background, watching Maegan’s many friends—girls and boys—come and go from the house and cabin. She shared the family trait of long, lean bodies and brown eyes, but Naina often teased that an Irishman must have invaded the family’s Welsh gene pool for Maegan to have strawberry-blond hair and ivory skin. In family photos, her pale beauty shone next to the others’ dark hair and olive coloring. To Beth, her sister felt like standing next to a winter fire: other people always wanted to be near Maegan to feel the warmth of her glow.


As Dylan angled the boat to the west, the overwhelming presence of Llyndee’s Peak towered over them. The cliff rose ten stories out of the lake’s deep middle, its gray, brown, and black granite glittering with quartz and vertical rows of sharp edges from shears and rockslides. The lake’s summer residents and most locals had named the cliff for Beth’s grandfather twenty years earlier, when he, Evan, and Ben—an American who’d moved to Lake Wigwakobi around the same time and now knew the entire lake and surrounding land by heart—had cut through the deep backwoods to build meandering paths from its north and south shores to the cliff’s wide summit. Beth searched for the same faces in the rocks that her imagination had conjured up long ago, wardens standing guard over the lake and its inhabitants. Shadows from the late afternoon sun cast a dark, ominous gaze to their eyes.


Dylan slowed the boat as they rounded the north end of Llyndee’s Peak, and the island’s mass of bedrock and proud stands of pine, birch, and basswood came into view. Even though the lake’s western half extended for another five miles, its water a rush of blues and blacks as the setting sun’s rays danced across its waves, all Beth cared about was seeing their island again. Every summer, Beth asked Naina to retell the story of how she and Taid had found the island. They’d bought it in the mid-1940s, soon after immigrating to Michigan from Wales. Taid had seen things in the war he never wanted to relive, so they had gone on a Great Lakes “walkabout,” as Naina called it, to let nature heal his many wounds. Once they’d hiked the kidney-bean-shaped island and fished the deep sapphire lake filled with trout, whitefish, and bass, they had found their sanctuary—their chance to return to the cliffs and woods of their homeland without traveling across the ocean to memories that didn’t want to go away. They bought the entire island for $50 from the local constable, who also served as chief of the local Ojibwe or Anishinaabe First Nation.


By 1950, the couple had traveled the fourteen-hour drive from Ann Arbor to the island—which included two ferries across northern Lake Michigan and the east end of Lake Superior—a dozen times to build their log cabin. Each fall Taid borrowed a neighbor’s truck to haul logs from the surrounding woods back home to their garage. Over the winters, he built the beds, couches, and tables, Evan watching and learning even as a toddler. The bridge built over the Straits of Mackinac in 1957, where Lake Michigan and Lake Huron connect, saved them two hours of travel time. Three more disappeared in 1962 when another bridge was built over the Saint Marys River, which connected Sault Sainte Marie, Michigan, with the Canadian town of the same name, only spelled Sault Ste. Marie. Eight hours seemed like a sprint in comparison. Beth knew the island was her grandparents’ true home, not the bungalow they lived in the rest of the year in Ann Arbor.


When Evan brought Kate to Lake Wigwakobi for their honeymoon, her first experience in nature was overwhelming—nothing like the confined congestion of Boston, where she had grown up and attended Radcliffe for a degree in political science. The open skies, intense colors, and constant sound of waves lapping or pounding the island’s edge, depending on the weather, presented a foreign world. The family still laughed when Evan teased Kate on windy days about the night they’d lain in bed and she’d screamed, “Can’t you stop those waves?!”


After more visits, Kate agreed to spend a few weeks on the island every summer, the perfect refuge for Evan from the demands of teaching physics at the university, and a place where Kate could read about politics for hours, uninterrupted. Taid and Naina even stayed home with Maegan, Dylan, and Beth when they were toddlers and infants so Evan and Kate could have time alone on the island. Evan sometimes shared wistful stories with Beth as they fished together, about all the things Kate had learned to enjoy at the lake before Beth and her siblings came with them. Before every jagged rock jutting out of the island’s soil became a dagger eager to stab or trip, sending her children careening over cliffs. When every heavy cloud turned Kate’s imagined fears as dark and brooding as an impending storm.


