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In loving remembrance of my brother, Joshua Goodwin Roberts. Whose bright sun set too soon, but whose wake runs deep with laughter, memory, and spirit.






PROLOGUE

Nestled in the woods and wetlands of Saybrook, Connecticut, was a secret. It was discovered one flawless summer day by a young mother walking in the woods with her two boys. At first glance it appeared to be an ordinary turtle: nothing to get excited about in those parts. For most, their populace spanned the region as far and wide as the roots of a hundred-year-old oak span a forest floor. In Native tribe folklore, the turtle was sacred, a symbol of good health and long life. Ambling through waterways in shelled solitude, the small speechless creature likely did not know that. But in one corner of one western town, a rare species traversed the wetlands furtively: the red spotted turtle.

It had always been rare, but development had hastened its scarcity. As farms turned to neighborhoods and habitats disappeared, so, too, did the spotted turtle. But still, in dark nooks at the edges of deep lakes or silent swamps, a small number carried on, discovered only on occasion by those adventurous few who delved deep into thickets to make its acquaintance: of those, the young mother who fell in love with the garnet dapples on the shelled creatures.

Who treasured the shy reptile and the green spaces where it lived. Whose older son would carry on with the same love of deep thickets and quiet green shrouds where he, too, could live on in solitude. A seeker of sanctuary.






One Wendell


A man who’d dwelt every one of his thirty-nine years in Saybrook, Wendell Combs had seen more than a few untoward things in his time. For all its open-faced New England charm, he understood that even quiet hill towns like his own hid their share of unpleasantries behind the virtuous lines of their cobble-stone walls. Still, a lifelong bachelor who’d never seen the wisdom in pulling his gaze away from a good thing, he hadn’t hankered for what may have lain beyond the town’s bucolic boundaries. What was the point? Like the three generations of Combses before him, Wendell knew what he liked, and he liked what he knew. Saybrook had long been a hamlet in the Connecticut hills of Litchfield County, where most of the faces you nodded to at the local market or gas station were the same ones you’d been passing in those very places since childhood. Tucked in the fertile valley at the base of the Housatonic watershed, whose dormant farmlands ran as deep as the tributaries that spawned them, Saybrook seemed to turn a sleepy eye away from time. It was what had drawn the city folk from their noisy urban sprawl and set them scrabbling over the George Washington Bridge and up the Saw Mill River Parkway to cross its borders. Just an hour shy of the wiles of the Big Apple, Saybrook may as well have been a world away. But no matter, the city had come to it.

That morning, hours before most had even stirred in their downy beds, Wendell had risen and climbed into his truck with Trudy. He, too, could have used a few more hours of sleep. After eight years being back home from his tour in Afghanistan, Wendell felt he should’ve been able to silence the dark memories that found him in the night. But last night’s had been worse than usual, and around four a.m. he’d abandoned any hope of rescue via the strategies Dr. Westerberg had pressed him to try in therapy and staggered out to the screened-in porch. There, he collapsed into the Adirondack chair until the rivulets of sweat dried between his shoulder blades, his hands stopped shaking, and the sky lightened. He still thought of Wesley every day, but it had been a long time since the dreams had been that bad.

Now, with one more night behind him, he drove through the sleepy town center. There were only two main roads in town, both owned by the state, and designated so by double-yellow lines and bright signage. All the rest were of the windy scenic sort, as rural as the hills and private lakeshore properties that made up Saybrook. Back when Wendell’s father was the mayor, he used to joke that if you blinked as you drove through, you’d miss the village center. His father had been gone a long time, but little had changed. Historic houses lined the main street, their windows still dark. The New England charm of the tiny town center was not much interrupted by commerce, aside from a gas station, a coffee shop, and the sole restaurant in town that served good burgers but lousy pasta. There were two churches: a sweeping modern design for the Catholics and a traditional white chapel for the Protestants. Wendell wasn’t much for religion, even though his mother had tried, but he supposed the Protestant church was where he’d end up if he had to go. These days, that was of little concern to him; quietude in the great outdoors was the only religion he needed.

Beside him in the cab, Trudy slept on as they passed the stately brick library, the playhouse his godfather had built, and the historical society museum that resided by the library in an antique red barn. Where the two main roads converged at the only stoplight in town, he turned left. The village market was the only thing open, its small parking lot already crowded with pickup trucks whose drivers were probably standing in line at the market deli counter for a fried egg sandwich and cup of coffee. Across the way, the school was closed for the summer, its colorful playground equipment gleaming in the early-morning sun like spit-polished shoes.

A mile north, Wendell swung his truck off the main road and onto Timber Lane, toward the Lancaster place. Here the road narrowed, its paved median void of painted yellow lines. People who lived in this town knew to stay in their own lane, at least the ones who’d grown up here. Trudy lifted her nose from the folds of her blanket and peered out from beneath heavy lids at the scene rolling by. Wendell rested a hand atop her head, and almost immediately, the basset hound resumed her wheezy snore. They passed Lonny Hastings’s dairy farm. The lights were on in the milking barn. When Wendell returned, hours later, the cows would be out in the pasture. Just past the dairy, farmhouses dotted the hill on both sides, their windows shadowy. Outside the driver’s window, the first rosy glimmer of the new day emerged. Wendell glanced at it. It surprised him, the fuss people made over a sunrise: snapping pictures and posting them on all those social media sites. No different than the cardboard sign affixed in the center of town inviting residents to experience sunrise yoga! down at the lake. Wendell shook his head. For him, dawn marked the beginning of another day, an hour after he’d had his first cup of coffee before he drove up to check on the Lancaster place, and two hours before he’d stop at the market for his second cup. He didn’t need to snap a picture.



At the crest of the hill, the sun burst in full on the horizon, and Wendell pulled the tattered brim of his John Deere cap lower on his forehead. He glanced in the rearview mirror. His blue eyes shone back at him. Honest eyes, his mother used to say. Eyes that once knew the ins and outs of almost every front door and backyard in this town. Though some people in town complained there were fewer locals and more transplants from the city. It was nothing new. People bought weekend places, had kids, and moved here full-time. Knocked down walls and put up fences. Expanded. Improved. Wendell didn’t pay it much mind. As his father used to say, when he was sitting behind the first selectman’s desk at town hall, it was how things went.

