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I HAD DRIVEN UP FAST. When I set out from the city, it was still dark. There were not many cars on the highway. Dawn breaking as I turned off the 400. No one had removed the dead animals from the side road to Honey Harbour yet. There was a young raccoon, bloody teeth bared, its chest squashed, arms pawing the air, and a large snapper, its house smashed, its guts strewn across the road. Too much night traffic. But not even one car now.

It was quiet at the marina. I couldn’t see the Limestone, though that was usually the boat they took out of winter storage first. The Hunt, a much smaller boat, had been left for me at the main loading dock. There was no one else at the docks, at the pump, or on the veranda of Jim’s cottage. Perhaps the guys who ran the place for him had been told to take the rest of the week off. They were usually cheerful and friendly, offering to haul the bags to the boat, making rude comments about my city garb, offering to come and keep me company in the evening while I waited for the rest of our family to arrive. I was not used to silence at the marina.

When I headed out, it seemed to me that the Hunt was the only boat on the lake. Perhaps April was too early for other people to be this far north. There was a chill in the air. The ice had barely gone out, and the birds that wintered in the South had not yet arrived. When my hand touched the water as I tied the boat up to our dock, it felt painfully cold.

The cottage, too, was strangely quiet. In the old days it had always been noisy. Kids running and shouting, Gina doing her ridiculous exercises on the dock, country music or opera wailing away inside, the men chopping wood or repairing the roof, or moving rocks to make an easier path into the water. Sammy had been quite useful, then, and James, to my surprise, had fitted in with the rest of the family. Years ago, there used to be a lot of bellowing and even some laughter. My mother would try to relax, read, or give strident orders to complete some task we had been putting off. The last time I was here, though, there had already been too much silence. Since I hadn’t come to the cottage often then, when I did, I was aware of the overall gloom, the sadness that had settled on the place. Mother spent most of the time in her room, gazing at the birdfeeders, her book lying unread on the bed. She left all the cooking to Gina and me. I knew I couldn’t face the ghosts of summers past.

I carried my bags up to the deck—I had brought up only two bottles of wine, because I hadn’t expected to stay long—and placed them carefully at the glass doors while I hunted for the key.

It wasn’t under the small rock where we usually hid it after we locked up at the end of the season. Hardly surprising, given the winter snowdrifts, the strong winds that had blown down some of our roof tiles and broken branches off our one remaining ash tree. While I scrabbled around among the musty, dead leaves, I thought I heard something scuttling toward the cabins. Maybe a squirrel or a chipmunk, but I saw nothing when I stood up. Still no key. I searched under the steps, no key, and nothing on the big nail where Gina preferred to hang it.

We had fought about that.

We did not have the warmest relationship, my sister and I, but we rarely engaged in open combat. It was more of a standoff. We knew each other too well for prolonged battles, but toward the end of that gloomy summer two years ago, we had allowed ourselves to express the anger we both felt—at least, I know I felt—but had kept under control. I found it oddly liberating. We argued about a whole lot of subjects we had avoided before. Mother’s choice of a condo and how long she would be able to stay there, Scoop’s ashes, Father’s mansion, Gladys, Eva, and why she kept showing up (Gina was sure that she still hankered after our father, and I was equally sure that she was secretly gay and in love with our mother). Gina suggested once that Eva had something on our parents, a secret they didn’t want her to reveal. (I thought that was ridiculous; if she had some sort of hold over them, she would cash it in, not take it in time spent at the cottage.) We argued even about little things like cleaning the place and who left dishes out the last time. Everything except William. I stayed quiet when she talked about him.

The fight over the placement of the cottage key was one of our nastiest, and it ended by not ending. It started with each of us explaining our different positions—me saying the key had to be in a place where no one could easily find it, Gina saying that everyone put keys under rocks and that our mother preferred the nail option. I viewed bringing our mother into the discussion an unfair thrust and parried with a variety of instances of my sister’s ignoring our mother’s wishes. From there, the fight escalated.

Given that we had grown up together, we both had a veritable smorgasbord of each other’s failings to choose from when we decided to be nasty. These days, our fights veered off into mutual accusations of indifference to Mother’s needs, then on to the familiar grounds of sibling rivalry over holiday plans (whose plans had most inconvenienced the others) and selfish or inconsiderate choices of long ago. I brought up her failing to show up at our mother’s bedside when she had been ill a few years ago. Unusual for Mother, she had asked for some help with her shopping. But, as was usual with our mother, the shopping wasn’t what she had meant. For reasons that hadn’t yet been obvious, she had become afraid of being alone at night.