Beth was always surprised by how the large cabin’s beige logs blended into its surroundings in spite of the island’s iridescent rocks, with their shimmering reds, browns, and golds. It looked like any other cabin gracing the lake’s shores, as if nothing were happening inside, when she was certain it contained the best of her family’s lives.


As they neared the dock, Dylan slowed the boat, and she jumped out to tie it to the thick wooden dock. Rubber tires masquerading as buoys moaned their hellos as she pulled the boat close to the dock for the others to get out. The family unloaded their supplies and climbed the rock steps to the cabin, a script they’d already played many times.


By now, Beth, Dylan, and Maegan knew every inch of the island by heart and traversed the trails easily to the blueberry patches, choice fishing holes, or secret hiding spots each had claimed over the years. Almost every morning, Dylan filled his duffel bag with art supplies, a banana, and at least one bag of chocolate chip cookies and traversed the island to paint in the sun’s rising light. Beth had followed him enough to know his favorite haunts along the south shore’s lower edge, ducking behind trees when their mother checked on him to make sure he hadn’t fallen into the lake and drowned. Sometimes he’d invite Beth to join him when he heard her slip on the loose mounds of pine needles above him, but only if she didn’t pester him while he was painting. She’d watch until the magical moment when he cleaned his brushes in the lake, and the paints danced their own brief scenes on the surface before fading into the navy abyss. Squirrels, gray jays, and seagulls also trailed behind to fight over the ample crumbs. He didn’t show his paintings to anyone, relenting only when their parents begged him to share so they could choose several pieces for the cabin’s living and dining room walls.


Maegan’s days of climbing trees, building blanket forts in the woods, and fishing off the rocks had ended at least three years ago, replaced by tanning and reading on the dock in one of many bikinis. The few times she’d joined her sister on the dock, Beth realized that Maegan could tell from the sound of the boat’s engine and horn whether it was Brian or the kids from shore coming to get her. By midafternoon they were all together, pushing each other off docks, waterskiing from cabin to cabin, or climbing Llyndee’s Peak. Beth couldn’t imagine just sitting in the sun all day or riding around with other kids doing silly things instead of hiking, swimming, or sailing, but she was intrigued when Maegan told her they’d explored the beaches at the lake’s west end for new friends last summer. While many families in the lake’s center section often had evening parties together, they stayed on the “tourist” side of the lake; most of the locals—Ojibwe families who had lived around the lake for hundreds of years—occupied the west end.


Beth spent her days spying on her brother; exploring every tree, blueberry bush, and bird; and canoeing, kayaking, swimming, or sailing with her parents and grandparents, reveling in all four adults’ attention when Naina and Taid joined them on the island. Beth hadn’t seen many places other than the island, her hometown, and a university in Chicago to hear one of her dad’s speeches, but she didn’t care if she never went anywhere else.
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Kate and Maegan unloaded the groceries, started their dinner routine, and chatted about their plans for the summer. Evan disappeared into the boathouse to renew his ritual of restoring a 1943 Port Carling wooden cruising boat. Beth begged Dylan to help her clean several bass Ben always caught before they arrived. He’d left them floating in a tin bucket by the dock, with a latched top and tiny holes that made it look like a strainer.


Ben lived just west of Llyndee’s Peak in a one-room log cabin deep in the woods. He was the oldest “tourist,” as the locals called anyone who hadn’t grown up on the lake, even though he’d lived there for twenty years. He knew the best fishing holes, where to find the newest eagle nests, and the name of every tree and plant in the region. Beth’s parents said she was old enough to hang out with him this summer as Dylan had at her age, and she was eager to learn everything he’d taught her brother and more.