At a dense grove of pine trees, Wendell turned left onto a gravel driveway and stopped at the gates. The simple wooden sign at the edge of the drive was so discreet you might miss it if you weren’t looking: White Pines. Wendell stopped at the gate and punched in the security code: Alan trusted him with that, as with most everything else on the property, a fact that Wendell harbored little sentiment over. It was business.

At the end of the gravel drive, the big gray house rose up. It was early yet, but he was surprised not to see Alan’s Jeep Wagoneer. Despite his choices of vehicles—a Ferrari, a Porsche, a vintage T-Bird—all covered and stored here on the estate, Alan favored the old wood-paneled Jeep for daily use. But this morning the Wagoneer’s spot by the barn was empty. Wendell put the truck in park and Trudy sat up, her expression little changed in wakefulness. He held the door while she lumbered across the seats and hopped down. “Come on, girl. Time to get to work.”

As Wendell waited for Alan to come down from the house to go over the day’s schedule, he took inventory of the equipment. The Kubota was running low on gas, as were the weed eaters, but they could wait. It was the Scag he was here for. He grasped the orange handles and maneuvered it down the ramp and outside. Today he’d mow the acreage that Alan referred to as the western lawn, where his wife, Anne, kept a vegetable garden. She’d once told Wendell that he need not think twice about it—that patch of dirt was hers to bother with. Even so, Wendell made sure the hoses were hooked up properly and the water ran through the irrigation system he’d built for her. Each year he took pleasure in spying a flash of red tomato or the orange orbs of pumpkins in fall. He especially enjoyed seeing Anne, her straw hat pulled neatly over her blond hair. Wendell appreciated hard work in any form, but he’d dare to say there was something artful in the tended rows of lettuce and gently woven pea lattices. Broad stalks of Brussels sprout arced over leafy pepper plants, and beneath them all the tangled vines of squash wove their way through the underbelly of the garden like secrets. By midsummer it was a dazzling array of texture and color that Anne tended to as lovingly as she did her two daughters, lending a sense of wild beauty to a property that was otherwise hedged and trimmed and shorn from one immaculate corner to the next. He loved it when the girls joined their mother, filling small baskets with whatever was growing. Often Wendell caught himself gazing wistfully in the direction of the garden. But at this hour of the day, the yard was quiet.

As he rolled the Scag mower to the edge of the lawn and started it, a flicker of movement by the house caught his eye. Wendell looked up, but it was not Alan. It was Pippa, the younger of the two girls, pushing her bike across the top of the driveway.

As a rule, children were largely mystifying to Wendell, and Anne and Alan’s two daughters were no different. The younger one, who had a shy streak, kept as close to the house as she did to her mother. She was a sprite of a thing, all elbows and kneecaps and fine-spun golden hair, fairylike. But Lord, did she have a set of pipes on her, which he’d had occasion to hear when her temper was piqued or she was overcome with something particularly delightful. Today seemed of the delightful variety, he was relieved to note as he watched her skip with reckless abandon across the yard, singing loudly and out of tune. She stopped suddenly by her mother’s garden gate and disappeared in the greenery. The tall stalks of gladiolas shook violently as she rummaged through the rows, until she finally emerged with a handful of picked flowers that Wendell was pretty sure she ought not to. Wendell glanced at Anne, bent over the house beds in the shade. He would never say anything, of course. Caretakers existed in the background.

The older one, Julia, was a different story. She was in her early teens and a curious thing, always lurking about like a cat. Perched in a tree branch with a book or hopping down from a fence, catching him by surprise on his rounds. Despite his better efforts to steer clear, the two had had a few memorable run-ins.

Earlier that spring, while mowing the upper fields, he’d come across her crying at the base of a dogwood tree, cupping something gray and tufted in her palms. “You have to help it,” she’d cried, holding her hands out to him.

Wendell was used to coming across wildlife in his line of work, if not weeping little girls, so he took the bird gently from her. It was fully feathered, just a fledgling.

“Well?”

He turned, and Julia’s eyes locked expectantly on his. They were the same arresting blue as her mother’s. Wendell glanced across the field toward the house, but neither parent was around. “All right,” he said hesitantly. “Let’s see what we can do.”

Julia had remained fixed by his side as he considered the tree the bird had fallen from, eventually pulling himself up into its dense branches in search of the nest. Nearby, a gray swallow chided them loudly. “She’s not happy with us,” he said, pointing her out. “Must be the mother.”

“But we’re helping.”

“No,” he said. “To her we’re predators.”

Julia bit her lip. “Then you’d better hurry up.” He’d paused, glancing down through the crisscrossed limbs at her insistent face. Much more like her father, he decided.

They’d returned the baby bird to its nest and, as far as Wendell knew, to safety. After that, Julia began popping up during his workdays. Swinging her leg over a fence rail. Peering around the corner of an open barn door. Most often she found him in the stable, where her horse, Radcliffe, was stabled. Each time, “Whatcha doing?”

Wendell made it a practice not to interact with his client’s families. It kept things clean. Besides, he had no kids of his own and had never wanted any. They were as baffling to him as the wider world beyond Saybrook, a world he saw no point in acquainting himself with any more than necessary.

It was true what others said about him: that Wendell preferred the company of animals to people. Animals did not bother him, nor ask for more than what they required. And when he looked in their eyes, he saw an instinctual certainty about life that he recognized: the need to survive. But horses—like children—were another matter altogether. The fact of the chestnut horse had forced his path to cross with Julia’s more than once. Radcliffe was clever and stubborn, just like his young owner, and after the matter of the little bird they’d rescued, Julia began to seek Wendell out when things went awry.

On a particularly gusty day a few months earlier, he’d been surprised to see the two heading out for the fields. “Windy days make for frisky ponies,” he’d cautioned. “You may want to keep to the safety of the riding ring today.”

But Julia had already made up her mind. “I’d rather ride in the field,” she’d retorted, urging the horse into a brisk trot. Not five minutes later, she came stomping back on foot, red-faced and covered in grass clippings.