She had been proud of her independence. She not only didn’t ask for help, but she also rejected all offers of assistance—and that attitude was still there that winter, three years ago. She insisted on doing her own Christmas shopping with only Nellie’s help and ignored our, I thought unanimous, decision to reduce the volume of gifts and the attendant headaches. We would each buy a present for just one person, drawing a name out of a hat. She wanted to buy gifts for everybody.

Gina said that it was a ruse. One of our mother’s completely unnecessary ways to show affection and demand, by implication, the same in return. I thought it was her basic insecurity, her feeling that unless she continued to earn respect and admiration, she would cease to matter. As she once described it to me, if you are no longer who you have persuaded yourself you are, then you are no one, a nonperson. That remark had been in response to my suggestion, long before her diagnosis, that she needed a break from her endless schedules, that she could allow herself time to relax.

Back then, she had been a respected academic, a sought-after public speaker. A couple of years later, she was still able to deliver her Current Affairs Lecture at Trinity College, yet she persisted in repeatedly proving her own relevance. She worried that she had been supplanted by other, more effective, or worse, younger speakers.

Perhaps it was her form of blackmailing everyone into appreciating what she did. An extreme case of impostor syndrome. Or a reasonable dread that her failing memory was no longer a secret.

Naturally, no one would ask Mother whether Gina’s contention about her preference for key placement had been correct. Gina had mentioned several times during that winter her amazement that I had managed to be invited to give readings throughout the month and that all my readings were far from home, so Gina must have had her way with the key, the reason I couldn’t find it.

After about twenty minutes rootling around under nearby rocks and feeling along the edges and undersides of all the steps and everywhere a key could have fallen from a nail, I stomped upstairs and tried the glass door. It was unlocked. Strange, I thought. We always lock up when we leave. But as I slid the door open, I had the weird sensation that I had already done this, that the damp leaves on the mat had been left there by my own boots.

The living room looked as if we had just left for a quick trip up the lake. There wasn’t that familiar musty smell we used to comment on when we opened the cottage. Seat cushions pressed down where we had sat, chairs facing one another, the Scrabble board still on the coffee table, a couple of cups nearby, the unfinished puzzle on its table, Mel’s baseball glove and ball near the couch, fishing rods with their dangling lines in a bucket, ready to deploy. There was still ash in the fireplace and logs in the iron log-box. Perhaps the photographs were a bit more faded, but they were still standing up in their plastic frames. But I was sure at least one photo was missing. At first I couldn’t tell which one, because there was such a plethora of family pictures, so many from the time Gina and I were gawky children, and so many more of her children as they went from babies to almost teens. Well, that’s not exactly right. There were a lot of photographs of Gina’s daughter, Mel, but only a couple of photos that included William seeming almost relaxed. He had been carefully posed, I am sure. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have been looking up. He usually stared fixedly to the right.

My mother had put the pictures out herself and added to them as the years went by. She used to fuss about their placement, making sure no one was in the back row more often than anyone else. I used to count the number of pictures of me and compare them to the ones of Gina. I always came up short.

The missing picture had left a thin line in the accumulated dust, suggesting that it had been there as recently as last summer. There was now a small gap in the area where Gina and I were teens and our mother was young and still pretty. She had remained attractive, in a small, fragile way, well into her sixties. The lines in her face were so muted that, ignoring the obvious fact that I was much bigger-boned than Mother and Gina, people would say the three of us must be sisters. Lines had started to appear on my face, I think, already in my very early thirties—a series of thin, knife-edge lines on my forehead and a couple of softer downward ones from the corners of my mouth. “It’s because you frown too much,” Mother had said when she noticed me looking at my face in her round magnifying mirror. “You could try being less worried about things.”

When I didn’t reply, she said, “Or you could try standing on your head for a half hour every day. Let the blood circulate to your face.” She told me she had found standing on her head restful.

I turned on the electricity and went to check the toilets. I had watched the men starting and closing down the water often enough, it should, I thought, be easy to restart the system.

It wasn’t.

I turned the taps full on, nothing happened.

