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			Ben

			By the end of the third quarter, he doesn’t hear the crowd anymore.

			He doesn’t feel his broken fingers, taped together in the first quarter, or the cut on his forearm, which the trainer stitched up at halftime. The sutures have since burst, but the temperature now lurks around nine degrees Fahrenheit, accelerated by a steady wind off Lake Michigan, and that will freeze up your blood pretty good.

			He’s aware of none of these things. Only afterward, as he watches the tape on repeat, will he notice such details.

			That’s one thing he loves about playing football. When you start the fourth quarter of a conference championship game, and you’re behind by a single field goal, and you jog onto the field after a thirty-two-yard punt return to face down a steaming, bloody offensive line protecting an arrogant twenty-three-year-old quarterback with a howitzer arm, first and ten on your own forty-eight-yard line, end zone at your back, snow driving like pins into your skin, you don’t think about anything else.

			You don’t think about the tens of thousands of people on their feet in the stands or the tens of millions of people watching on live television.

			You don’t think about your pain or the other guy’s pain or the weather or that missed tackle just before halftime.

			You don’t think about your past or your future, or your mom’s high blood pressure, or the girl you’re about to marry, or the girl who got away.

			You don’t think about anything except your job. What you need to do in this play, this minute, this second, to win the game of football.

			

			—

			The quarterback’s name is Garcia and he’s got some growing up to do, but with an arm like that his mental age is what it is. Staring him down over the backs of the linemen, Ben feels like a grizzled veteran, a shrewd old man at thirty-two. Garcia is a kid who wants to make the big play, to be the hero. On first down, he shoots a bullet up the right side to his fastest receiver and overthrows him by at least five yards.

			On second down, Ben blasts through a gap between the right tackle and the end and sacks Garcia’s ass before he sees Ben coming.

			As he rises to his feet, Ben is aware of the deafening roar that surrounds him, but not exactly conscious of it. He doesn’t spare a glance for Garcia, picking himself up from the frozen tundra. What he feels is triumph. Adrenaline. Nailed him. Nailed his cocky ass. He feels the congratulatory slaps of his teammates. The awe that anoints him from the crowd. The instant reversion of his brain to the next play, the moment right now, the job he needs to do.

			Until he watches the tapes later, he won’t hear the announcers—the play-by-play guy who says And BIG BEN RESSLER gets in with a MONSTER sack, loss of eight, maybe NINE yards on the play, and the color guy who says OH MAN, that is VINTAGE Ressler right there, he saw that gap and shot in there so fast, he just LAID OUT Garcia on the grass and strolled away like he was out walking his dog, and that’s why he’s the best free safety playing in the league right now, Kevin.

			The last nice thing anyone has to say about him.

			

			—

			Third and eighteen.

			He needs to shut this shit down now so his offense can take the field and score. Win this game. Last year, they lost the Super Bowl in the final three seconds and he is not the fuck going to let that happen again.

			But first you need to get to the Super Bowl. You need to win this game. You’re down three points in the fourth quarter, so what are you going to do to WIN THIS GAME?

			You are going to shut this shit down. Now.

			Nose tackle—juiced with adrenaline—jumps offside. Five-yard penalty and replay of down.

			Third and thirteen. Offense needs a big play, a long pass from that gunslinger quarterback. Ben looks to his inside linebacker, who looks back over his shoulder at Ben. He and Darius joined the team together as rookies, started ten seasons side by side. Thrill of victory, agony of defeat. Everything in between. They communicate with nods, with flicks of fingers. With a glance like this one.

			The defense organizes into nickel coverage, man-to-man across the line of scrimmage except for Ben, who sits up high by himself. Darius will lock on the tight end. Cornerbacks will lock on the wideouts. Protect the middle, that’s Ben’s job. Protect the middle and make the play on the long ball. Shut this shit down.

			The huddle breaks. The offense spreads out for third and long, no surprise.

			All week Ben has studied film. It drives his fiancée crazy, how he returns late from the practice field and bolts down dinner and watches film until bedtime, then gets up and works out and watches more film before he heads to practice. But it’s the only way he knows. You need to get inside the head of the other team; you need to know how they’re going to move before the ball snaps. You need to know where the quarterback is going to throw the ball before he moves his arm.

			So Ben watches the offense spread out into the Arizona Right Max All Go formation and knows exactly what will happen. Three wide receivers, one taking the place of the fullback. Tight end makes four. The lone remaining running back will protect the right side—the strong side. The offensive line will max protect to give the quarterback all possible time to drop back, read, hitch, make a deep throw.

			When the ball snaps, all four receivers will sprint up the field. The tight end will release inside and then widen out to the hash marks.

			Ben will have to choose where to go. Where he thinks the quarterback will throw the ball.

			Follow the eyes, Ben knows.

			All week, the coaches have been drilling down on Garcia’s tendency to look the safety to one side and then fire off the pass to the other side. A veteran quarterback will know how to feign one way and draw coverage away from his intended receiver. But Garcia is a kid with a big arm and a big ego and not a lot of cunning. He relies on his arm strength and ball speed, not his ability to misdirect his opponent. If you know what you’re looking for, you can read him like a traffic sign.

			Ben positions himself eighteen yards off the line. Frozen ground like concrete under his shoes.

			Quick count, single cadence, GO. Ball snaps.

			Ben drops into his controlled backpedal and finds the quarterback’s eyes. There it is. Garcia looks left to his weak side receivers on Ben’s right.

			Sure, kid. Try to fool me.

			Ben plants his next backstep and angles left to the strong side.

			In the same instant, Garcia snaps back and fires a line drive dart to the tight end racing up the seam, right where Ben is heading.

			Ben tracks the ball in flight. It’s coming in hard and high—fucking gunslinger. He takes two more strides and launches his body like a missile as the tight end raises his arms and leaps for the ball.

			This is the part Ben loves. Prey locked in your sights. You aim your shoulder pad right into the sweet spot, right between the two numbers on the jersey in front of you, and you drive hard, you commit your body to the collision, to the crunch of impact, the kill.

			Not the literal kill, of course.

			The figurative kill. Taking out the opponent. You don’t actually kill anybody, good God. You just want to shut this shit down.

			You want to win the game and go to the Super Bowl and win that game and start all over again in the summer. Over and over until your body is too old and slow and broken down and you retire. Maybe you try coaching, or announcing, or opening a restaurant, or a car dealership. In the meantime, you’ve gotten married during the offseason and had a few kids, also during the offseason if you’ve planned it right, and now that you’re retired you can spend more time with them, show them how to play ball, so they can go out and win games too.

			But you don’t kill anybody.

			Until you drive your shoulder pad right between the 8 and the 9 on the tight end’s chest, just as he’s stretching his body upward to find the ball that floats a few inches too high above his fingertips, thanks to his gunslinging quarterback.

			Until your good mate Darius, who has been locked in man coverage on this same tight end, also launches his body at a horizontal angle behind the receiver.

			And the tight end’s body, caught in a magnificent matrix between two defenders, receives this massive blow from Ben, this collision intended to shut this shit down, and flips backward in midair over Darius’s outstretched body while the ball bounces on the grass a few yards beyond.

			And all two hundred and sixty-five pounds of muscle and bone converge at the point of impact as the tight end’s head thuds against the frozen ground.

			Ben does not hear the neck snap. He can’t hear anything.

			All he knows is he shut this shit down.

			He hits the grass hard and springs to his feet and walks away, like he always does. No big deal. Just another vintage Ressler hit, the reason he’s the best free safety playing in the league right now. He will count his bruises later.

			Still, the adrenaline surges through his body. The roar of the crowd penetrates even his deafened ears. His teammates mob him, hugging and high-fiving and ass-slapping.

			He doesn’t notice when the crowd starts to quiet down. When the opposing players start to gather around the tight end, who lies motionless on the rock-hard field, the frozen tundra.

			Only when the shouted Trainer! penetrates the fog of battle does he turn to look back on the scene of carnage.

			But he’s hurt other players before. Other players have hurt him. It’s the game of football. God knows he’s wound up enough plays flat on his own back, someone shouting Trainer! Trainer! in the space above his head. There will be a short delay, maybe a commercial break, as the trainers assess what’s wrong. Assess whether the tight end can get up and walk back to the sideline under his own power or require a helping arm from a teammate.

			Then play will resume. Thanks to Ben, the other team failed to make first down, so they’ll have to punt. Ben’s offense will take the field and march down the tundra to score the go-ahead touchdown, God willing.

			The minutes tick. More trainers run to the scene. Ben sees some frantic waving. Now the trainers from his own side race on field. The team doctors. All gathered around the tight end, number 89, a fourth-year starter out of Auburn, married to his high school sweetheart, who has already delivered him one cute-as-a-button two-year-old daughter and a son due in just a couple of months, during the offseason.

			One by one, the players drop to their knees, facing the frantic knot of medical professionals all wound around the tight end. On his back. Neck bent at a sickening angle.