Wendell knew enough about females to keep his gaze fixed on the hay bales he was busy stacking. He did not look up when she huffed into the barn and slammed the door. “Need a hand?” he asked finally.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Julia swipe at the mud stains on her britches. “No.” Then, her eyes filling with tears, “Maybe.”

Wordlessly, he went to the tack room and scooped some sweet grain into a bucket. In the doorway, he glanced back at Julia, who seemed poised to retreat to the house for a bubble bath. “What’re you waiting for? He’s your horse.”

After a sharp look, she followed. It had taken half an hour between the two of them, but eventually, the little beast had been caught. Since then, Wendell seemed to have risen in Julia’s estimation as more than a curiosity who worked on her father’s property. And though Wendell preferred to be left alone, he was surprised to find he did not entirely mind her occasional presence.

But there was no time for distraction today. The Lancasters were hosting the annual gala that evening, and there was much to be done. Alan’s Jeep rumbled toward him, and he rolled down the window as he pulled up alongside Wendell. “Good morning,” he said. “What a day, what a day.”

Wendell was used to Alan’s vocal affection for his property. It extended beyond the ownership of the estate; Alan was in love with the land.

“It is, Mr. Lancaster. What’s first on the schedule this morning?”

Alan rested his elbow on the window. “Wendell, I admire your work ethic. But a morning like this is to be admired. Look at that sky! Not a cloud.”

Wendell cleared his throat and glanced up obligingly. The truth was, he saw in this property exactly what Alan Lancaster did: the lush greenery, the watery shadows around the pond, the thrilling flash of white-tailed deer or wing of osprey. Having grown up in this town, Wendell didn’t just see all of what Alan saw, he felt it. And ever since his tour of duty, he needed it.

The sky overhead was sharp and cloudless, and with some hesitation, Wendell allowed his eyes to wader across its expanse. It was a luxury he did not often allow himself. Wendell knew it was better to stay busy—to keep moving, his hands working, his brain planning. He did not allow himself to soak things in, as Alan suggested. Because then his mind wandered, and when that happened, the ability to control what filtered through it might slip. Wendell held his breath as his gaze traveled: There were the treetops, branches reaching like a woman’s slender arm. The light was gauzy and soft at this hour, and Wendell began to relax, to let his breath out. Suddenly, in the distance, an egret launched itself gracefully off a weeping willow, and Wendell followed its slow sweep across the lake. Alan was right: the morning was nothing short of spectacular.

But as he watched the egret glide across the water, the sky began to blur at the edges. Wendell blinked. He tried to focus on the egret’s silhouette, but it, too, began to flicker. And before he could stop it, the scene before him flashed away, replaced suddenly by Wesley’s profile. There he was, against the sky. All twenty-five years of him, staring off in the distance as if he, too, were watching the egret’s descent. Wendell recognized the strong set of his jaw, the determined gaze. Exactly as he’d looked the last time Wendell saw him in Afghanistan. Wesley turned his way and, seeing his big brother, grinned like an eight-year-old. Then disappeared. Wendell braced himself, shook his head against the memory.

Alan misunderstood his expression. “Stops you in your tracks, this view. Doesn’t it?”

Wendell blinked, forced his tongue to work around the sandy confines of his mouth. “Yes, sir.” He met Alan’s gaze and prayed his own was steady, but inside, the wave of nausea crested violently in his gut.

Alan looked at him curiously. “Feeling okay, Wendell?”

Wendell ran a hand across his brow. “Yes, sir. Just a little warm.” He peeled off his sweatshirt, willing the nausea to subside, to climb down the burning walls of his insides once more. The first waves were always the worst. Thankfully, Alan did not press him.

“I have to run in to town,” Alan said, passing him a piece of paper. “Here’s what Anne has set out for us today.” He looked apologetic. “The damn gala is upon us.”

But even as he said it, Alan Lancaster’s eyes twinkled. Wendell knew how it went: Alan in his black tie. The man loved nothing more than hosting people he cared about or who also cared about the land, the town, his mission to preserve it. He did not shy away from crowds but entered them with a glass raised and a clever remark on the tip of his tongue. His laugh was rich and infectious, his intentions honorable enough, as Wendell saw it. Though his friends often gave him crap for thinking so, accusing him of going soft. Going to the other side. Wendell didn’t care.

All Wendell cared about was doing his job. Doing it well enough to be left alone, to be welcomed back here where he could try to do something good, however small or simple, and contain the dark well within him.






Two Julia


Julia crouched on a mossy rock and dipped her bare foot into the stream while she waited for him. The water was ice-cold, a welcome respite from the muggy June day, and it was one of the many things she loved about this hidden spot among the wetlands behind her family’s field. In the distance a tree branch cracked, and she looked up sharply. Was it him? She waited, holding her breath, as she scanned the dense grove of trees for movement. Sam was late, and they didn’t have much time. The annual gala was starting in a few hours, and she was supposed to be home helping her mother arrange flowers.

A moment later, there was another snap of branch underfoot, and Julia stood. When a lone doe emerged from the shadows, she let her breath out in a wave of disappointment. He’d said he would come.

Sam Ryder lived a mile up the road, but their properties abutted in the rear, and just recently, they’d taken to meeting up in the woods. He was supposed to be here. Not because he’d said he would be or because she’d lain awake for many of the last summer evenings, thinking about him and wondering if the time was right. But because from the moment she’d woken up this morning, she’d known: today would be the day she kissed him.

Between the dense greenery came a sudden shadow of movement, and Julia’s chest pitter-pattered as a small fawn trotted out of the thicket. The mother deer paused, gazing over her shoulder at it, then sharply about for predators. She stiffened when she locked eyes with Julia, not twenty feet away. Julia had grown up in these woods, and she knew better than to make a sound. She let the doe study her, slowly sinking back down onto the rock, where she remained while the animal sized her up. It’s all right, mama, she thought.

The fawn, impulsive and unaware, bounded up beside its mother, all gangly legs and elbows. It had not noticed her, nor the warning flare of its mother’s nostrils, and in a fit of play, it began to buck about in an ever-widening circle until it had unwittingly closed the distance between itself and Julia and halted smack dab in front of her. Julia held her breath.