Beth retrieved their lake sneakers from the boathouse, the ones they swam in so the rocks wouldn’t tear at the bottoms of their feet, but Dylan couldn’t fit into his. Evan chuckled and handed his pair to Dylan. They perched on two small rocks peeking above the water in front of a wood slat table Taid had built for fish gutting. His leather-bound fish knives were long and sharp, but he’d taught each child how to peel away the skin, backbone, and innards with a specific knife. Gulls gathered on the dock as soon as they cut open the first fish, smelling an easy evening meal.


Dylan grabbed one of the smaller fish out of the bucket and wiggled it in front of Beth’s face as he raised his voice to a squeal. “How could you do this, little girl? I’m supposed to get bigger before you eat me!”


Beth twisted her lips into a fish pout and answered in her most severe Wicked Witch voice. “You’re the perfect size for eating, along with your brothers and sisters. I’ve got you, my pretties.”


“Not if I can get your brother to drop me!” Dylan swung his arms in circles as if the fish had control.


Beth lunged for the dancing fish. “Don’t you dare!” They wrestled for the fish until Beth lost her balance on her rock perch. As Dylan grabbed her instead, the released fish flew across the air and into the lake. They watched it swim in a small triumphant circle and then dive for safe waters.


As soon as Beth regained her balance, she shoved Dylan’s arms away and pointed the bloody knife at him. “Okay, that was part of your dinner, not mine!”


“That’s the thanks I get for saving you from an evening swim.”


They skinned and deboned two more fish. Beth held two dissected fish eyes in front of her own and peered up at Dylan, batting her eyelashes.


“Oh, Dylan, are you coming to town to visit me tomorrow? Please say you’ll save me from my boring job and show me your wonderful drawings,” Beth crooned.


Dylan hissed and looked up toward the cabin. “Don’t talk so loud.”


“I saw you today with that cute girl who works in the grocery store,” she said. “That’s why you went canoeing a lot after lunch last summer, isn’t it?”


“Maybe. Don’t tell anyone. She lives down in Ningaabii’an Bay.”


Beth looked up at her brother. “Wait, which bay?”


“We call it West Bay, but that’s what everyone who lives there calls it.”


“So, where did you meet her?”


“On Llyndee’s Peak, and after that we met up at Ben’s cabin. We saw moose last summer when we hiked his back trails.”


“Will you take me next time? I promise I won’t tell.”


“Maybe. It’s not like I want my baby sister tagging along behind me all the time.” He grabbed her around the waist again and swung her as though he might throw her into the water. Beth screamed and laughed.


“Hey, you two, I need those fish,” their mother called from the kitchen door. “Stop your horsing around. I don’t want to eat at midnight!”


The gulls waited until Dylan and Beth reached the cabin porch before they pounced on the fish guts and skins, squawking at each other for the choice pieces.
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“Who’s coming with me tomorrow morning?” Evan asked at dinner. “Should be a great sunrise, with the red sky out there.” The Llyndees had forecasted by the weather folklore rhyme as long as Beth could remember. Red sky at night, sailor’s delight; red sky at morning, sailors take warning.


No one looked up from their plates. They were used to the sounds of his four-in-the-morning movements and his whistling when he returned at seven from trolling for the big fish, but the novelty of driving the fishing boat in the same triangle he and Naina had used for years was waning, even for Beth.


“I’m heading to the bonfire on shore, Dad,” Maegan said. “Brian’s showing me what he learned since last summer on his guitar.” Beth watched Kate shoot a glance at Evan, but her father kept his eyes on his plate.


“How about you, Dylan? We haven’t welcomed the sun together in a while.”


“I missed my chance to start my first painting of the summer tonight, so I’m heading up to the cliff early tomorrow. Sorry.”


Evan looked at Beth and Kate. “So, I guess it’s up to you two to keep me company. Chester the twenty-pounder is down there, and I’m sure I can get it before Ben or the guys.” As many as a dozen boats might traverse the same general path in search of the day’s largest whitefish and rainbow trout each morning. The anglers knew each other’s routines, who started earlier or later, and when to meet at Bailey’s Point to compare the day’s catch—just as the day was beginning for the rest of the lake’s residents. Naina was the only woman in the group, so most mornings it was the same older men who reveled in the early morning air or fog, the vibrant sunrises, and the chance to gossip and compare catches. It was one time it didn’t matter whether you were a summer or full-time resident.