			The tight end does not move. Not even a finger.

			Ben drops to one knee.

			The crowd is silent.

			At some point, the adrenaline in Ben’s body turns into another kind of adrenaline. The adrenaline of fear. Stone cold fear.

			Get up, he thinks. Move, goddamn it.

			The tight end does not move. In the center of that frantic knot, he’s the only one not moving.

			The crowd is dead silent.

			Up in the booth, as Ben will later hear, the play-by-play guy says to the color guy, This doesn’t look good for number 89.

			And the color guy says to the play-by-play guy, This doesn’t look good for Ben Ressler.

		

	
		
			Autumn

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				Lucy

			
			As a teacher, I’m no stranger to standing up in front of a tough crowd to lay on a few facts. Delivering my father’s eulogy is on another level.

			The assembled audience is not large. If I were to pause and count heads, I would maybe hit thirty. Labor Day is a hazy dream—two weeks ago and counting—and Winthrop Island is for summer people. The heads are mostly gray, mostly male. A few of them seem to be checking their eyelids for holes, as my father would say. If he were still alive.

			Even after twelve years away, I recognize a few faces. Sedge Peabody sits attentively in the second pew—you never forget your first crush—though the blond woman who sits by his side is unknown to me.

			Of Sedge’s sister Laura, there’s no sign. Thank God for that, anyway.

			On his other side, old Mrs. Peabody holds her patent leather pocketbook on her lap and waits to hear what I have to say. She was the one who called my mother to break the news, so Maman could inform me that my father had folded up his clothes in a neat pile on Poseidon Beach, just above the high tide line, and disappeared into Long Island Sound exactly one week to the day before I was due to arrive for the winter.

			We do not, therefore, have a body to eulogize. We do not even officially have a death, at least according to the State of New York. People pile their clothes on beaches all the time, apparently, in the hope that their families and creditors and life insurance claims administrators will think they’re dead, and the state requires at least three years and a decent search before it will hand over a death certificate for a missing person.

			But Bud Cooper was not the kind of man to fake his own death, as pretty much everybody on Winthrop Island would agree. So here we are.

			A celebration of life, we’re calling it.

			Though what’s to celebrate, I’m not exactly sure. I’ve spent the past week laboring over these words on the page before me. How do you eulogize a man whose life, by just about every human measure, was an abject failure?

			How do you eulogize a man who walked into the ocean for no apparent reason, leaving his only child to clean up the mess he left behind?

			How do you eulogize a father you haven’t seen in twelve years?

			In the front pew, Father Jake smiles encouragingly. My daughter sits next to him. Having lived all her life in Paris, Punkin knows how to dress for a funeral. Maman snuck her out shopping before we left and bought her this tragically chic black dress and a pair of black patent Mary Janes with pointed toes and a small black quilted handbag hung by a braided gold chain. I’m praying the handbag is not an actual real-life Chanel. (Although, if it is, I could probably sell it on eBay for grocery money.) Before we left the house, she made me arrange her dark hair in a chignon at the nape of her neck and slipped on a pair of gigantic tortoise sunglasses.

			“Let’s do this,” she said.

			Let’s do this.

			I look down at my notes and continue.

			“Those of us who knew and loved Bud Cooper will remember him best for the great love of his life. His true abiding passion. In fact, if I were to write the story of my father’s life, it would have to be a pirate romance.”

			There are laughs. I look up from my notes, and for some reason my gaze falls not on the first or second pews, on my daughter or Father Jake or my father’s friends and neighbors and Harvard classmates, but on a man who sits by himself in a pew at the back, half-hidden by a column.

			A large man, wearing a dark suit jacket over his gigantic shoulders and no tie. The column cuts off half his face. But there is a jaw like a chunk of granite. Some thick, glossy hair the color of an Irish setter.

			The shock hits me everywhere at once. My heartbeat stutters. Glass shatters at the ends of my nerves. My scalp buzzes, like when you see a ghost. The ghost of my Winthrop Island past.

			The hair is too long, I tell myself. And he has a beard.

			It’s not him. It couldn’t be him. In the first place, Ben Ressler would never set foot on Winthrop Island again. The Peabodys wouldn’t stand for it.

			In the second place, why would Ben Ressler—of all people—turn up for my father’s funeral?

			The crowd starts to rustle. From the front pew, Father Jake gives me an encouraging nod.

			I drop my gaze back to my notes and clear my throat.

			“But I’m not here to write the story of my father’s life. That story is written on the hearts of all of us here today. The friends who loved him. Who encouraged his passions. Who listened to his tall tales and his big dreams of pirate treasure without—you know—telling him the truth.”

			More laughs.

			“We may never understand why my father chose to end his life when he did, but I hope everyone here understands that it wasn’t your fault. Your friendship was everything to him. Your friendship sustained and nurtured him, all these years. So what I really want to say is thank you. Thank you for being his friend. Thank you for loving him. Thank you for coming here today to say goodbye.”

			When I look up again, the ghost behind the pillar is gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Of all the hard things I had to do after Arnaud died, the hardest was to explain to our daughter what had happened.

			I remember sitting on the edge of her small starter bed that morning, watching her sleep. How round and tender and innocent her cheeks were, how unbearable to know that I was watching the last innocent minutes of her life. I remember wanting to sit there forever and never do this awful thing—the worst thing you could do to a four-year-old girl. I remember thinking that maybe I didn’t have to do it. Maybe I could tell her that her father had gone away, that he was sick, that he was working. Anything but the truth. The truth is such a terrible thing to give to a child. To anybody.

			But eventually the dawn muscled its way through the crack between the curtains. It’s remarkable how the sun can exploit such a narrow weakness to fill the room with light. Punkin’s eyelashes fluttered like the wings of a pair of butterflies and opened wide.

			“Why are you sad, Mama?” she said.

			And I knew that I couldn’t lie to her. Once you lie to someone about something so important, you can’t ever get back to the truth between you. So I smoothed back her hair from her face and said, “I’m sad because something bad happened to your father last night.”

			

			—

			For some reason, this scene returns to me as I shake all the hands at the reception in the parish house. You worry and worry about what it does to a kid, losing her father when she’s practically a baby, and there she stands next to you at your own father’s funeral. Shaking each hand in turn, serene as a queen.

			Sedge Peabody offers me a big dry palm and draws me in for a kiss on one cheek, which I awkwardly screw up by going for two and ending up on his lips. I hope the girlfriend isn’t watching.

			“Sorry! Still in French mode,” I say.

			He laughs once. “No worries. I’m sorry for your loss, though, Lucy. Truly.”

			“Thanks. Thank you. I appreciate your coming.”

			He keeps hold of my hand between both of his. He wears his hot preppy vibe with the same ease as ever—dark curling hair, sturdy sailor shoulders beneath a navy suit jacket. “I ran into your dad at the Mo just a couple of weeks ago,” he says. “He told me how you were coming to stay with him for the winter. Picking up Emily’s maternity leave at the school, right? He was so excited about it. I mean, beaming. This is just crazy we’re standing here right now. So…inexplicable. I can’t imagine how devastating this must be for you.”

			“And me,” says Punkin. “I’m his granddaughter, and I never even got to meet him!”

			Sedge looks down and holds out his hand. “You must be Elise. I’m deeply sorry for your loss too.”

			Punkin places her palm in his and says, “Enchantée, Mr. Peabody. You may call me Punkin.”

			“Punkin.” He kisses her knuckles. “Honored. What did you think of the service? I thought your mom gave a great speech.”

			“Honestly, I liked the other one better.” Punkin’s still wearing her Jackie O sunglasses, which make her look like an enormous talking housefly. “He was funny.”

			“That was my uncle,” says Sedge. “He does like to make people laugh.”

			“How’s Laura?” I blurt out.

			Sedge straightens and turns to me. “Laura. Laura is great, thank you for asking. She’s sorry she couldn’t make it. She’s out of the country right now.”

			“Out of the country. Wow. A work trip?”

			He smiles. “No. She’s a math teacher, believe it or not. Or was. But she decided to give herself a gap year. Take a sabbatical. Quit her job, flew to South America. Rio, the Andes. Working her way down to Patagonia, she says. Then I think she’s signed up for one of those Antarctic expedition penguin things.”

			“Amazing,” I say. “Good for her.”

			He meets my gaze. “But she told me to pass on her condolences.”

			“That’s nice of her. Please tell her hello from me.”

			“I sure will.” Sedge’s face lights up. “Audrey! There you are. Lucy—my girlfriend, Audrey.”

			The blonde steps into view, sporting a pair of snatched cheekbones and an expression of wary goodwill. “Lucy,” she says. “Audrey Fisher. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

			

			—

			On the way back home, up West Cliff Road toward Dad’s house at the private end of the island, Punkin wants to talk about all the people we saw.

			“Mr. Peabody was nice. I like him. Did you used to be friends with him?”