Oh yes, of course, the pump.

I hated going into the basement. Despite the tiny gaps that remained between the concrete slabs of its outside wall, it was murky and stank of decay and, I thought, peanut butter. Early in the season, Father used to drown mice in a bucket he kept there with peanut butter smeared around the rim. They would fall into the water after they scaled the outside of the bucket. “They’re really stupid,” he told Gina and me as we watched the desperate creatures trying to get out. You could see their little claw marks on the inside of the bucket after Father threw their tiny bodies into the woods behind the house. “Lots of animals like a good meal of mice,” he told us. “They’ll be gone by tomorrow.” And they were. I know; I looked.

I tried to ignore that memory and instead remember how to turn on whatever it was that our father and, later, Sammy used to turn on when we first came up.

The outdoor furniture and summer things occupied the space at the front of the basement. The water tank was way in back where there was impenetrable blackness.

There was no point in turning the water on in the cottage if there was no water coming into the tank.

I thought it was getting darker.

I went upstairs to look for a flashlight. Amazing how warm it was inside the cottage. The afternoon sun had been bright and the wide windows captured the heat just as they held in the cool air in July.

I should start a fire in case the evening was cold. April was a deceptive month here. Some days it would be warm enough to walk around in shorts, then it would snow and we were back into winter. There was a pile of wood by the fireplace, a bundle of kindling and old newspapers.

The flashlight didn’t work. Whoever had used it last—and I put my money on Gina—hadn’t taken out the batteries when she left, but why would she remember to do that when she hadn’t even thought of locking the doors or putting away the Scrabble or puffing up the cushions on the sofas? I tried and failed to feel sympathy for her.

Best to leave the water till morning.

I put my groceries into the fridge and closed its door. It had begun to hum contentedly.

I made the bed in my room. The sheets felt frigid as I spread them out and patted them down on the mattress. We always left the sheets and duvets in big plastic bins for the winter. They had a damp, musty odor, with a hint of rosemary. We used dried rosemary instead of mothballs. I plumped up the pillows in their too cool covers. Would I have to get a sleeping bag? I couldn’t remember where we had stashed the sleeping bags. I hadn’t used one since that disastrous camping trip some years ago.

James and I on the French River. What could I have been thinking? It rained the first day and drizzled the rest of the week. I was not an experienced paddler, and James was impatient with my “lily-dipping.” I hated sleeping in the cramped, damp tent reeking of fetid socks, and James had forgotten to pack the padded ground-sheet. He had also left the whiskey behind. I had shivered all night in my dank sleeping bag, while James snored happily in his. Luckily, I had brought along a bottle of Chablis, imagining it would be good for celebrating our first night in a tent. As it was, I drank it all on our second night while James slept. About halfway through the bottle I had proposed a toast to James’s solid back.
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THE SKY HAD TURNED SMOKY drab. The trees, even the birches, their long, thin, skeletal branches backlit by the setting sun, were black now, as if they had been sketched in charcoal. There were a few rows of green buds, but the leaves hadn’t appeared yet. Only the lone willow that Mother had planted twenty years ago near the lake showed long light-green shoots. There were minuscule buds on the oak and, of course, the red pine seemed to be thriving in the cold early spring air. The peaked roof of Father’s cabin caught the last of the bleak light; the building itself was blacker than the trees.

It was very still.

I hadn’t known that I had been waiting for the prevailing west wind to rustle the dead leaves until I went out on the deck with my glass of lukewarm white wine and noticed myself watching for the ripple of waves or the sound of the boat rubbing against the dock. There had been only the scrunch of acorns under my feet. Nothing else.

The lake was beautiful in its mirrored stillness. In past years I would look at scenes and linger over objects, pondering the right angle, or the right light, approaching closer, backing up, holding my hands up to form a frame around an image. I used to carry a sketch pad for the occasions when I couldn’t resist the desire to make something appear on paper. Had I left one here last time? Or my paints? I hadn’t seen them at the apartment, but I hadn’t really looked for them either. I hadn’t wanted to paint.

Mother said I had shown some talent when I was younger, that had I stayed with it, I might have become a passably good artist. Eva, she had said, could have taught me so much, had I been willing to listen. A small gallery in the city had even sold a few of my smaller paintings, and I remembered a suggestion from the owner—was his name Yves?—that he have a modest exhibition of my work. I would have to help with the promotion, of course, and make sure all my friends and acquaintances came.