For a frozen moment, the two stared at each other. The fawn’s eyes were bright pools of surprise, its inky nose so close that Julia could hear its intake of breath. The mother snorted a sharp warning, breaking the spell, and bounded off with a flick of her white tail. Startled, the fawn leaped after its mother. In that fleeting moment Julia closed her eyes and thrust out her hand, and just when she feared she’d missed it, the tips of her fingers brushed against the fawn’s sleek pelt. Julia’s eyes flew open. There was a swift crash of branches and shaking of undergrowth. And then the streambed went still, the only sound the gurgle of water swirling its distant way to some unseen estuary. Overcome, Julia tipped her head back and laughed out loud. Sam had not come after all, but it no longer mattered. Here, the magic was everywhere.

The ding of her phone broke the silence. Julia reached into the back pocket of her cutoffs and retrieved it. Her mother wanted her home to get ready for the gala. She cursed and sprinted for the trail home.



Back at the house, Julia sneaked around to the rear of the house, slipped through the mudroom and into the grand farmhouse kitchen.

“Better watch out. Mama’s gonna get you!”

Her little sister, Pippa, was seated at the kitchen island, all gussied up in a pink tutu-skirted ensemble, swinging her legs back and forth off the barstool as she licked whipped cream from a large silver spoon. She smiled wickedly through a white mustache.

As if on cue, Eliza, their mother’s right hand stepped out of the pantry with a mixing bowl. Julia halted. “Miss Pippa, your mother’s going to get you if you spill one drop of that on your party dress,” Eliza warned. Pippa scowled.

Eliza was their mother’s assistant in all things, from the administrative duties for Anne Lancaster’s charity work to assisting with the events themselves, as she was tonight. Now she regarded Julia’s mud-splattered knees and shook her head. “Lucky for you, your mother is dealing with the jazz band, who was also late. Better hustle.” She winked.

“Sorry, I lost track of time.” Julia raced for the stairs. Up in her room, she kicked off what her mother still referred to as her “play clothes” and ran into her adjoining bathroom.

In the mirror, a wild-haired woman-child stared back at her. Julia’s eyes were as dreamy blue as her mother’s but almond-shaped like her father’s: discerning, he liked to say. Her hair was another story. Blond and thick but prone to tangled rivulets, like the streambed she’d just abandoned. She swept it impatiently from her face with a brush, wondering if Sam was standing by the stream waiting for her right now. Or if he hadn’t come at all.

It wasn’t like they were an official couple, she reminded herself. But what she and Sam shared was so much more than what the other girls at school, who had real boyfriends, talked about. Those couples went to movies and out for pizza. Sometimes they went to a party, which meant dealing with beer and maybe weed. Sometimes they hung out at each other’s houses to watch Netflix, which was also code for alone time. And then there was the question about whether there’d be pressure to fool around and, if you did, what that would mean.

Julia and Sam did not do any of those things. And yet lately, it was starting to feel like they did so much more.



It had started only one month ago. Sam Ryder was like any other boy from school, unremarkable in the way boys you’d grown up with since kindergarten were. By the time you graduated, you’d seen just about every boy pick his nose, fall down in PE class, or lose his lunch during the spelling bee. Sam was smart enough to take honors classes, though probably not as smart as she was. He played baseball. He was quiet. To be honest, she’d never paid him any mind. There was no reason to. Until Miranda Bennet opened her big mouth.

Julia had been sitting in the high school cafeteria with her best friend, Chloe, and some other girls. That week a new girl had arrived at Saybrook High, a lacrosse player, like Chloe, and Chloe had invited her to join their group lunch table. Miranda seemed nice enough, if a little loud and dramatic. Despite how much she followed Chloe around, Julia wasn’t worried. Theirs was an impenetrable friendship. It was well known that Chloe and Julia were like one. They didn’t do anything or go anywhere without each other. That day, when Miranda joined them at the table with her lunch tray, she let out a low long whistle. “Okay, so who is that?”

Julia looked up. Sam Ryder was making his way through the maze of lunch tables, headed for the baseball team table. His floppy hair hung across his eyes, and as he went past, he looked up at the girls and flipped it out of his view. He was wearing one of his typical checkered flannel shirts. But the breadth of his shoulders beneath was wholly new to her. It was like seeing him for the first time.

Chloe stirred her chocolate milk with her straw. “That’s Sam. He’s a sophomore, too.”

Miranda grinned at them. “Someone needs to introduce me. He’s hot.”

Julia was shocked to hear Chloe go along with her. “Pretty much.” Not that she disagreed with Chloe but because neither of them had ever discussed Sam before. How had she not noticed him?

As the other girls considered the shade of Sam’s blue eyes, Julia remained silent, studying his retreating figure. When had his shoulders gotten so broad? Had he always walked with such confidence?

Suddenly, Sam was everywhere. Julia passed him in the hall between algebra and bio. It turned out they shared a study hall, something she hadn’t paid any attention to before. He’d always ridden her bus, as they lived just a mile apart on Timber Lane, but usually, Sam stayed after school for sports. Now that the baseball season was over, he was back on bus two, and when he plopped down in the seat in front of her, she found she couldn’t take her eyes off his wheat-colored head of hair the whole way home. Worst of all, Sam, who had always smiled and said hello in the past, didn’t seem to notice her one bit anymore.

By the last week of school, during study hall, Julia couldn’t take it anymore. Summer vacation started in a matter of days, and who knew when they’d cross paths next. Before she could second-guess herself, she rose from her desk and headed across the room. She’d pretend to get a piece of paper. Maybe a tissue. As she passed his desk, she glanced down. She didn’t need an excuse anymore. “Oh, wow.”

Sam looked up. There were those eyes, under that straw-colored flop of hair. He squinted. “What?”

“Your painting.” She indicated the small watercolor on his desk. “It’s… amazing.”

“Oh.” Sam sat back and regarded his work. It was a landscape of a green field, with a large hillside rising on the horizon. Through the peach-colored sunset she could see the faint lines of his original pencil sketch. “Thank you.”

Julia stood a moment longer, entranced by the watercolor. He was really good. “I didn’t know you were into art.”