			“Kind of,” I tell her. “I was best friends with his sister Laura.”

			“Are you friends with her now?”

			“No, honey. We lost touch a long time ago.”

			“Why did you break up?” she asks seriously.

			We pass the guardhouse that marks the border of the Winthrop Island Association. I wave hello to Gary, on duty. He’s about seventy years old and has occupied that guard shack since the year Reagan was first elected. He waves back. I don’t know if it’s me he recognizes or my dad’s thirty-year-old Volvo station wagon.

			“Oh, you know,” I say. “Friend stuff. We had a fight, I guess, and then I never went back for the summer after that.”

			“How old were you?”

			“I had just turned eighteen.”

			“What was the fight about?” she asks.

			“It was about some boy,” I tell her. “We liked the same boy. Kinda stupid, really.”

			Punkin sighs. “I don’t want to be a teenager.”

			“Yeah,” I say. “It’s pretty much the worst thing other than never being a teenager.”

			

			—

			When Punkin and I arrived at Windward late yesterday evening, I was a little surprised at the mess. Dad was always a little accumulative in his habits, a little addicted to clutter, but this was excessive. Piles of papers spilling out of caramelized manila folders. Ancient copies of Town & Country and Yankee magazine. Mugs of coffee colonized with blue-green dots. Plates of gleaming enameled egg yolk. Bowls of soured cereal mush. (Did the man only ever eat breakfast?) Bins of unsorted mail. Rolls of nautical charts. Stacks of books holding up more books.

			Punkin picked her way around the piles of stuff like this was a treasure hunt. She stopped before a plastic bin and peered inside. “Grandad kept his maps here,” she announced.

			She was right. Maps filled the bin—new ones, older ones, ancient ones; serious and whimsical; road atlases and walking guides; maps of the land and maps of the sea, all jumbled together in no particular order. I remember Dad showing me how to fold a map exactly the way you found it, with due regard for the creases. A map is like a crystal ball, Lucy, he said. A window into another world. Treat it with care to make sure that others can find their way after you.

			Apparently, he had lost his touch.

			“Tell you what,” I said to Punkin. “Let’s go upstairs and see if we can find a pair of clean beds. We’ll tackle this mess in the morning.”

			The stairs creaked in their familiar way as I led her up to the second floor. The staircase had been missing part of a banister since an altercation between my parents ended in Dad heaving the marital bed over the landing—the literal bombshell, you might say, that tore through the house when my mother announced she was leaving him for a French count.

			For whatever reason, my father never did replace that section of banister.

			My room was exactly as I left it twelve years ago, except coated in sedimentary layers of dust and dead bugs. I hadn’t had time to tidy up on that final morning in late July. I’d thrown a summer’s worth of clothes and toiletries in a suitcase and carry-on and rushed out the door, and everything else remained in place like one of those photographs of houses abandoned in wartime. The towel I’d taken to the beach that morning still hung from the back of the chair, speckled with mildew. The canvas tote with the sunscreen. On the little brown desk sat the stack of books I’d checked out of the Winthrop Island Library in July 2012 for my summer reading.

			Punkin wrinkled her nose. “Is this where I’m going to sleep?”

			“I think it’s going to need a good cleaning first, honey,” I told her. “We’ll sleep in the guest room tonight.”

			

			—

			But that was yesterday. Now it’s time to excavate the mess my dad left behind.

			I shower swiftly in the scary bathroom, so stained and unlit you expect a psycho knife to part the curtain at any point, and pull on a pair of old, soft yoga pants and a sweatshirt.

			The washing machine still works, thank God, and so does the hot water. I find a bottle of Tide that bears a peeling price sticker from the Winthrop General Store and an expiration date three and a half years ago. I strip all the beds and run the linens on a hot cycle.

			While the machine’s running, I rummage out a bottle of vinegar and a bucket and rags to purge twelve years’ worth of grime from the surfaces of my old bedroom while Punkin kneels beside me, scrubbing earnestly.

			“Why does Grandad have so much stuff?” she asks. “I thought he was broke, like us.”

			“We’re not broke, exactly. And Grandad—well, I don’t know. He has this house. That’s worth a lot of money. The land it’s on, anyway.”

			“Where did he get the house if he’s broke?”

			“From his parents. His parents had a lot of money that they got from their parents, who built this house to begin with, about a hundred years ago. And the thing about Grandad, he’s very smart, but he’s not good with money. He’s not—well, it’s kind of hard to explain, honey. He didn’t want to work at a bank, like Uncle Sadiq”—this is Pandora and Cecily and Calliope’s father, who refuses to be called Dad or Grandad by his stepfamily, so we settled on Uncle Sadiq—“and he didn’t want to be a lawyer or a doctor or a businessman or anything like that. He just wanted to read books and write about things.”

			Punkin thinks about this. “But he got money from his parents.”

			“Well, he spent that. Not all at once. But he used to have a boat, and he belonged to the Club, and all these things cost money. Then you need to eat and drive and repair your house. And he was married to Grandmère, and she likes nice things. Plus taxes. Taxes are a lot. So he ran out of money, and he wasn’t making any money, so…yeah.”

			“Is that why he decided to die? Right before we came? Because he was embarrassed about being broke?”

			“We don’t know for sure he decided to die, honey. It might have been an accident.”

			“But you said he didn’t like to swim.”

			“I don’t know, honey. It doesn’t make much sense to me, to be honest. He seemed so excited about us coming.” I sit up on my knees and take in a deep, slow breath. “I should have taken you to meet him sooner, honey. He knew a lot about a lot of things, and he had interesting ideas, and I wish…I wish he…”

			Punkin sits up and pats me on the knee. “It’s okay, Mama. You can be sad.”

			“Thank you, honey. I am sad.”

			She puts her small arms around my shoulders. “Now we both don’t have dads.”

			

			—

			The kitchen, as you might imagine, has not been updated in some time. The same white Frigidaire murmurs in the corner; the Magic Chef range hulks along one wall like an enamel beast, scarred with burnt grease. She would’ve been a beaut in her day, I told Punkin last night, while we were unloading the groceries we’d brought over from the mainland. Now Punkin calls every old thing a beaut—the Volvo station wagon, the Hotpoint washing machine.

			By five o’clock, I’m too exhausted to cook dinner. I make peanut butter sandwiches and sit with Punkin at the same square chrome-rimmed table where I used to sit with Dad, eating peanut butter sandwiches.

			The fridge lets out a giant gurgling sigh.

			“She’s a beaut,” says Punkin.

			A book sits next to her plate. Punkin always has a book with her.

			“Whatcha reading?” I ask.

			She holds it up for me.

			Thick old clothbound volume. Library sticker on the spine. A True History of the Career and Murderous Crimes of the Dread Pirate Ned Ramsay, Including a Detailed Account of His Fatal Final Voyage, by a Member of His Crew. On the spine is a peeling Dewey Decimal sticker, covered and recovered with Scotch tape.

			“Are you serious? You’re reading this?”

			“It’s interesting,” she says, a little defensive.

			“That’s all I need. Another pirate nerd in the family.”

			“What’s wrong with that? Pirates are cool.”

			“Pirates are not cool,” I tell her. “Pirates were murderers and thieves. They did awful things. They hurt people and killed people for the fun of it. And the worst thing they did was make people think they were heroes. Gullible people like you.” I wriggle her earlobe. “And your grandfather.”

			“Why did he like pirates so much?” she asks.

			“Oh, honey. Because he thought there was treasure buried here. Left behind by a long-ago pirate. This guy.” I touch the cover of the book. “According to Grandad, anyway. He was sure it was going to make us rich.”

			“But he never found it.”

			I roll my eyes around the shabby, cluttered room. “What makes you think that?”

			She hugs the book to her chest. “Still. Wouldn’t it be fun if we found it, Mama? Then we’d be rich.”

			I cover my face with my hands. “Not you too.”

			A knock snaps through the room—once, twice. I startle in my chair and turn to the front hall.

			“Now why didn’t they just use the doorbell?” Punkin says.

			“Probably because it’s one of his friends, honey. Someone who knows that the doorbell hasn’t worked in twenty years.”

			But when I crack open the door to check out the visitor, it’s not one of my dad’s old friends, come to offer his condolences.

			It’s an enormous man in a plaid shirt and a baseball cap pulled low over his forehead, bearing a squirming mutt in a pair of arms that could tear off the front door of the Volvo, just by accident.

			And then—as I take in his eyes, the fringe of hair under his cap, the shape of his face beneath the unfamiliar beard—Oh, shit.

			Ben.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			I met Laura Peabody the summer after I turned fourteen. Well, maybe met isn’t the right word. On a small, narrow island like Winthrop, eight miles from tip to tip, about a mile wide at its thickest, every face looks familiar. Even the ones you can’t put a name to.

			So when the tall, skinny, dark-haired girl wandered up Poseidon Beach one afternoon in the middle of July and paused in front of me, I knew who she was, all right.