Mother said my friends would buy some of the paintings because, hey, what are friends for if they’re not willing to shell out a bit of money for a painting? They didn’t have to hang them to prove their fondness for me, all they had to do was buy them. For a while I had made lists of people to invite. It didn’t last. I didn’t have enough friends to make the effort worthwhile. Sure, I knew quite a few people, but the only real friend I’d ever had was Annabel, and she had decamped to Paris.

Mother had been even less encouraging about my writing than she had been about my attempt to be an artist. “You’re not going to make a living at it, that’s for sure,” she had said. “You have to be famous to make money writing, and you’re not famous.”

Too dark to look for my paints now. Leave it till the morning. I would still be alone then; the one thing I hated about painting was that anyone could watch you.

I went inside again and lit the scrunched-up newspapers in the fireplace. The matches, I thought, were sure to be damp, yet one of them caught after only a few tries. The kindling was slow to get going and I had used up most of the paper by the time the maple log caught. My father had been an advocate of burning maple—it lasted longer, the logs were tidier. James had favored birch; it was easier to get going. “The man lacks patience,” Father said, returning to one of his old jokes. “He must be a lousy lover.” He wasn’t, but I had no desire to discuss sex with my father.

When I opened the packages of food I had stashed in the fridge, I couldn’t find anything I wanted. The closely packed lettuce and sliced chicken breasts reminded me of the times Gina did the shopping and filled the kitchen with her health foods, big cabbages and cauliflower, broccoli, legumes (I hated the way she pronounced legumes—the u elongated, the g swallowed), brown rice, flatbread, vegenaise. Never a single thing I was interested in eating. Naturally, when it was my turn to shop, I indulged my inner carnivore with spicy salamis, Italian prosciutto, pork sausages, rib eye steaks, and, when it was my turn to cook, I took delight in watching Gina’s discomfort. She would thank me for the effort, then prepare something for herself from her own food supply. Chickpeas and beans that smelled and looked like mush heaped onto her plate. Except when it came to dessert. She liked my desserts a lot more than the fascinating things she made with honey and imitation chocolate. Her children always preferred my cooking to hers, but they rarely got a choice. Mel used to watch me preparing my beef Madras recipe and told me she needed to learn so she could prepare her own meals when I wasn’t around.

I took my glass of wine to bed and huddled into the cold sheets. Curled up with my knees against my chest, the pillow scrunched under my head, I could see the sliver of moon and the motionless trees. My father had replaced most of the windows of the original prefab design with wide sliding doors. When he was younger, he had loved the early mornings while everyone else was still asleep and he could open the door and slip out, unnoticed, for his dawn swim in the lake. By the time the rest of us woke up, he would be sitting on the deck, reading his papers and sipping his coffee. The only signs of his swim were the wet footprints that crossed the kitchen floor and the sound of the grinding beans for the percolator. Preground coffee, he had told us, lost its flavor.

There used to be a photo of him sitting on the porch in one of those old, paint-peeling red Muskoka chairs, his feet up on the wooden railing, coffee mug in hand, squinting into the morning sun. I realized that was one of the photos my mother had taken from the collection in the living room. I couldn’t remember when it had disappeared from her carefully curated family shots.

I wondered where that picture was now.

I hadn’t been aware of it earlier but I did, now, surprisingly, miss him. Not so much his actual being, but the assumption that he would be here in the morning, sitting on the deck, drinking coffee, the momentary peacefulness of it, before the day unfolded. Nostalgia for something that never existed in real time, only in the way I had chosen to see the world when I was about five or six, when I still believed in innocence.
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UNTIL NOW, ALONE ON GULL Island, I thought I hadn’t believed in ghosts. I didn’t hold an aggressive or fanatical position; after all, I had played once with Gina’s Ouija board, and she had almost convinced me that the island had a ghost.

The board, Gina’s birthday gift from our mother, was black with two rows of silver letters—all capitals—in a slight curve across the middle, a large YES and large NO above on either side of what looked like a moth or a june bug with spread wings. There was a stylized sun-face on the left and a moon-face on the right. A separate silk pouch contained what my sister called, rather portentously, the “planchette,” a smallish, roughly heart-shaped piece of wood on casters. The idea was that we would ask the spirit questions and it would answer with the planchette, using our energy to point at letters or one of the two words. The problem was that our energy, Gina had explained, had to be transmitted through our fingers “lightly” laid on the piece of wood.