Sam shrugged. “It’s just something I like to do. This is for my open studio final. I’m kind of behind.”

Julia stared at his lips as he spoke. Then caught herself. “When’s it due?”

Sam smiled. “Yesterday.” He didn’t seem concerned.

“Oh, well. Then I should let you get back to it.”

Sam nodded as if that was probably a good idea. Feeling suddenly awkward, Julia turned on her heel and made a break back toward her desk. She realized too late, after sitting down, that she hadn’t gotten herself either a piece of paper or a tissue.

On the bus ride home, she sat near the rear, knees tucked against her chest. When Sam boarded the bus and walked by, she hunkered down. He probably thought she was an idiot. Worse, maybe he’d forgotten about her comments altogether. To her chagrin, he sat in the seat right behind her, and he didn’t say a thing.

They were almost home on what seemed like a painfully long hot ride when Sam leaned into the aisle and tapped the back of her seat. Julia almost jumped. “Did you recognize the view?” he asked.

Julia blinked, confused. She looked out the bus window. “The view?”

Sam shook his head and smiled. “No, dummy. My painting. Did you recognize it?”

“Oh.” Julia was taken aback by his playfulness. Before she could say anything, Sam reached into the leather portfolio between his knees and pulled out a flat board canvas. He tilted it toward her.

“Oh my gosh. Is that…?”

Sam nodded. “Your place, White Pines. It’s the view from my house.”

Julia felt something inside her chest swell. Of course it was. Sam’s property bordered her own in the back, and each house was set on a small rise. Between them was a lush green meadow surrounded by wetlands. It was one of her favorite views in the world, even though she saw the reverse from her house.

“Weren’t you supposed to hand it in?”

“I’m going to tomorrow. But she’ll probably fail me, it’s so overdue.”

Julia shook her head. “She’s crazy if she doesn’t give you an A. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.” Then she winced. What was she doing?

But Sam didn’t laugh. Instead he held her gaze, the corners of his mouth pulling back in that boyish way.

Then the brakes hissed, and the bus lurched to a stop. He slipped the painting back into his portfolio and stood. “See ya.”

Julia watched him walk down the bus aisle. He said goodbye to their driver, Kathy, whom everyone else forgot to say goodbye to. When he stepped down the bus stairs, Julia stole a peek through the window. Sam walked up the driveway, his stride long and easy. He didn’t glance back.

Julia didn’t see Sam the last couple days of school. He wasn’t in study hall and didn’t ride the bus for some reason. Then it was Friday, the last day of school before summer.

Julia boarded the bus and sat near the back, in the same seat. Minutes later, to her immense relief, Sam climbed the bus stairs and headed down the aisle toward her. But he was staring at his phone and walked right past her. She couldn’t tell which seat he took, but she knew it wasn’t directly behind her like the last time. Clearly, he was not interested in talking to her. And she was too much of a wimp to turn around and say anything the whole way home.

When the bus finally stopped at his driveway, she heard him stand and gather his things behind her. She was mad at herself for letting the opportunity go. But it was too late to say anything now, so she stared straight ahead as his footsteps grew closer.

“Hey.”

Julia’s head snapped as he stopped by her seat. He held something out to her. “You were right.”

It wasn’t until she took it from his hand that she realized it was the painting. By then Sam was already halfway down the aisle. Julia flipped the painting over. It was graded A. And there was a note beside it in pencil: “You seemed to like this, so keep it. Maybe you can come see the real thing.”

She jerked her head up just as the bus pulled away from Sam’s driveway. She pressed her hand to the glass window. Sam raised his in return.

She pulled her phone out and looked him up on Snapchat. “How about tonight?”



After that, they began meeting up. Walking up to Sam in the middle of the field made Julia feel suddenly shy. It was one thing to bump into each other at school or on the bus. It was another to plan it. But seeing Sam sitting on the big boulder in the middle of all that greenery relaxed her. When she reached it, she clambered up and sat beside him, staring at the horizon. “It’s good, but your painting is better.”

He turned to look at her, and she could feel the weight of his gaze. “You know, my mother really liked that watercolor. I had to come up with a lie when she asked me where it was.”

“She did?” Julia spun around to face him. “Oh, God, I feel terrible!”

“You should. It was her favorite.”

Julia smacked him on the arm. “I’m giving it back.”

“Nah, she’s got plenty of them.” Sam chuckled. “I just wanted to see you squirm.”

After that, they met almost every night. They found a large rock by the lake’s edge where they could see a blue heron’s nest in a weeping willow. When it was particularly hot, they met by the stream, where the shadows were cool and the ground mossy. Once she caught a small brown turtle with garnet-red spots on its shell that she’d never seen before. “Look at that,” she said, handing it gently to Sam.

“I’ve never seen one like that,” he said, examining it in wonder. “It must be rare. Let’s put it back by the water.” As Julia watched him return to turtle to the mud, she couldn’t think of any other boy who would appreciate such things.

“What do you two talk about?” Chloe demanded when Julia would call her to report back.

“I don’t know. Nothing. Everything.”

It was true. Sometimes they just sat and listened to the peepers. Sometimes Sam brought her a snack, like the perfectly ripe plum he once pulled out of his pocket, took a bite out of, and wordlessly handed to her. She’d never tasted anything so sweet. Sometimes they joked about school friends and gossip. Sometimes it was more serious, like a few nights ago, when they sat on their rock and he told her he had to go to Saratoga Springs soon to visit his grandfather, who was dying of cancer. “He’s my favorite relative in the whole family. I don’t know what to say to him.” Sam’s voice broke. “I’m not sure I want to remember him like this.”

It was the first time Julia had taken his hand. She pulled it onto her lap and squeezed it in her own. Sam’s hands were softer than the buttery leather reins on Radcliffe’s bridle. It hardly sounded romantic, but as an equestrian, she found nothing more satisfying to the touch than the smooth braids of leather woven between her fingers. Until that moment when Sam looked at her and squeezed back.