			A shy smile turned up the corners of her mouth. “Hi,” she said.

			“Hi,” I said.

			“You’re Lucy Cooper, aren’t you? Mr. Cooper’s kid?”

			The beach was one of Winthrop’s many small, mostly deserted stretches of half-sand, half-shingle where you could lie in the sun with a reasonable expectation of not having to deal with other people. I lay on my stomach on a threadbare blue-and-white striped beach towel, reading my shabby paperback copy of Deathly Hallows for maybe the third time. I kept the cover flat against the towel so she wouldn’t see it, because maybe Harry Potter wasn’t cool anymore if you were in your teens? I didn’t know. I didn’t really feel American; I didn’t know what was cool and what wasn’t.

			And Laura Peabody was a year older than I was, a year cooler.

			“Yeah, I am.” I tried to make my voice sound as American as possible.

			“Thought so. I’m Laura Peabody. I live over there? At Summerly?” She turned and pointed up the beach and across a marshy inlet, just before the shore rose up into the bluffs.

			“Oh, yeah.” Like I didn’t know exactly who she was and where she lived. “I thought I recognized you.”

			“Mind if I join you?”

			“Sure.”

			She sat down in the sand next to me and stretched out her long, tanned legs. She wore a pair of colorful board shorts beneath a bikini top the exact blue of a swimming pool. Her feet were bare, her toenails painted shell pink.

			“I hear you live in Paris,” she said.

			“Not anymore. My mom married an English guy about a year ago? So, London.”

			“Paris. London. That’s so cool. I live in Dedham.” She turned on her side, facing me. “What are you reading?”

			Reluctantly, I lifted the front cover.

			“Oh my God, I love Harry Potter,” she said. “I just finished like my third read. I don’t even know what to read now, like everything else seems stupid. Like a copy of the real thing.”

			“That’s so funny. This is my third read.”

			We looked at each other and smiled for real this time, and from that second through the rest of the summer, Laura Peabody and I were hardly ever apart. Beaching and bicycling, grabbing burgers at the Mo, playing croquet at the Club, hanging out at the weekly bonfires on Horseshoe Bay with the kids I had only seen from a distance—the tanned, confident offspring of the summer families. She would sling her arm around my elbow and say This is Lucy, like we were a package deal, and the kids would make room for me on the sand and ask me about schools in England. When I flew back home in August—Maman was pregnant with Pandora and lived with Uncle Sadiq in one of those gigantic villas in Holland Park, which she had just redecorated—Laura saw me off at the ferry. We shared floods of tears, texted each other constantly, buddy-read dozens of books, and for the next four years, whenever I arrived on Winthrop in the second week of July, the minute school broke up, Laura sat waiting for me on the porch steps of Windward.

			That fourth summer, the final summer, when the Volvo rolled up the driveway, she sprang to her feet and ran to open my door and throw her arms around me. Her whole face grinned—mouth, cheeks, eyes.

			“Guess what?” she said. “My brother has the absolute hottest friend staying with us all month. His name is Ben. Ben Ressler.”

			

			—

			Twelve years later, Ben Ressler stands on my doorstep in the golden light of a September afternoon, holding a dog. Actual Ben, not a ghost. The shock of him nails me in place.

			Punkin flies past my legs. “UN CHIEN! UN CHIEN!” she shrieks.

			Ben looks down at Punkin’s skinny arms, stretched to his waist. “Hi, there. You must be Elise.”

			I tug her back. “Take it easy, Punkin. This is not our dog.”

			Ben grins. He’s grown a few wrinkles around his eyes, and his bulky frame seems—not smaller, exactly, but leaner. Lived in.

			The eyes, though. Those eyes are the same pale, bleached blue against his auburn lashes. Color of a hazy July sky.

			“Punkin,” he says. “I like it. My mom used to call me Punkin, when I was little.”

			Punkin stares up at him, amazed. “You were little?”

			“Hard to believe, right? It was a long time ago, trust me.” He transfers the dog to his left arm, juggling a small cardboard envelope, and holds out his hand. “Lucy Cooper. It’s been a minute. Ben Ressler.”

			I take the hand. A warm, brief, secure handshake. Ben’s hand. I say cheerfully, “Ben. Of course. It’s good to see you.”

			“Mr. Ressler,” says Punkin, in a voice barely under control, “may I please pet your doggie?”

			The dog wriggles his tail so hard, it’s like the tail is wriggling the rest of him.

			Ben looks at me. “Is it okay?”

			“If it’s okay with the two of you.”

			Ben crouches down and sets the dog free to lay his paws against Punkin’s chest and lick her face clean. She giggles deliriously and hugs him back. He is of no particular breed—about the size of a beagle, long brindle hair, outsized ears that flop at the tips.

			“Will you look at that,” he says. “Maybe she smells like him.”

			“Smells? Like who?”

			He stands up slowly and removes his cap. What’s left of the grin disappears into his beard. “Your dad. I’m so sorry.”

			His hair is shaggy, like he cuts it himself. The trim beard is a few shades less fiery—the same subdued auburn as his eyebrows. How calm I am, looking at that ginger hair. Twelve years ago, my nerves would have been fizzling, standing this close to him. So close I could reach out and touch the muscles of his forearm. But I was a teenager then. All hormones and drama. And he was—well, he was Ben. He was like a god.

			“Thanks,” I say. “It was a shock.”

			“I came to the service this morning. Just kind of low-key, in the back.”

			“Thought I saw you lurking back there.”

			“I wanted to pay my respects. He was a good guy. I hope you don’t mind.”

			“Of course not. I—I didn’t realize you two knew each other. I had no idea you were even back on the island, actually.”

			He shifts his gaze to the corner of the porch. “Been kind of lying low at Summerly this past year. Caretaker lodge was empty. Sedge said I could stay there for a while. Doing some groundskeeping for them, earning my keep.”

			“Sorry. You said Sedge invited you?”

			“Yep. Anyhow, that’s how I met your dad. We ran into each other a lot. Hung out a bit. I was the one—I don’t know how much you’ve heard about the—about what happened, but I was the one who found him that morning. His clothes, I mean. On Poseidon Beach.”

			“Wait a minute.” Reeling a little. “That was you?”

			“I asked them to keep my name out of the report. Privacy and all.”

			“And you two were hanging out together? All this time?”

			“Crazy, right? He was a real kick, your dad. I’m guessing he didn’t mention me at all?”

			“No. No, he didn’t say a word.”

			Ben sticks his hands into his pockets. The baseball cap dangles from his thumb. “I just wish I’d been there earlier, you know? When I could’ve done something to help. By the time I reached the beach…” He shakes his head. “I’m real sorry, Lucy. I know you two weren’t that close anymore, but it’s hard. It’s hard losing someone.”

			I fold my arms over my chest. “Can you tell me what happened?”

			Ben sticks his cap back on his head and looks to his right, where the scrub lawn turns to meadow and billows out toward the sea. The sun’s begun to set and the colors streak across the water. “There’s not much to tell. I was out clearing some brush over by the beach roses for your dad—it was getting kinda overgrown over there—and Chief here, he started barking and ran down the path to the beach—”

			The dog hears his name and lifts his head. He’s lying on his back while Punkin lovingly strokes his belly. She looks up too. “Maman, maman, pouvons-nous avoir un chien? S’il te plait? Je l’aime tellement.”

			“Honey. English, please, okay? We have a guest.”

			Punkin looks at Ben. “Sorry. I said I love him so much. I just want a dog of my own.”

			He smiles. “That’s up to your mom, honey. But you’re welcome to come over and play with this guy, if you want. I’m just over the meadow, there.”

			She stands up and runs to lean over the porch railing and squint through the dying light. “Right over there? Between the trees?”

			“Yep. You can practically see it from here. Once the leaves are all off, you can wave to Chief from your window.”

			“So we’re neighbors!”

			“That’s right,” he says.

			Chief bumps his head into the backs of Punkin’s legs. She turns and sits next to him, stroking his ears and murmuring in French.

			Ben watches them. “Bilingual, huh? She’s pretty good. Though I guess that makes sense. You living in France and all.”

			“I’ve always tried to speak English at home because she heard French everywhere else. It’s just when she gets emotional that she sort of defaults.”

			“Hey, I get it. Dogs and girls. Big emotions there.” He turns back to me. “Anyway, I’m sorry to barge in on you like this. I’m sure you’re up to your eyeballs in—you know, all the things. But your dad left me something for you and I wanted to make sure you got it right away.”

			“Left you something for me? I don’t understand.”

			Ben offers his left hand, which holds a small cardboard envelope, the type you use to mail photographs. “Yeah, it’s kind of a funny thing, to be honest. Couple of days before he died, he knocked on my door and said to give this to you if anything happened to him.”

			I stare at the envelope in his hand. “But I thought—I mean, that’s so strange. If anything happened to him? I don’t understand.”