She had insisted we wait until it was dark. “Much better for ghosts,” she said authoritatively, as if she had the faintest idea about what ghosts preferred. She also said that ghosts liked teenagers because they were young enough to believe what they saw and old enough to know what was real. I told her that was typical Gina bullshit but I let her persuade me to play. I think I felt sorry for her because she had put on so much weight—I was taller and thinner—and had taken to wearing loose tops to hide her very large breasts.

It was late September, windy, rough out on the lake. We had brought a low table over to the fireplace because Gina swore that the room had grown unnaturally cold when we first unwrapped the board. The only light was from the flames, because Gina had turned the lights off to create a “bit of atmosphere.”

The wind must have blown down the chimney because the flames flickered and almost died out. “Rain,” I said, though there was no rain against the windows.

“Shush,” Gina whispered. She had just asked a question about what she would do after school. The planchette moved quickly to e then s finishing with ape. “Escape,” Gina said, loud enough to wake the parents. “It’s talking to me,” she added, her voice rising.

“You were pushing it,” I said.

“I wasn’t,” she almost yelled. “Were you?”

“No,” I said. I was pretty sure I hadn’t been pushing the thing, but it was hard to keep your hand steady over the top of it as it flew from letter to letter. “My turn.” I asked it whether I was going to be a great artist.

This time, it rolled right away to the big NO and waited there, like a well-trained dog ready for the next command.

I took my hand off it and rubbed my fingers. They felt frozen, though the fire should have kept the room warm. Some ash had dropped on the board from the fireplace, and as I watched, there was another gust of wind down the chimney. More fine dust and Gina shouting that it was her turn again. She asked a question about a boy she had met in her French class and the Ouija board didn’t think he would call her. Not tomorrow. Not next week. When she didn’t believe either of those answers, she asked if he would ever call. The answer, as far as I remembered, was Never.

I liked that because that boy had asked me to go to prom, and I had every intention of accepting his offer. He was my age, a year older than Gina, but he had been kept back in the class because he was seriously bored by French. I thought he had shown some independence of spirit by asking me, not only because I was older but also because I went to private school. I had met him only once, on a holiday weekend when he had walked Gina home from some teen pool party and they stayed talking at the front door until I told them it was almost midnight. I still remembered Gina’s fury when I told her about my prom plans. Though she had already lost interest, she still regarded him as private property.

If asked, I would have said I prefer to keep an open mind about ghosts. I have never been religious either but keep an open mind about God. Possible, but highly unlikely. Perhaps, as James pointed out years later, a characteristic unwillingness or inability to commit. Either way. It could be remnants of a childhood of being pulled in both directions, never knowing which way to jump and almost always regretting whichever decision I had made. My father was a determined, vocal, forceful, always-ready-to-state-his-case atheist. My mother was Roman Catholic. She had studied catechism, both the Old and the New Testament, according to Ignatius. When Father wasn’t around she could quote chunks of the Bible. She believed in saints and angels, devils and sinners, heaven and hell, and the afterlife. She always wore a silver cross on a chain around her neck and kept both a Bible and a rosary in the nightstand next to the bed. She didn’t engage in debates about religion. She ignored my father’s categorical statements because she was certain she knew better. For his longer, more vociferous pronouncements, she had perfected a look of complete detachment, blank eyes staring into the distance. She went to church on Sundays for as long as she could.

She had asked Gina to be sure to call the priest for last rites when the time came. She hadn’t asked me.

“She hadn’t even told me that she was still Catholic,” I told Gina after one of my infrequent visits to mother’s new condo.

“Nobody,” Gina said, “no one at all, ever quite stops being Catholic.”

She had, however, stopped going to confession and communion sometime after she married Father, because the Church didn’t recognize marriage to non-Catholics and she could hardly keep confessing to living in sin every time. She had told us this when we were little. Back when we lived in Forest Hill, she would sometimes take us to an Anglican church, which is why, for a while, I assumed we were Anglican. She didn’t like Anglicans, she said, but Grace Church’s service was close to a Catholic mass, and it was only five minutes’ walk from where we then lived.