Now, as she got ready for her parents’ stupid gala, Julia found it hard to keep Sam out of her thoughts. Hurriedly, she pulled her hair into a loose ponytail and dabbed on lip gloss. If it weren’t for the mint dress, and the freckles starting a dangerous trail across her nose, she’d almost say she looked pretty. Almost. She hurried to her walk-in closet and selected a pair of white sling backs which were tricky to walk in but made her taller. Before dashing downstairs, she grabbed her phone off her bed and sent Sam a text: “Sorry I couldn’t stay, but my parents have that thing tonight. How about after?”

As she trotted downstairs, she could hear the house already buzzing. The patio doors had been thrown open, and notes of music trailed inside like birdsong as the jazz band warmed up. Her family was gathered in the archway between the living room and kitchen, apparently waiting for her. Her mother sounded impatient. “Where is Julia? We need to take the family photo.” Eliza stood at the ready with a camera.

Julia groaned. Before every party, her mother went crazy with the photos.

“I’m coming!” But no one heard. At that moment, Badger, her father’s beloved Irish setter, bounded inside with a look of wild glee on his face and a trail of muddy pawprints in his wake.

Her mother threw up her hands. “That dog! He was supposed to be crated.”

“He was.” Julia’s father, a crisp vision in white linen, lunged just in time and secured Badger’s leather collar. He scruffed the dog playfully, his tanned face crinkling with joy as Badger wagged against him. “How’d you escape, Houdini?”

“Alan, your suit,” her mother protested.

“It’s all right, honey. I’ve got him.” Somehow her father managed to steer Badger through the kitchen and into the rear mudroom without getting a speck of dirt on himself. “Come on, you mangy mutt.” Her father’s patience knew no bounds.

Anne shook her head and turned to Eliza. “I swear, if it came down to me or that dog…” It was then that Anne noticed Julia standing in the doorway.

Julia wasn’t sure what to expect from her mother; she’d seen the towering vases of hydrangeas lined up on the tables outside, knowing she hadn’t had a hand in a single arrangement. She deserved an earful.

“Well, well.” But her mother’s expression softened when she noted the mint-green dress. She crossed the marble tiles in no time and planted a kiss on Julia’s forehead. “Oh, honey. You look lovely.” Pippa was skipping in small circles around them, swinging an overstuffed drawstring purse, which flew out of her hand and landed with a sharp thud on the floor.

Their mother spun around. “Pippa Mae, dare I ask what you’re hiding in that handbag?”

Pippa snatched up her purse and pivoted away, but Eliza caught her midskip and spun Pippa around to face her mother, as if presenting a gift or a felon, Julia was not sure. “Show your mother.”

Their mother shook her head as she emptied the contents of the purse across the island counter. “Oh, Pips. Really, now.” Julia stole a peek over her shoulder. There were two gray rocks, one that looked like a real toe-breaker if dropped. A feather from the chicken coop. An open bag of M&M’s, half melted. A leaking sparkly purple gel pen. And a miniature brass sculpture of a sailboat that their father immediately scooped up from the pile as he returned to the kitchen sans Badger. “Hey now, I’ve been looking for this for weeks.”

“But I need all of it!” Pippa wailed, her eyes roving territorially across her loot. She was such a little hoarder.

Julia hid her smile as her mother dumped it gently into a small pail that Eliza miraculously procured from thin air. “We’ll save it for later, honey. Your purse is a party accessory, not a backpack for a two-week excursion.”

With everyone finally accounted for, Anne’s eyes flashed. “Picture time,” she declared. Even their father slumped a little.

Eliza gathered the four of them in the living room by the bay window. Behind them, the afternoon light was pink and still promising, casting a rosy glow on all four Lancasters. Julia leaned in to her mother. “I’m sorry I didn’t help with the flowers,” Julia whispered. “I lost track of time.”

Her mother regarded her with a knowing smile. She looked vibrant, her blond hair swept up elegantly, eyes twinkling. “You were out in that swamp again, weren’t you?”

Julia stiffened. How her mother seemed to know everything confounded her.

But if her mother knew it had anything to do with Sam Ryder, Julia was given a reprieve. “It’s all right, baby girl. Next time.”

Julia felt her insides relax. Anne Lancaster was a rock, a force of nature. But she bent and flexed gracefully like the reeds in their wetlands, sure of her position in the family. Despite the fact that her mother sometimes drove her absolutely crazy, somewhere deep in her bones Julia ached to be just like her. Love could be so conflicting.

Julia watched her mother’s gaze flicker toward the bay window, where suddenly, the first guests alighted on the patio in their summer whites. The women looked like cranes, stepping gingerly in their heels across the flagstones. “Hurry! Everyone smile for the camera.”

Pippa wriggled in between them, her recovered purse repacked, and accidentally stomped Julia’s toes with one of her block heels. Julia yelped.

“Sorry,” Pippa squeaked. At that moment Badger galloped through the kitchen, somehow sprung from his crate once again and awash with fresh mud. Upon locating his people in the formal living room, he spun on his hindquarters and thundered in, antique tables and lamps wobbling in his wake. “No!” Anne cried. “Stay down!” The family braced themselves, but it was too late.

Badger leaped into their fold, knocking against Pippa’s tulle skirt, dragging his muddy tongue across Alan’s face. Everyone sidestepped and shouted. The camera flashed once, then again, and Julia’s father roared heartily, “Let the party begin!”






Three Roberta


Roberta Blythe opened her mailbox and peered inside. “Ah! Something for both of us.” At her feet, Maisey thumped her black tail expectantly.

Each time the UPS driver delivered a package, he left a dog biscuit in the mailbox for Maisey. Lately, Roberta had been shopping online with such frequency that the dachshund had come to expect something whenever they got the mail, which Roberta was more than a little ashamed of. She handed Maisey the biscuit and withdrew her package: the shape and weight of the hardcover book inside made her heart feel light. If a little guilty.

Despite the fact that Roberta believed in small business and loathed the Internet, she’d recently buckled and done something she’d sworn she’d never do: she’d made peace with Amazon. It had taken her years to arrive at that commercial-giant juncture, but ultimately, it was bigmouth Jimmy, from her physical therapy class, who was responsible.