			“Neither do I, Luce. I thought it was pretty strange at the time. And then when he went out in that water, a couple days later—I mean, I don’t know. But here it is. Maybe it’ll make more sense when you open it.”

			I look up. “You didn’t look inside?”

			“Look inside?”

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

			“Luce, you know I would sooner—I mean, you know me—” A flush overcomes his cheekbones. He urges the envelope toward me. “Anyway, here it is.”

			His hand, holding the envelope, could span a dinner plate. He smells of outdoors, of green things. Of gardening. The ridges of his fingers are stained with dirt, though the dirt itself is scrubbed away.

			I pull the envelope from his hand. It’s thin, not much inside. “Was there anything else?”

			“Nope. That was it.”

			Punkin’s lying on her back on the porch. Chief sits on her stomach, licking her face in long, patient strokes of his tongue. I call gently, “Hey, honey! Time to let Chief go home.”

			Punkin buries her nose in the fur of Chief’s neck and cradles him. Then, with a grave face, she opens her arms. Chief leaps back to Ben and lifts his paws to Ben’s gigantic kneecaps.

			“Hey, bro. What did I say? No jumping.”

			Chief sets his paws back down on the porch floorboards and looks up imploringly.

			“Atta boy.” Ben scoops him up. “Manners make the dog, like my mom always said.”

			Chief settles himself within those spacious arms. An expression of drugged pleasure takes hold of his face.

			“How is your mom these days?” I ask.

			“She passed, actually. Last winter. Stroke.”

			“Oh my God, I’m so sorry.”

			“Yep. It was a shock. Like your dad, I guess.”

			Punkin reaches up and strokes the dog’s fur. “Were Chief and Grandad good friends?” she asks.

			“Were they,” he says. “You should’ve seen the way Chief ran up whenever he spotted your grandfather. Always had a treat for him. That’s the secret.”

			Punkin looks at him, eyes round. “Really?”

			“Every time.”

			She turns to me. “I’m going inside to bake some dog treats, okay?”

			At the word treats, Chief leaps from Ben’s arms and chases after Punkin into the house.

			“What a sellout,” I say.

			“Yeah, he’s pretty basic,” says Ben. He puts two fingers to his lips and whistles. A second later, Chief comes running back out, looking guilty. “Is she really going to bake her own dog treats?”

			“Probably. She loves to bake. Looks up all these recipes online. Figured out fractions all by herself. You should try her madeleines.”

			From the kitchen comes the noise of pans cascading from a cabinet.

			“I’m okay!” calls Punkin.

			“I guess I should see how that’s going,” I say.

			Ben nods and starts to turn away, then checks himself. One hand on the post. “I really am sorry about your dad,” he says. “He was a cool guy. All that pirate stuff.”

			“Yeah, he had his pet projects, for sure.”

			“You might want to take a look at some of that stuff before you toss it out. He seemed to think he was really on to something.”

			I manage a laugh. “Yeah, he always felt he was on to something. Like, This time it’s for real, honey! I can feel it!”

			“No, I mean something was really going on with him. He was out at night with flashlights in the meadow there.”

			“Par for the course, to be honest.”

			Ben squints across the grass. “All right, then. I’ll leave you to it. Let me know if you need help with anything.”

			“Sure. Yes. Of course.”

			He looks down at Chief. “Saddle up, bro. Time to leave the girls in peace, all right?”

			“Ben, wait.”

			He stops, one foot poised over the step, and turns his face to me. The setting sun glints in his hair, in his beard.

			Ben.

			“Thanks.” My heart thuds. “For looking out for my dad. Being there. I appreciate it.”

			“Luce, I’m just sorry it turned out this way. That’s all.”

			“I know,” I say. “I know you are.”

			Ben starts down the porch steps to the weedy gravel drive. Chief trots at his heels. Ben has a giant, swinging walk, like a mountain gorilla. The opposite of Arnaud. The familiarity of it sits in my gut, like an old injury that comes back to ache.

			

			—

			The first few days after the death of a loved one are not the worst part. You are shocked to the point of disbelief. Nothing seems real. You deal with the undertaker, the church, the family members, the police. You compose the obituary. You pick out the coffin, the clothes, the flowers, the music, the speakers, the food. You are so busy dealing with logistics, with the feelings of others, that you don’t really understand that somebody is dead. What dead means. What death does to your life after everybody goes home and you are alone.

			Arnaud did not leave a lot of stuff behind. He did not participate in the zeitgeisty accumulation of cheap crap; he bought almost all his clothes from vintage stores, not because he was a hipster but because he said the materials were of better quality, the craftsmanship incomparably superior. He wasn’t a Luddite, though. He mostly read books on his iPad; he paid his bills online. When we had a little money, which was not often, he liked to spend it on experiences. Eating out at a fine restaurant, drinking a bottle of exceptional wine. A night away. A week backpacking in Vietnam.

			Still, I had to go through everything he left behind. Decide what to keep and what to give away and what to throw away. In the beginning, I cried a lot. I lamented his T-shirts that smelled like him; I grieved the tweed jacket he wore when I told him I was pregnant and he hugged me so long and hard, against the corduroy lapels, that I knew everything would be okay. The beautiful leather shoes I gave him last Christmas that he hardly ever wore because, he said, they were too immaculate to wear any old day around the poo-crusted streets of Paris.

			Eventually, though, I learned to steel myself. Punkin needed to be fed and dressed and taken to the nursery school we’d picked out for her the previous spring; I had to go back to work or we would starve. I didn’t have time to sit around and get sentimental over every last nail clipper in the bathroom drawer, just because it contained traces of Arnaud’s DNA.

			But then I started sorting through his file cabinet, his drawers, his papers. And it’s funny how you can be in love with someone, think you know the bones of somebody, the map of his brain and heart, and yet here are these letters tucked into a large manila envelope labeled Danae and you realize there was a section of his brain and his heart you had no map to, that you didn’t know existed. A girl he used to love. That pretty girl Danae with the long legs and stylish jacket who came to the funeral, who kissed both your cheeks and condoled with you in exquisite French: He used to love her. He used to fuck her.

			And other things.

			Did you know he once took a course in finance and then abandoned it after three months, but not soon enough to avoid incurring increasingly pressing demands for tuition that he finally paid a year later?

			Did you know that he spent three weeks in hospital the year before you met, after a motor-scooter accident caused a bleed on his brain?

			Did you know that he had been fired from his job two months earlier and never told you, even though he left the apartment every morning, Monday to Friday, just as if he were setting off to work?

			No, you didn’t know any of these things.

			Everybody has a secret life you know nothing of, chérie, said Maman, with her usual instinct for drama, when I came to her in tears. Every heart bears a hidden burden.

			

			—

			Now I stare at this envelope Ben Ressler gave me. This envelope from my father.

			In the kitchen, the noise of banging metal has stopped. Punkin wanders into the entry hall. “I found a cookie pan. Did Grandad have any recipe books for dog treats?”

			“I don’t think so, honey. I think we’re going to have to look that up on the internet.”

			She peers at the envelope in my hands. “Are you going to open that?”

			“Yep.” I slide my finger under the edge of the seal and rip it apart.

			I don’t know what I expected. A note, I guess. My father’s last words to me. Some sage piece of advice? Remorse, maybe—for keeping me at a distance, for contributing exactly nothing to my upkeep or education over the years? Some final confession of love? Some explanation for why he had chosen to die, now of all moments?

			I stick my hand inside the envelope and pull out a small metal key.

			“What’s that for?” Punkin asks.

			I turn it over in my palm. It’s only an inch or so long. Too small for a house key. The base is round. When I hold it closer, I see the numbers 8238 etched into the brass.

			“I have no idea,” I tell her.
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			The boat arrives at dawn, while Hephzibah draws water from the well.

			She can’t say what makes her look up from the stones and squint into the gray morning. A cold, woolen fog lies on the sea, shrouding the world from view. If she looks hard enough, in the right direction, she might spot the mast that pokes above the pillows of cloud, and the pennant that droops from its tip.

			She stretches her ears for some kind of noise—the same sound, maybe, that raised the hackles on her neck in the first place. A creak of metal oarlocks, or a muffled word or two from an unseen throat. The plash of water from an oar.

			But the air remains quiet. To her left, the house floats atop the mist. A curl of smoke drifts from the chimney in the center of the roofline. If she dares to fill her lungs—dares to breathe at all—she will taste woodsmoke and brine, the scent of her days.

			Foolish, she tells herself. Turns back to the well.

			As she draws the bucket clear, a shout breaks across the stillness.

			She will never remember the word, or why the noise freezes her in place. When the prow of a boat pierces the fog and scrapes against the shingles, and somebody curses the teeth and wounds and blood of God, she can’t move a muscle.

			Two men stumble over the sides. One of them grabs a rope and heaves the boat up the sand, until it comes to rest just above the line of flotsam that marks the highest point of tide.