“I have a date with very ripe blueberries tomorrow morning, dear,” Kate said. “But, Beth, wouldn’t you like to go?”


Beth stared at her plate. She and her mom usually picked berries together at the beginning of every summer. Why not this year too?


“Okay, I’ll go,” Beth said. She knew it had to be her since it seemed impossible for her sister to get up early anymore. Maegan would be on shore with her friends even later this summer, except for designated family nights when everyone stayed home to play gin rummy, spoons, or hearts. Dylan’s flashlight was always on late in his room if she got up to go to the bathroom—he was probably reading or drawing—but he was still gone at sunrise. Maybe her mom would wait for her to pick berries.
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The next morning at quarter to five, Evan and Beth climbed into the iron boat. The bright red sunset had evolved into a sparkling clear night with a hint of brisk air from the north. Millions of tiny beacons twinkled hello as Beth and Evan scanned the sky for their favorite constellations: Cassiopeia, the Ethiopian queen whose zigzag shape keeps her stuck on her throne; her king, Cepheus, who holds up his house with spindly legs; their daughter Andromeda, who reaches for her mother and father across the night sky; and of course Ursa Major, the Great Bear, the Big Dipper of the sky. Evan grinned at Beth as he started the small engine, backed away from the dock, and headed north.


When they reached their normal starting point, Evan slowed the boat to a crawl so they could switch places and Beth could steer, a skill she’d learned when she was only five. She pointed the boat toward a group of white birches on the north shore and watched her father let out the steel fishing line, his arms moving in a rhythmic ballet with the rod and line.


As the sky lightened an hour later, Beth could see the other boats, which she had recognized earlier by their engines’ various moans and the men’s occasional guffaws. As she turned the boat for the east leg of the triangle, she noticed that Ben had stopped and was standing, peering over the side of the boat. His net wasn’t out, so it couldn’t be a big strike on his line. Beth glanced back at him as she followed her dad’s route. She knew the unwritten rule of pride—to only help an angler when he turned on his flashlight—was never broken.


By six fifteen, the sky had turned a pale blue, and boats were gathering at Bailey’s Point. The decaying log cabin on shore peeked out from behind aging pines. The Baileys hadn’t been up from Chicago in at least three years. Kate had tried to contact them last fall to see if everything was all right, with no response.


“I think I better go over with Dylan this week to check on the window shutters and make sure the squirrels haven’t chewed into the cottage again,” Evan said to Beth as he reeled in his line. Flying squirrels had nested in the sofa last year; who knew what damage they might have caused if they got through her dad’s patching from last summer.


Beth stopped with the eight boats already floating in the shallow water, facing each other.


“Welcome back, neighbor. What’cha find this morning?” asked Ed, one of the regulars from the campground.


“Not even a nibble today, Ed. How about you?” Evan said.


“I’m actually considering a change in plotting, it’s been so empty out there. John’s got a ten-pound whitefish, and Carl’s got a few bass. It looks like Ben’s got something out there.”


The men shared jokes and gossip as they waited for Ben. Beth liked listening to the old men talk, especially when they charted what type and size of fish they were catching. They thought something was changing the lake, with fewer young, strong fish and more algae pulling on their lines. Some blamed pollution from the coal plant about an hour north, while others thought too many people were allowed to fish in the lake.


Beth stood and waved as Ben approached. The silver and gold lures stuck in his cloth fishing hat glistened in the early morning sun. He formed the final petal in their boats’ collective daisy pattern.


“Darn algae took three-quarters of my line just before the ledge,” Ben said. “I think I hit a big one just before that, but it’s probably caught in the wire and weeds.”


“Yeah, right, Ben, just like Evan keeps getting a tug from Old Chester,” said Carl, one of the lake residents. “There’s no way a tourist is going to catch that prize. I’ve got a wall waiting for that rainbow.”