Since her knee surgery back in February, Roberta was confronted by the likes of Jimmy Barkhausen three times a week at the orthopedic rehab center. All through the winter and spring, she’d been forced to listen to him rave about the many things he found inspiring (he was one of those expressly grateful types who thrust his good cheer on people), one of which was Amazon. According to Jimmy, it had changed his life. As with most things Jimmy said, Roberta initially tuned it out. If pressed, she supposed he was likable enough, a retired attorney, which gave them something in common, since she herself had been retired from the probate court bench for a good fourteen years now. But Jimmy talked too much and treated the rehab class like something of a social club, a place to hunker down and chew the fat. Roberta didn’t want to hunker down with anyone, let alone chew the fat. She wanted to get in and get out of there. It was no secret that many in town considered her a bit of an introvert, which suited her just fine.

As Jimmy had railed on about the wonders of Amazon, a business so diversified that it sold everything from toilet paper to good literature, Roberta had focused instead on her rehab exercises. Her knee was healing nicely from ACL surgery. Nicely enough, she hoped, that she wouldn’t have to keep coming back to rehab three times a week to do these god-awful stretches. The few occasions Roberta left her house, her errands took her to only three places: the local IGA market, the pharmacy, and the town library. And those she visited during off-hours, so as not to have to see people.

So when Jimmy mentioned that he didn’t even have to get in the car and drive to the mall for jeans or to the pharmacy for his favorite brand of aftershave, it captured her attention. She tipped her head slightly in his direction on the trampoline in the corner. It was what he said next that made her put down her weights altogether.

“You ever hear of that book Where the Crawdads Sing?” Jimmy shouted. The shouting irked her more than anything. “Been on the bestseller list for weeks.” Roberta nodded. She didn’t need Jimmy Barkhausen to tell her that. She’d read it twice already, then recommended it to her sister. “Well, my wife has been trying to get it from the library for months. So, I got on the Amazon [the Amazon: further annoyance], clicked ‘add to cart,’ and surprised her with a copy the very next day. Good Lord, she loves that book.”

Books. Books were Roberta’s one true thing. Her love, her escape, her habit, her weakness. Roberta coursed through books like caffeine addicts tossed back a triple espresso. It was how she spent her days and nights, when not cooking or walking Maisey or talking to her sister, Gina, on the phone. Roberta may have been an introvert, but she was no fool. She’d known Amazon sold books, but she was a devotee of her local library. What she couldn’t procure from the library, she treated herself to from an adorable indie bookstore two towns over, though only on special occasions. But that summer her beloved Saybrook Library was under renovation, and the bookstore was a bit of a drive to keep up with her habit. “Next-day delivery!” Jimmy shouted from across the room.

That same afternoon Roberta logged on to her computer. It took only a moment to create an Amazon account. The array of options was staggering. Sinister, even. Who were all these merchants? Could she trust them? Before the sun set, she’d not only filled her cart, she’d compiled a bestseller wish list. She clicked the latest Hildebrand release. It was half-price and brand-new. All right, she told herself before committing altogether. This was temporary. To tide her over during the library renovation. Oh, but there was Ann Patchett’s latest release! And so it happened that Roberta Blythe came to have a book a day delivered to her mailbox. To absolve her conscience, she still drove two towns over to the indie bookstore every month. And when the library reopened in the fall, she’d drop the Amazon account like a bad habit. In the meantime, there was no use beating herself up. These were the things she told herself.

Now, as she closed the mailbox and held the new book against her chest, the rumble of an approaching truck caught her attention. Roberta recognized the blue Ford right away: Wendell Combs. She lifted a hand in greeting.

Wendell’s mother, Charlotte, had been a dear friend of Roberta’s right up to the end. It began as an unlikely friendship, as at first glance neither woman had anything remotely in common with the other. But that was life in a small town: no one escaped with just one glance.

Roberta had been in the IGA market scouring the produce section when she heard a shriek. At the end of the aisle, by the dairy case, stood Charlotte Combs. Roberta followed the young mother’s gaze to a lone shopping cart with two boys. Standing up in the cart was the younger one, whom Roberta guessed was about two years old. In his clutch was an empty egg carton, and below, on the linoleum floor, the remnants of the entire dozen. But that was far less concerning than what he did next: still standing in the cart, he threw his hands up overhead and wobbled precariously.

To Roberta’s horror, the toddler lurched over the edge at the same time the mother screamed, “Wendell!”

Quickly, the big brother spun around and threw out his arms. In that instant the little one fell into them, and the two flopped to the floor. There was a terrible thunk as the older boy’s head fell back against the linoleum, followed by crying.

Charlotte reached her boys first, scooping up the little one, then falling to her knees beside his big brother. “Darling, are you all right?”

Roberta had reached them by then, and Charlotte looked up at her. “Here!” Before she could say a word, Charlotte thrust the younger boy into her arms. He paused in his tears to regard this stranger and then howled louder.

Charlotte ran her hands over her older son’s head, inspected his hair, fretting. “Wendell, you brave, brave boy.”

Roberta watched Wendell’s mother help him up. He put a hand to the back of his head. “I’m okay, Mama. It doesn’t really hurt.”

Charlotte turned to Roberta and exhaled with relief. Roberta was taken aback momentarily by her glow; she was quite beautiful. “Thank you so much,” she said, relieving Roberta of the boy. “This is Wesley.” She blinked at the messy floor in dismay. “The egg breaker.”

The two had exchanged brief introductions as Roberta waved over the deli boy and sent him to fetch a mop.

“It’s my fault,” Charlotte said, swiping a lock of blond hair back into her ponytail. “I never should’ve stepped away from the cart.”

Roberta regarded her sympathetically. So many parents came through her courtroom with less regret over far bigger issues. “It happens to the best of mothers,” she reassured her.

The deli boy returned with a mop and bucket on wheels. “Oh no, I can’t allow you to,” Charlotte said. “This is our mess.” Without warning, she thrust Wesley back at Roberta; he eyed her warily but, thankfully, this time did not howl. To everyone’s surprise, Charlotte relieved the boy of the mop. As she mopped the floor with brisk, efficient sweeps, Roberta got a good look at both boys. They had large cornflower-blue eyes like their mother’s and thick brown hair that must have come from their father.