			The other reaches back into the boat and hauls out a third man. Even from a distance, Hephzibah can see that his clothes are soaked in blood.

			Hephzibah gasps and releases the rope. The bucket makes a desolate splash at the bottom of the well.

			 

			Beulah doesn’t believe her.

			“Likely a fisherman, lost his way in the fog. And where’s the water, pray?”

			Hephzibah slams the wooden bolt into its place. “The musket, the musket!”

			Beulah turns from the fireplace. The long wooden spoon dangles from her right hand, dripping porridge; the other hand clutches her shawl about her shoulders. “What are you about, sister?”

			“Is Silas abed?”

			“Hush, Hephzibah! You’ll wake him!”

			Silas whinnies from the bedroom. “Beulah! Is that you?”

			Hephzibah takes her sister by the shoulders. “He must rise! Go in and tell him he must rise and bring his musket!”

			“His musket?”

			The door rattles beneath the weight of a big fist. A roar follows—Open up! Open up, in there, damn you!

			Hephzibah flies past her sister through the doorway into the dark bedroom. The shutters are pulled tight against the chill, because they haven’t the money to glaze the windows. Silas lies on his side, propped on one elbow. His gray hair tangles around his face. “Water,” he whines.

			“Rise! Oh, do rise! Men—landed on the beach—they’re at the door—”

			Silas coughs wetly. “Men! Men, you say?”

			“The musket!” Hephzibah runs to the wall and lifts the musket from its hooks. “Is it loaded?”

			A roar rattles the shutters. Open the door, in the name of God! We mean you no harm!

			Beulah stands in the doorway, clutching her shawl and her wooden spoon, as if to beat back the intruders. Her cap hangs from one side of her head. “What do we do, Hephzibah?”

			Open the fucking door, God blast you!

			Another voice—this one calm, even pleading. A man is hurt, for God’s sake. Will you have some pity for him?

			Hephzibah stares at the musket in her hands. Pity?

			In her head, she calls back the scene on the shore. The fog so thick, the men like ghosts. The one hauled from the boat—his thick frame limp, his clothes soaked with blood. Behind her, Silas hacks again.

			The first voice speaks up, a rough throat. Silver! We bring silver!

			The other—On my life, we’ll pay you well.

			“By God,” says Silas, “let them inside.”

			Hephzibah starts back toward the front door. The musket sits in the crook of her elbow. Whether it’s loaded, she can’t say. She lifts the latch and the door bangs open, limbs and sweat and groans as three men stagger inside, the largest one slung by the arms over the shoulders of the other two. Blood everywhere.

			“Lay him down, lay him down,” says one. He turns to Hephzibah. “Have you a bed?”

			“In the attic.”

			“Lay him in mine,” barks Silas. He stands in his nightshirt and cap, braced against the doorframe. “Lead them through, Beulah, for God’s sake!”

			Beulah darts from behind his shoulder. At the sight of the three men, at the rank smell that rises from their clothes, she squeals like a frightened rabbit. Claps her hand over her mouth and stands dumb before the doorway.

			“Make way, woman! Make way!” shouts the stouter of the two men holding the injured one.

			“Beulah, you fool. Fetch the whiskey!”

			Beulah scampers out of sight. Hephzibah follows Silas into the room and hands him the musket while the intruders lay out the injured man on the marital bed and deposit his blood-soaked shirt on the floor.

			Beulah enters the room with the precious jug of rye whiskey and shrieks.

			The edge of some blade has recently split open the man’s skin from his right armpit to the center of his belly. Hephzibah glimpses a gleam of ribs in the candlelight, the pinkness of muscle, the narrowest possible line of yellow fat. Over one ear hangs a flap of his scalp, matted with gore and hair. The linen that binds his right hand is brown with dried blood. The slighter man finds the pitcher of water on the stool next to the bed and washes the gore from his chest.

			The other man—large, dirty, rimmed by a shock of brindle beard—pulls a split log from the stack of wood next to the hearth and chucks it on the fire.

			Silas tells Beulah to open the shutters, quickly now.

			Beulah sets the whiskey next to the pitcher and scampers to the window. The smaller man snatches the jug, yanks out the cork, and swigs deeply before pressing the rim to the lips of the injured man.

			“Come along, then, Ramsay. Open up. You’ll be glad for it soon enough.”

			Ramsay’s eyes slide open and focus on the jug. His head tilts from the pillow. Lustily he swallows the rye and falls back as if dead.

			The man sets the jug back on the stool and turns to Hephzibah. “Now, then, madam. Can you or your companion sew a fair seam?”

			 

			His name is Elliott, the slight man tells Hephzibah, as she threads her sturdiest needle and bends over the right side of Ramsay’s chest while Beulah holds the candle above her head. He studied in Edinburgh as a physician. Now a ship’s surgeon. A long and sorry decline, he says.

			“And which ship would that be, sir?” asks Silas. He’s dressed in waistcoat and breeches and stands next to the window, sipping his cider from the pewter tankard. The musket hangs from his other arm.

			“She is called the Poseidon,” says Dr. Elliott, “a sloop lately of—”

			The other man snarls. Dr. Elliott coughs down the last word.

			“Ahem. Yes. As I said, the Poseidon. Now then, madam. Are you ready?”

			“I’ll want a pair of hands to hold the flesh together.”

			“God save us,” whispers Beulah.

			Dr. Elliott uncorks the whiskey and pours another slug down Ramsay’s throat. “Brace yourself, mate,” he says cheerfully.

			Ramsay gasps—Fuck you.

			Elliott turns the jug to his own mouth and shuts his eyes as he swallows. Ramsay’s skin is as pale as milk. When Hephzibah glances at his face, she finds his eyes open and fixed on her.

			Elliott rolls up his sleeves, places one sooty hand on each side of the wound, and presses the sides together. Ramsay roars out.

			“Don’t mind him,” says the doctor. “If he makes any trouble, I’ll direct Walsh over there to pin him by the shoulders.”

			Hephzibah bends over the end of the gash and sticks her needle into the oozing flesh.

			It’s not easy, stitching a wound. You must press harder than you would into a length of cloth; a man’s skin does not give easily. Ramsay’s chest jumps and a keening noise erupts from his throat. Elliott sets an elbow into his sternum so that Hephzibah can draw the thread through the holes, snip it off with her scissors, knot the ends together.

			“A fine, neat stitch, madam,” Elliott tells her.

			“Thank you.”

			“I would sew him up myself, mind you, snug as a cushion, but I fear my poor hands are none too steady, as you see.”

			Hephzibah jabs her needle back into Ramsay’s flesh, an eighth of an inch from the first stitch and not much more from the doctor’s fingers, trembling with the effort of pinching the wound shut. “Drink will have that effect,” she says.

			Outside the windows, a feeble sun penetrates the fog to shed some light on Hephzibah’s work. The fire beats off the chill. Whenever it falters, the man called Walsh—standing like a wolfhound at the hearth—tosses another stick into the flames.

			Silas nudges his head toward Ramsay. “This fellow here seems to have caught the bad end of a blade.”

			There comes a grunt from the fireplace that likely means assent.

			“They call you Walsh, do they?” asks Silas.

			The man says, grudgingly, “Walsh, aye.”

			“If you don’t mind my offering a piece of advice, sir,” says Dr. Elliott, “I wouldn’t ask Mr. Walsh too many questions.”

			“I’ll ask the man what I please. Standing at my own hearth, giving his friend to bleed over my own good linen. I’ll ask him what I please.”

			Elliott shrugs. “It was kindly meant.”

			“I’ll want silver,” says Silas. “Silver, or my sister here leaves him to bleed.”

			“You shall have silver, my man, and plenty of it, I assure you.”

			Silas wets his lips with a gray tongue. “He’s your captain, ain’t he? That’s why you take such care of him.”

			“There you’re wrong,” says Elliott. “Each man aboard our ship is afforded the same due regard, whether he be captain or crew.”

			“Aha,” says Silas. “Pirates, then. As I figured.”

			“Watch your tongue, mate,” Walsh growls.

			“Mr. Walsh,” snaps Elliott. “Remember we are guests.”

			Silas’s voice turns silky. “That’s so, that’s just so. Honored guests, if I may say. The hospitality of my house is open to you, gentlemen, and not a word shall I breathe of this here accident, not a word, for I well know men of your sort do handsomely reward them as takes proper care of them.”

			Hephzibah knots another thread. They’ve reached the bottom of Ramsay’s rib cage now, thirteen stitches so far. Elliott pinches the next section of flesh together so Hephzibah can jab her needle through.

			“You shall have your silver, all right,” he mutters.

			“Yes, I shall. I reckon I shall, indeed.”

			Quick as you can blink, Walsh slides a knife from his belt, crosses the floor, snatches Silas across the chest with his left arm, and brings the point of the blade to rest against the tender skin of Silas’s throat. Beulah screams and drops the candle.

			“Put that away, Mr. Walsh,” Elliott says mildly.