Evan grinned. “Time will tell. Thanks for the fish last night, Ben.”


Ben nodded and smiled at Evan and Beth. “Great to have you back. Need help rebuilding your fort later this morning, Beth?”


She almost jumped out of her seat. “Of course!”


“Anybody know what happened at the bonfire last night?” Carl asked. “I heard it was quite the party.”


Ed and Ben looked at each other and then at Evan. “Just some teenagers having too much fun playing a prank. The boy will be okay, but his folks are pretty upset.”


“What happened, Ed?” asked Evan.


“One of the new families at the campground let their boy stay up late with the gang, and the kids told him there was more beer in a cooler back by the garbage cans. Two blackies were having a snack, and one almost got him. Tore up his jacket pretty good. I think the family’s leaving this afternoon, they’re so mad.”


“That’s a newbie for you,” said Carl. “The manager better do something to store those cans, or they’re going to have a real mess on their hands.”


The men wandered on to other gossip, then slowly said their goodbyes. Evan told Beth to start the engine and pointed toward Ben’s boat. She was surprised her parents had let Maegan go to the campground bonfire last night after the conversation she’d overheard last summer about Brian. Even if she didn’t want to hang out with the other kids all the time like Maegan, Beth still wanted to go to the bonfires to see what went on. This wouldn’t help her chances to be allowed to go. The two boats traveled down the lake side by side until Evan waved for them to stop in front of the island.


“Ben, were you on shore last night? Was Maegan in on that prank?”


Ben paused. “I was there, playing cards. Brian was the one that told him to go up to the cans. Seems all the kids thought it was pretty funny.”


Beth looked at her dad, then behind him. Evan turned to see Maegan standing on the cabin porch with her arms crossed tightly across her chest, staring at Ben.


Evan turned back to Ben. “No need to say more. Thanks, have a good day.” He pointed to the dock and Beth steered them home, waving at Ben as he turned toward the lake’s western end. Maegan was nowhere in sight.
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Beth pointed at the white enamel buckets still sitting on the kitchen counter and grinned at her dad. Her mom hadn’t gone blueberry picking without her. They tiptoed down the hall to the back bedroom, where Kate was still wrapped in a cocoon of sheets and blankets. Beth watched from the doorway as Evan leaned over his wife and nuzzled her ear until Kate giggled and pulled him to her. Beth turned and stomped back toward the kitchen. The berries would be mushy from the day’s heat by the time her mother was ready to go picking.


She lingered over breakfast as long as she could stand it while her parents moved to the porch and talked about last night’s incident. Adult conversations were filled with codes, but Beth could tell the prank brought her parents’ concerns about Brian’s wild streak back to life. He roamed the lake freely, his parents oblivious to his comings and goings, and stayed at the island just long enough to pick up Maegan from the dock and leave. Beth couldn’t even remember what his voice sounded like. Her parents weren’t sure how much Maegan was part of his shenanigans. Nor did they know how to broach it with his parents. The Shepplers were their best friends at the lake, always up for a picnic, a bonfire, a sailing regatta, or helping with the Llyndees’ annual Lammas, or harvest celebration, in early August. Their cabin on the north shore was close enough that Beth could canoe or sail over when Naina ran out of sugar, but far enough to give each family time to themselves. Mr. Sheppler’s frail but spunky mother was Beth’s favorite, even though Aunt Betty smelled like a mixture of shoe polish and tea. Sometimes she went with Naina when the two women visited, just to listen to their rolling cackles.


She changed into a sleeveless navy shirt and plaid shorts and grabbed the four buckets from the counter. Their sturdy handles made them easy to balance even when full—as long as she spread her arms the same way that Naina had taught her to curtsy—and their solid walls kept the berries from mushing together or escaping, as they had in baskets. She marched out to the porch, letting the screen door slam behind her.


“Mom, it’s almost nine thirty, and Ben will be here soon to help me with my fort. Are we going or not?”