“Thank you again for your help,” Charlotte said when she was done. She eyed Roberta’s tailored suit and white blouse. “I hope Wesley didn’t get any egg on you.”

“No, no. It was no trouble at all,” Roberta said, stooping to pick up her small basket of vegetables. It looked lonely compared to the teeming cart Charlotte strapped Wesley into and took hold of.

As she made her way down the aisle away from the little family, Roberta heard her name. She turned.

There was that smile again. “Are you free this Thursday night?”

Roberta fumbled with her basket. “Free?”

Charlotte pushed her cart closer. “I host a bridge game. You must come.”

“Oh, I couldn’t possibly.”

Charlotte grinned. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

If anyone had taken the time to actually notice Roberta, they might have called her several things. But “ridiculous” was not one of them.

Charlotte was not taking no for an answer. “We start at seven. Do you play?”

She did not, but from then on Roberta spent every Thursday evening at Charlotte’s dining room table with a group of eight women who seemed to like being there. Roberta had learned there was no denying Charlotte Combs.

But Roberta was a quick study, and she found herself almost enjoying the group, despite how vastly different they were from her. All were married and mothers. Janice Garvey was a high school English teacher, and Marie Dennis worked at the town clerk’s office, but the rest stayed at home with their young broods. It was exactly the kind of group that normally would have set up the hair on the back of Roberta’s neck. Roberta preferred her own company. She held zero interest in the exchange of Crock-Pot recipes and found idle chitchat migraine-inducing. Nor did she have a spouse to complain about, something many in the group approached like a sport. In fact, as far as Roberta could tell, the others behaved as if they’d been sprung from some domestic prison for the night. There was spiked punch and finger food and always some kind of baked-good contribution. Roberta did not bake. But she allowed herself to partake in the offerings. It was the eighties and the entertaining was easy, if completely foreign to Roberta.

As the weeks passed, Roberta found herself holding her breath in anticipation of Charlotte’s bridge club. To her surprise, the women did not make her feel one bit excluded. If anything, Roberta felt somewhat revered. Of course, that had much to do with Charlotte, who had artfully set the tone from the beginning, causing Roberta to blush. “This is my dear friend Roberta, and she’s kind of a big deal. She’s a judge.” Which set off a wave of exclamations across the room. But what rang loudest in Roberta’s ears was what Charlotte had called her: “my dear friend.” Besides her insufferable sister, Roberta had never had someone to call a real friend. Forget one as stylish and irresistable as Charlotte.

When the game nights ended, Roberta found herself lingering after the others left. She was drawn to something about Charlotte Combs’s house: perhaps it was the effortless glamor that Charlotte gave off, from her red flared pants to the gold cuff bracelets she favored—so different from Roberta’s sensible loafers and bland suits. Maybe it was the warmth of her home, a stately antique farmhouse that, upon closer inspection, defied subtlety: a purple velvet Victorian fainting couch in the corner, silver candlesticks on every table, heavy damask curtains the color of an August moon. Pops of Charlotte’s urban upbringing winked throughout the farmhouse like hidden treasures for the discerning eye. Even her husband, Alder, someone Roberta had thought of as just another politician, was intriguing. He rarely made an appearance at the all-female card game, but when he did, Roberta could feel the ardor he held for his wife. It filled the room as surely as the tall man himself.

Roberta didn’t get invited to many parties, but she knew enough not to be one of those who overstayed their welcome. So she made herself useful. Against Charlotte’s objections, she’d station herself at the kitchen sink, rinsing the diminutive crystal punch glasses that Charlotte told her had come from her parents in New York as a wedding gift. “They don’t come out much,” Charlotte confided. “Oh, they love the kids, of course. But they never really understood what drew me out of the city full-time.” Or Roberta would wrap the leftover food on platters and tuck them carefully into the fridge. “Bertie, really. You don’t need to do this.” But Roberta did. No one had ever called her Bertie before.

After, Charlotte would invite Roberta to the living room for a cup of tea; Charlotte would curl up on one corner of the sofa and tuck her knees under her chin, childlike. She was a waifish thing, and despite her tanned complexion and the strong arms that swept the boys up like they were weightless, Roberta noted a fragility to her.

“What did you think of Penny’s news?” Charlotte asked wearily one night. Penny Leary had stunned the group midway through the game with the sudden announcement of her impending divorce, a move that led to a heavy hush in the room before a flood of questions. Roberta remained silent, but she ached for Penny Leary. Divorce was not new, of course, but in a small Connecticut town in the eighties it wasn’t the norm. As for Roberta, divorce cases didn’t come through her courtroom, but often the fallout did, in the form of custody hearings and financial cases. She’d listened in silence as Penny poured out her heart and then stopped abruptly and turned to ask for a refill of punch. Despite the hugs and advice offered, the evening had turned solemn, and there was no repackaging it after that. The game had ended early, and as the headlights went on and cars backed down the driveway into the night, Roberta imagined the others rushing home to hug their husbands. To make promises. To seek assurances. In case Penny’s situation might be contagious.

“It’s very sad,” Roberta mused, staring at her own ringless left hand. “Unfortunately, I hear plenty of domestic cases in my courtroom. Though I’m sure it won’t come to that,” she added quickly.

Even Charlotte seemed down, her bright spark dimmer than Roberta had seen. She sipped her tea, then stood abruptly and crossed the room to the bar cart. “Want some in yours?” she asked. Roberta watched as she poured some brandy into her cup.

“Oh, no, thank you.” Roberta had to drive home. She also had to get up and work the next morning. She watched as Charlotte returned to the couch.

“You know something?” Charlotte asked.

“What’s that?”

Charlotte let her head rest against the back of the couch. “We’re a lot alike, you and I.”

Roberta clutched her mug. She didn’t know what to say to that. Oh, she longed for it to be true, but she hadn’t the faintest idea what Charlotte was getting at. They just weren’t.

“We are,” Charlotte said, lifting her head to meet her friend’s gaze. It was as if she could read Roberta’s mind.

Roberta cleared her throat, shaken. “How’s that?”

Charlotte hesitated, then smiled sadly. “We’re both outsiders here.”
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