Getting to the nearest Catholic church would have required a car, and the family’s cars were, definitely, our father’s. Asking for one of them would have meant an extended argument about religion and no car to drive. So, we went to Grace.

She had insisted that we needed to learn a bit of religion. “Something for you to reject later, if you turned out to be like your father,” she said. Besides, Grace was “high Anglican.” It had a sort of confession and a sort of communion and a recitation of the Apostolic Creed, which announced, among other bits and pieces, that “I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy Catholic Church…”

“See? It’s a leftover,” Mother said, “from before the time Henry the Eighth, still married to his queen, ignored the pope’s objections and took a new wife.” She added, “The reason for this silly religion was the English king’s desire to keep marrying.”

Gina told me that Mother had chosen Our Lady of Perpetual something as her church once Father was out of the house and no one would criticize her for being Catholic, or for taking a taxi to church every Sunday. She had given up driving a long time ago. Later, when she was in the condo, she would walk there with Nellie. And the home, Fairview, had Sunday services for most Christian religions, even Catholics, Nellie told me.

Spirits, both shining well-lit ones and dark, evil ones, were accepted presences in her religion and we read about them in church and in her Bible. There was the Holy Ghost having his way with Mary and Satan lurking among the apples, so why not a few ghosts on Gull Island?
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WE HAVE HAD A FAMILY cottage here for as long as I can remember. We were told that Father had purchased five lots from a business acquaintance—“not a friend,” he had said, emphatically—days before the bank foreclosed on all his not-friend’s properties. “I slipped in as the vultures were circling,” he added with a smile. He was already ostentatiously proud of his business acumen.

He bought four more lots later, for “protection,” in case another curious “vulture” bought them and built a cottage near ours. He didn’t want anyone near us. “This is my escape hatch,” he said. “Besides, those four were irresistibly cheap. I’ve always found it hard to resist a bargain.” In the end, the whole island became his. He had the best protection: open water and hidden rocks close to the surface. Not even seasoned boaters came this way if they had other places to fish.

In the city, he was social. “Perforce,” he had said. He often used big words to show that he was smarter than Mother, though she was the one with the academic career. “But I’m tired of all that bowing and scraping, greeting and smiling that’s part of the job.” The firm of architects where he worked when he was young used him to welcome potential customers and sign them up for big expensive jobs. On the island he didn’t have to see strangers. I thought that was the reason he learned to do the maintenance jobs himself. Back then, he would spend hours studying books on how to fix wiring, plumbing, roof tiles, props on boats, broken engines, docks, and even that infernal generator he had bought—secondhand—for when the lights went out.

We assumed, then, that what he wanted to escape was his work environment, but now I am sure there was more to it than that.

He always allowed some phone calls to invade his peace. After he left architecture and took up real estate investing, he installed a special Wi-Fi router, and a printer for long, complex documents. He kept all this in the cabin farthest from the main cottage. He said he didn’t want us to interrupt his work.

Still later, one of his secretaries would phone to ask which pieces of his mail he wanted to read. When he chose to be on the island for a few days, his driver would deliver large packages of mail to Jim’s marina, and either Gina or I would take the boat in to bring them back. He never wanted to miss his city mail (every city where he had an office).

He used to boast about building the cottage. It is a simple wooden structure, most of it a prefab he had bought from another defunct company—he had an unerring instinct for bargains—that promised to make cottage-building easy and inexpensive. He hired a local company to dig down and lay the foundations. Our parents were young, so the prospect of raising a prefab, he had told us, hadn’t seemed daunting. The frame is pine, treated with dark preservative that still smells like motor oil some thirty years after the cottage was assembled. The walls between the rooms are plywood. Because there is no insulation, walls and doors are almost irrelevant. Except for my father’s own room, whose walls were stuffed with foam, they provide a mere illusion of privacy. We could easily hear one another through the walls.

When my sister invited her first real boyfriend for the weekend—I think she was about nineteen—we all knew they were making out on one of the bunk beds. Mother went to her room, turned up the radio, and pretended to read. I went down to the dock. Our father sat in the living room, softly playing one of his old country and western records. In the morning he remarked on the boyfriend’s inability to hold back. “Does not bode well for the long term,” he said with a wink, “but what can you expect of the Irish.”