Kate set her coffee cup on the porch railing, stood, and stretched her long, thin arms toward the sky. “You’re right, sweetie, time to make a day of it. I trust we’ve come to a decision, Evan?”


He flung his coffee dregs onto the rocks below the porch. “Yep, I guess so. I’ll hang out in the boathouse while you two head up. Is Dylan still sleeping or out painting?”


Beth remembered her promise to Dylan and didn’t mention that she’d seen his art supplies on his bed when she walked by to change her clothes. “He hasn’t been here all morning.”


“Maybe he went to Ben’s in the canoe, or somewhere with Maegan. That would be a first,” said Evan. “Have fun, no stains on those white shorts of yours, Katie girl. And no eating while you pick.”


Beth rolled her eyes. “Yeah, like you don’t eat everything you pick before they even hit the bucket.”


Evan yanked on Beth’s thick ponytail as she handed two pails to her mom. They climbed the thick wooden ladder screwed into the protruding wall of granite, disappeared into the island’s low wall of trees until they chose one of several patches of wild blueberry plants scattered like groundcover across the island, and settled on a surrounding bed of brown pine needles.


The rising sun warmed Beth’s arms and legs as they picked the ripe navy fruit. She told her mom about the changes she wanted to make in her fort, always her first project when they arrived every summer. While Kate spent most of her days on the porch, where she could read in the shade, Beth preferred the high woods. Every year she felt enveloped into the island without question, the chipmunks, squirrels, and birds considering her only briefly before accepting her as part of their world. Even the perfect spot for her fort stayed flat and bare as if it was waiting every spring for her return, and provided enough shafts of light seeping through the forest canopy to surprise and warm her throughout the day. She couldn’t wait for Ben to help her put it back together.


“I think Ben and I could make something really cool this year, since the rain the past two weeks has made all the tree branches so limber,” Beth said. “Maybe I can weave them together instead of crisscrossing, like last summer.”


“Sounds fine, dear,” Kate mumbled.


Beth stopped picking. “You’re not even listening.”


“I have a few things on my mind, like your sister’s safety. She shouldn’t be around that boy anymore, but I have to figure out how to do it without upsetting his parents.”


Why was her mother confiding in her? What did she think Beth could tell her? She turned away from Kate toward another fresh blueberry patch, and they filled their buckets in silence.


Almost a half hour later Beth stood. “My patch is empty, and one of my buckets is full. I’m moving.” Kate jumped at Beth’s voice.


“Okay, honey, let’s try the bushes closer to the cabin along the rockslide. I’m sure those will be ripe.” Kate followed Beth down the narrow path, their arms spread wide to keep the purple gems safely balanced inside their buckets. “When did you get strong enough to carry all of this? You’re growing up too fast, my baby girl. What shall we make with our loot?”


“We might have enough for a few tins of muffins and some pancakes, but I’d rather make a pie if it rains,” Beth said. Heavy gray and beige clouds loomed along the western horizon, inching their way east in a lazy summer breeze.


“Looks to me like we’ll get a pie and some pancakes from what we already have.”


“I don’t know. Naina’s recipe calls for lots more blueberries than yours.”


“So? That’s the beauty of mine. You still have plenty left for other goodies. Besides, Naina’s not here; I am.”


“But the pies we made last summer after you left were awesome.” Beth had been ecstatic to stay with her grandparents and siblings when her dad had to return to work early. “They were huge. Juice oozed out everywhere.”


“I guessed that when I saw the bottom of the oven last night. Naina should have taught you it’s the cook’s responsibility to clean up her mess, not leave it for someone else.”


As they settled beside another blueberry patch, they heard the low gurgle of Ben’s fishing boat idling up to the north dock.


“Sounds like Ben’s here,” Kate said. “I’ll take three buckets down, and you can bring the last one when you come.”


Beth watched her mother head down the path, not surprised that her shorts were still pristine white compared with Beth’s plaid shorts, mottled with blue stains from the berries’ juice. She could hear Kate’s voice as she and Ben crossed on the path, and stood to look for him.
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