			Hephzibah straightens from Ramsay’s ribs. How her eyes ache. When you are stitching together a man’s hide from stem to stern, you can’t close your lids for a second. Like the most intricate embroidery. She says wearily, “Let him go, Mr. Walsh, if you please. I won’t make another stitch until you do.”

			“Then I’ll gut him like a fish, I swear I will! The fucking rat.”

			“Hephzibah,” whines Silas.

			“Gut him all you please, but you’ll have no more help from me.”

			“Then I’ll gut the lot of you, by God!”

			Elliott rises to his feet. “Walsh, you dog. Don’t be a fool. Have you not shed enough blood? Think of your immortal soul.”

			“Go to the devil,” Walsh mutters. But he draws back the knife a couple of inches and lifts his arm from across Silas’s chest. Silas slumps forward and catches himself on the chair.

			Hephzibah returns to her work. As she bends back over Ramsay’s ribs and lifts her needle, a hollow boom rattles the air. Rattles the shutters beside the windows and the jug of rye whiskey on the stool.

			Walsh swears.

			“What’s that?” demands Silas.

			Dr. Elliott says, “He can’t be moved, Walsh. You’ll need to come back for us later.”

			“Back?” says Silas. “Back? What d’you mean by that?”

			“Go, man. They’ll not harm us.”

			Walsh looks at Silas. “I don’t trust that bugger, no more I can see him.”

			Hephzibah lowers her needle and looks at Elliott. The open daylight is not kind to his reddened eyes and heavy skin. “You mean to stay here? In this house? For how long?”

			“Why, the ship will return for us when she can, never fear. A week or two. Perhaps a month.”

			“A month!”

			Hephzibah counts the stores in her head. The rye-n-Injun in the barrel, the braids of onion and garlic, the sacks of dried beans and peas. In the cellar, the potatoes and squash. Carrot and corn. Salted fish and smoked meat. Barrels of hard cider. Enough to feed them through the winter. But not two additional men, full grown. One an invalid.

			“We’ll pay for our board, as I said,” says Elliott. “In good hard coin, genuine silver dollars, new-minted on the Spanish Main.”

			“How much?” asks Silas.

			The gun fires again.

			“Walsh! Give the fellow his silver and slip anchor, man. I’ll answer for it.”

			Walsh swears again and pulls a small, heavy bag from the pocket of his coat, which he smashes against Silas’s chest. “Listen here, mate. If the skipper cops it, you’re a dead man.”

			“And if he lives, a rich one,” Elliott says. “Now spread some canvas, Thomas Walsh. The tide waits for no man, as I need hardly tell an old sea dog such as yourself.”

			Walsh sticks the knife back in his belt. Before he stomps out the door to the boat drug up on the shingles, he snatches the jug from the stool next to the bed and carries it away with him, for no pirate can resist a little booty, Hephzibah knows.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			The Winthrop Island School sits on a corner lot a short drive from the library, a short walk from the ferry landing, at the bottom of West Cliff Road. We arrive while the kids are eating lunch in what Americans call a multipurpose room. The meaty cafeteria smell hangs in the air. Punkin wrinkles her nose.

			I’ve already spoken on the phone to the schoolteacher I’ll be replacing. Her name is Emily and she’s pregnant out to here. She starts maternity leave in three weeks; the baby’s due the week after that, she says, cupping her belly as if this will hold the kid upstairs until then.

			Emily has a remarkable amount of enthusiasm for a woman so extremely pregnant. She leans down and opens her arms as wide as she can. “Elise! I’m so glad you’re finally joining us!”

			Is it my imagination, or is there a tiny emphasis on the finally?

			“It’s only the middle of September, Miss Flanagan,” says Punkin. “Also my mother teaches me at home. You don’t need to worry about my progress.”

			“Oh, I wasn’t worried. Not one bit.”

			I cut in hastily. “Aren’t you the brave one, though, having a baby at the start of winter.”

			“Well, we were planning to have him in April, so I could have five months off, but we got off to a slow start, you might say.” Emily winks at me.

			“This sounds like an adult conversation,” says Punkin.

			Emily takes Punkin’s hand. “Now you just come with me, Elise, and we’ll show you your cubby and your desk so you’ll get off the ground running Monday morning.”

			

			—

			As we pull out of the school parking lot, Punkin stares thoughtfully out the window of the Volvo. “The cafeteria smells terrible. Is that how kids eat lunch in America?”

			“I’m afraid so. I’ll try to get up early and pack you something nice.”

			“That’s okay. I need to get used to my new situation.”

			“Honey,” I say, picking my words, “you know we’re not going to stay here forever. Especially now that Grandad isn’t around. Just until the end of the school year.”

			“I know,” she says. “But a school year is practically forever. At least to a kid.”

			I glance at her reflection in the rearview mirror. She looks grave. Contemplating the eternal winter ahead, I guess.

			“Trust me,” I tell her. “It’ll be gone before you know it.”

			

			—

			On the way home, we stop at the Winthrop Island Library and Historical Society, where we return all the overdue library books and pick up a haul of fresh ones for Punkin.

			She settles herself on the sofa while I clear a place next to her and start sorting through Dad’s unopened mail. She was an early reader—it’s just the two of us, and I am a teacher—and like most early readers she gobbles books at a voracious rate, like cookies.

			A demented chime echoes from the hall. We look at each other.

			“Is that the doorbell?” asks Punkin.

			I set the envelopes back in the bin and heave myself from the sofa. “And now you know why everyone uses the knocker.”

			The man at the door is about forty, wearing a pink polo shirt and a tragic expression.

			“Topher Dumont,” he says. “Friend of your dad’s? I’m so sorry for your loss.”

			I open the door wide. “Come on in. I’m afraid I don’t have much to offer you. Glass of water?”

			“No, thanks. I’m headed back to Boston on the three o’clock so I can’t stay long.” He drags a glance around the parlor—the shabby furniture, the side table crowded with silver-framed photographs, lined up like soldiers in formation. A brief peek through the archway to the study beyond, where Punkin curls up on the sofa with her books, surrounded by mountains of pirate research.

			“Is there something I can do for you?” I ask.

			He returns to me and assembles an apologetic smile. “I don’t mean to intrude. It’s Lucy, isn’t it?”

			“Sorry. Yes. Lucy Cooper.”

			“I remember when you used to visit your dad in the summer. You probably don’t remember me.”

			“Not really, sorry. You were friends with Laura, right?”

			“That’s right.” He runs a hand through his thinning hair. A gold signet ring squeezes the pinky—kind of a flashy touch for a Winthrop Islander, I’m thinking. “My dad and your dad were tight, though. Went to Belmont Hill together. Harvard. Sadly, he passed away a couple of years ago. My dad, I mean.”

			“I’m so sorry.”

			“Cancer. Pretty brutal. I’m sorry I couldn’t make the service yesterday. I had a board meeting.”

			There’s something obnoxious about the way he says board meeting. A tiny emphasis, like he wants to make sure you understand that he’s the type of person who sits on boards. I’m starting to feel some aversion, despite his attractive face and lean tennis body. Him and his board meeting and his signet ring. The casual educational name-dropping, all within the first few sentences. It’s all a bit douchey and insecure, isn’t it? A bit aspirational, when the whole point of Winthrop Island is that you don’t aspire to anybody. People aspire to you.

			So what’s Topher Dumont compensating for?

			His gaze shifts to the room behind me. “Hey, sweetheart. What’s your name?”

			I turn my head. Punkin stands in the archway. From her expression, I’m guessing she’s experiencing the same aversion I do.

			“Je m’appelle Elise. Qu’est ce-que vous faites ici?”

			“Honey. English.”

			“No, no, it’s okay,” says Topher Dumont. “I got a little French. She wants to know what I’m doing here, right?”

			“Elise? Can you come here and say hello to our guest? Nicely?”

			She stalks forward. “My name is Elise. Welcome to our home.”

			He takes her hand and gravely shakes it. “Hello, Elise. My name is Mr. Dumont. I knew your grandfather. I’m sorry for your loss.”

			“Excuse me, Topher,” she says. “I have to go to the bathroom.”

			He watches her march off. “Precocious little kid. How old is she?”

			“Seven.” I nod to the large brown envelope tucked under his left arm. “Is that for me?”

			“This?” He looks at it like he’s never seen an envelope before. “Oh, yeah. Right. And you’ll excuse me for intruding. You don’t need to look at it right away. I know it’s a tough time for you. Just a few documents.”

			I take the envelope. “What kind of documents?”

			“Loan documents. Sorry, I know it’s a little awkward, but I wanted to bring it to your attention now. Before you start making any decisions about—you know.” He waves a vague hand to the room around us. “Disposition of assets and everything.”

			“I don’t think my father really had much in the way of assets to dispose of.”

			“No. No, he did not. Great man, your father, by the way. One of the best. Loved hearing his stories at the Club. He and my dad, they used to really go at it. Good times. But here’s the deal, Lucy.”