He then told a relentless joke about how different nationalities approached foreplay. The Irish, as you can imagine, hadn’t a clue. The boyfriend had the disadvantage of an Irish name. My sister and her boyfriend left the room minutes before Father arrived at the Irish bit. She knew what the punch line would be. We didn’t see her again until after she had ferried the boyfriend back to the mainland. She had gone straight to our room—the one with the bunk beds—and listened to loud rock through her earphones.

It’s weird, I think now, that neither of our parents seemed to be concerned that Gina, at nineteen, was having sex with her boyfriend. Father seemed to think it was funny, and Mother, though the Church certainly frowned on sex before marriage, made no objections. Didn’t they care?

When James came to the cottage, he used the small cabin, and I joined him after my parents went to their separate rooms. I hadn’t expected them to object, I just didn’t want to hear Father’s comments.

The cottage floors are also plywood with a thin pine overlay. Father and a couple of his friends—he used to have friends back then—had laid them and raised the plywood walls over one summer about thirty years ago. It was exacting work, but he said he had enjoyed it, fitting the pieces together, making sure each one was true to its function. All that happened before I was born and long before he made what he called his “serious money.”

The foundations are concrete slabs with unintended gaps where the local workmen forgot to insert caulking. At first, Father had been furious. He had demanded they take them apart and remake them exactly as planned, but later he agreed to a reduced bill and caulked the gaps himself. The basement is big, dark, and damp. It’s used for the pump, the heater, the hot water tank, the generator, and for winter storage. It’s where we stash everything in late October, the barbecue, the lounge chairs and tables, the children’s outdoor toys, the swing set, buckets, plungers, rakes, shovels, the power saw, and assorted gardening and fix-it tools.

It’s also where he locked me up when I couldn’t stop crying about the dead mice. Another time, when I was around five or six and had snuck into the basement to save one that was still swimming around, he left me there overnight. I couldn’t be sure whether that was the first time he hit me. Not hard but it was across the face and my nose hurt all night.

The main cottage has five bedrooms, three in back, one at each side, a large living room that stretches across the front, and a kitchen with old appliances that still work most of the time. Father’s study had been the largest of the back rooms. It has a skylight and wall-to-wall windows with a view of our pine forest. Gina and I used to share another back room with the two sets of bunk beds, so we wouldn’t fight over who got to sleep on top. Later, it was the room Gina’s kids shared, William always in one of the bottom bunks because he flailed around so much at night, Gina said he would fall out of bed and hurt himself. Gina and Sammy had the room in the middle, next to their kids, and I moved to the end room, closest to the steps that led down to the path. It was smaller than the others, but it had a lot of sun in the mornings, and in late summer I could see the red clouds through the trees as the sun set.

There are two prefab sleeping cabins, with only wash basins and a path between them that leads to the outhouse. The doors are low, the roofs red and peaked, the windows have multicolored frames, like meticulously assembled LEGO constructions. They were meant to serve my sister’s growing family, but she hated them and she hated the outhouse with such passion that she never used it.

Almost four years ago Father, with all his equipment, moved to the bigger cabin. It was as though he had decided to leave us gradually. Eva, who used to stay in the small cabin, took over his bedroom. I don’t remember any discussion of this move; it just happened.

Eva was my mother’s best friend and a frequent visitor everywhere she lived.

The front of the cottage is all windows looking out at the lake. There are a bunch of thin birch trees, a few big oaks, some white pine, red pine, spruce, an ash that had somehow survived the weevils, a couple of maples, a lot of low sumac, young sapling oaks, and raspberry bushes that hadn’t had a chance to grow.

In the spring, Father used to take the scythe to everything he thought might block his view of the water or was superfluous or useless. He hated fast-growing asters, long ferns, young oaks, lilies, goldenrods, even black-eyed Susans because they grew too tall. He would stand with his legs apart, one arm out straight, the other bent at the elbow and whip the scythe from side to side. I remember the whoosh as he swung it. He used a pair of huge shears for what was left by the scythe. He could have paid someone to do the work, but he chose to do it himself because he said he didn’t want anyone spying on us. Besides, it would be done right this way.

I couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to spy on us, but I did understand his absolute belief in being the only one who could do everything the right way.

We rarely used the place in the winter. When my sister and I were little, the pipes had heating ducts and insulation, but he didn’t repair them when they frayed. Back then, he still enjoyed driving his old Jaguar and the Alfa Romeo. They were sporty, low-slung cars, deep two-seaters with a sort of rumble seat in the back that Gina and I shared by squeezing into each other’s laps. Usually my lap, because she was younger and smaller. On the long trips from the city to the marina, she would beg our father to stop. When he refused, and he always refused, she peed on my legs.

Later, he went to the Bahamas or London (where he had offices long after both Gina and I had left home), or to Barbados, sometimes to the Caymans or someplace in Spain. He didn’t have offices in all those places, but he had what he referred to as “a man” and some sort of winter deal that gave him a big house, a housekeeper, a gardener, and a car with a chauffeur when he wanted one. Even when they were still living together, Mother would not go with him.

After he was no longer living in our house, he informed us that he didn’t like to drive. He sold the little cars and got a Mercedes with push-button windows and a glass partition between the front and the back seats. Now, only his chauffeur drove, and no one else was allowed to sit next to Father. On the few occasions when he came to take us out to dinner, we sat with our backs to the chauffeur, and our father sat facing forward. When we argued, which was often, he pushed the glass partition up so the chauffeur—the only one he had for longer than a year was Gerry, and Gerry was hired only a couple of years ago—couldn’t hear us.

On sunny days, the cottage was cooled by the prevailing wind—northwest and coming straight at the dock—off the lake. We seldom needed to turn on the ceiling fans.

Some of my early memories of the cottage are cheerful. Though I am not a great swimmer, I loved swimming here; though I am not confident landing boats, I do love being out on the open water in a boat; I love kayaking, being far enough away from others that I can think; and though I am not much of a cook, I loved cooking in that kitchen because it is open to the dining area and people—not my father—would come and talk with you and sometimes offer to help chop vegetables or peel potatoes, or clean the pots and pans. Later, someone, usually Sammy, would pour the wine and bring glasses, someone else would set the table, the kids would help put out the cutlery, and all the time there would be music under the chatter of voices. Even William helped out, and though he often placed the cutlery on the wrong side of the plate, I was glad to see that he tried.

Only Father liked country and western. My mother liked classical. Opera: Mozart, Puccini, Tchaikovsky, and long symphonies—more Mozart, some Beethoven. “It’s the ultimate music,” she said, “perfection. It can’t be improved upon. No reason for creating music if you can’t make it perfect.” Some evenings she would listen to her Mozart and he to Garth Brooks, both pretending that they couldn’t hear each other’s music.
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THE KITCHEN WAS THE PLACE where I used to catch up with my mother’s news. It’s where I learned that she had been diagnosed with dementia.

She was very forthright about it. As if she were adding to our list of groceries. It was a Sunday evening, and since I had an event at a writers’ festival, I had to head into the city the next morning. My mother, never an early riser, dictated the list while we were both in the kitchen. I was making dinner. She was slicing a lemon for drinks. Gina was listening to Mother’s Così fan tutte (my father hated that one with a particular passion). Gina’s kids were rehearsing a play they intended to show after dinner. Mel had dressed up as a witch, and William was planning to be a tree.

“I decided to go for the test,” my mother said, casually, as if she were talking about something simple, like an eye exam or a boating test. She had never bothered to get her boating license. She was sure the marine cops would not bother her. They all knew her and knew she had been boating long before they donned their first marine cop outfits. In rough weather they sometimes docked at our place to get out of the wind.

“I’ve been forgetting things,” she said, “so far, nothing crucial, but last week I left a pot on the stove and it almost caught fire. All the alarms went off, of course.” She laughed. “Your father had installed a very effective system. Before he left.” She very rarely mentioned my father’s leaving.

“Oh my God, Mom, you could have been killed.” I drank more of my wine.

“Not a great loss, all around,” she said. Her voice was calm but crackly, coming from the back of her throat. “In the Arctic, they used to put the old folk out on the ice. Here, we keep them alive for years after their best-before date, so long as they stay out of sight and they can afford to pay their own bills at the nursing home.”

“Aw, Mom…”

“The fire department arrived, attractive young guys, a bit stern with their instructions on how I had to make sure to turn the burners off when I left the kitchen. As if I didn’t know. There was this one guy—cute, blue-eyed, with a fringe of dark hair—but I didn’t like the way he looked at me, as if I were a small child who didn’t know any better and shouldn’t be playing with things in the kitchen anyway.”
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