			He glances again at the slice of study visible through the archway. Twists his ring—not the signet on his right hand, but the gold wedding band on his left.

			I turn the envelope over. On the back, someone’s written in black Sharpie, all caps—COOPER LOANS. “Let me make it easier for you, Topher. I’m going to take a wild guess here. Your father was the one who loaned my dad the money, and not the other way around?”

			He smiles with relief. “You got it. Quite a lot of money, I’m afraid, which is why I wanted to bring it to your attention earlier instead of later. So you’re aware of the situation. The, um. The urgency of the situation.”

			“How much, Topher.”

			Topher sticks his hands into the pockets of his mint-green chino shorts with the nine-inch inseams and says, “Two point two.”

			“Two point two million?”

			“When you add the individual loans all together, plus accrued interest.”

			I feel a strong urge to grab the back of the sofa, which I resist.

			Topher nods at the envelope in my hands. “It’s all in there. I added a handy little spreadsheet, to kind of lay out the math for you? Principal plus interest, compounded over twelve years.”

			“Wow. I can’t even imagine what he spent it on.”

			“I’m guessing real estate taxes? That kind of thing? The principal wasn’t as much as you think. A few hundred thousand. It’s just that he couldn’t pay any of it off, so he kept accruing interest, and my dad kept loaning him more, couldn’t say no to an old friend, you know how it is…” Topher shakes his head in sorrow. “Anyway. You don’t have to pay it all back right away. We can discuss when you’ve had a little time to grieve.”

			“Actually, Topher. Let’s discuss this now. Because I’m going to be frank with you. I don’t have your two million dollars. I don’t even have the point two.”

			“And you don’t have anyone you can borrow the money from? Your mother, maybe?” He smiles hopefully, the asshole. He knows all about my mother, I bet. Everyone on the island knows. The husband and the ex-husbands and their total net worth.

			“I’m afraid that’s out of the question, Topher,” I tell him.

			“I see. Right. Well, like I said, we don’t need to discuss this now.” He twists his wrist to check his smartwatch. “Just—if I may. Plant a little seed before I go. And again, you know, this is all between friends. Last thing I want is any hard feelings taking place, here. That’s not what we’re all about, here on Winthrop.”

			“Oh, of course. Plant away.”

			“So, here’s the deal. From what I can tell, the initial loan was probably considered a one-off, between friends. Kind of a handshake deal. They trusted each other. But when your dad needed a little more, my dad wanted some security. Obviously. Not that he didn’t trust your dad—”

			“Topher,” I say, “he absolutely should not have trusted my dad to repay anything. Not that my dad didn’t intend to pay him back. You know, someday. But he was a fantasist. That day was never going to come. He was never going to have the money to pay back your dad. I say that with love, obviously. But let’s be honest.”

			“Yes. True. Which is why…” Topher takes a deep breath and raises his gaze to the magnificently coffered ceiling, stained a delicate tea brown. “Which is why the remaining loans were secured on this property.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Even when I was a kid, Dad had this thing about the pirate treasure that was going to turn our fortunes around.

			His grandparents passed down the legend, which they acquired along with the land on which they built Windward. Before that, the original Winthrops had farmed the island for almost three hundred years—eking out a living on livestock and corn and rye until they gave up and sold the entire eastern half of the island to some developer.

			The Peabodys bought the lot next to ours, and according to the family story, the Coopers wanted that parcel too. I don’t blame them. It’s nicer than ours. There is that fine sheltered beach, that breathtaking view of the sea.

			That’s true, said the developer. But this parcel right here is the one with the pirate treasure. A hundred thousand silver Spanish dollars, maybe more—the booty of the dread pirate Ned Ramsay, who terrorized the Spanish Main during the golden age of piracy and either met his end or made his escape from this island in 1717, depending on whom you ask. Nobody knows exactly where the chest is buried, but it’s here, all right. Somewhere on these ten acres of grounds. All you need to do is find it.

			I guess my great-grandparents must have been the gullible type, because they believed him. They bought the land and set about researching Ned Ramsay and the Winthrop ancestors, dug up land records and letters and old newspaper stories, consulted old-timers and geographers and historians, mapped out every inch of the property, and—surprise—never turned up so much as a pirate’s shoe buckle. The whole experience seems to have traumatized their own son so deeply that he took up golf instead. Club champion three years running in the late 1950s. You’ll find his name in gold leaf on the big wooden boards that line the hallway outside the main dining room.

			But his son—my dad—well, treasure hunting was right up his alley. He couldn’t resist this tempting intersection of history and untold pieces of eight. It was the ideal chimera to chase his entire life. A silver-plated excuse to avoid making an honest living in an ordinary job, like normal people. If he just kept on researching until he found that one clue that was the key to the mystery, he would discover what had eluded everybody else. He would prove himself worthy at last—the glory, the fortune would be his. The crown of laurels. The Coopers could resume their rightful stature in the world.

			Of course, sacrifices were made.

			I was five years old when my mother threw up her hands. I remember that period as a series of fights—one after another, like a chimpanzee swings from tree to tree. They could no longer keep both the apartment in New York and the house here on Winthrop, and my mother wanted to sell the summer place. Dad, of course, wanted the opposite. Sell the key to his fortune? Never!

			I remember wandering into this very room, the back parlor that had become Dad’s study, to find my mother sitting in the middle of the rug, surrounded by pieces of paper. Crying her eyes out. When she saw me, she tried to gather herself.

			I can’t live like this anymore, she said. I just can’t.

			She had gone to the Club to sort out a bill. Some unexpected charge, I think, that she had no money to pay and therefore meant to dispute. (This is just the impression I have—a five-year-old doesn’t really understand these adult matters.) But when she saw the manager, he apologized and said there had been a mistake. There was no charge at all. And it turned out that the other Club members had been covering our dues and charges, all this time; that we hadn’t been sent a bill in years, and Dad hadn’t said anything. Had pretended, I guess, not to notice, because that was how you managed all these social awkwardnesses—discreetly. Under the surface.

			“All this time,” my mother said. “Look at all these bills. All these overdrafts. He just ignores it all. He pretends it doesn’t exist. I can’t stand it. I can’t go back to that clubhouse. I can’t look any of those women in the eye. All of them feeling sorry for me.”

			I didn’t know what to do in the face of her misery. I sat down next to her and hugged her.

			“I’m sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t be telling you all this. I just—I have no one to tell. It’s too humiliating. I can’t tell a soul.”

			I told it would be okay. I told her I loved her.

			“I know, sweetie. And it will be okay. I’ll make it okay. I’ll find a way. So you can have everything you deserve, honey, the best of everything, the best education. I want my girl to hold her head up high, anywhere she goes. I’ll find a way out of this, I promise.”

			And before the summer was out, by God, she did.

			

			—

			After I escort Topher Dumont out the front door, I walk to the study, where Punkin sits on the sofa with her brand-new library books.

			I cradle the coffee mug and stare around me at the mountains of my father’s artifacts that must be gone through, that must be sorted into categories of Keep, Give Away, Throw Away. His life’s work, overflowing the shelves and bins. So much stuff, so much information—all for nothing.

			There is no treasure, Dad. There never was.

			You spent your whole life in pursuit of something that never existed.

			Your life ends one unexpected day, and you have nothing to show for it. Nothing left behind for the people you love.

			I rise from the chair and walk back into the parlor. Punkin lifts her head.

			“Are you feeling sad, Mama?” she asks.

			“A little bit, honey. But it’s going to be okay.”

			“Did you know that a bunch of French pirates once raided Block Island and they burned and stole almost everything there?”

			“What are you reading, honey?”

			She holds up the book. It’s one of those middle-grade paperbacks of the Horrible Histories variety.

			“Pirates of New England,” I say. “Terrific.”

			“I’m only saying that it could be worse. Pirates could burn the house down.”

			I start toward the study and the small brown envelope on top of Dad’s desk. “You know what, sweetie? I’ve got an idea. Why don’t we head over to Mr. Ressler’s house and see if he knows which treasure this key unlocks?”

			

			—

			When my grandparents built Windward, they had to choose between the building site closer to the water and the one with the best view of the water. They chose the view.

			Aside from the small patch of lawn surrounding the house, and the few neglected perennial borders, the land is mostly meadow. Dad claimed he was pro biodiversity, but I’m pretty sure this landscaping strategy had more to do with keeping maintenance to a minimum, so it’s strange to see that somebody has recently mowed it. A few of the trees that separate this meadow from the Summerly property are starting to turn color.

			“Look at the leaves, Mama,” says Punkin, as we tramp over the shorn yellow-green stubs, hand in hand, skirting the muddy hollow between the two slopes. “They’re so beautiful!”

			“You know, I don’t think I’ve ever seen this place except in summer,” I tell her. “It’ll seem really strange when the leaves have fallen. Like a whole different island.”

			The caretaker lodge sits right at the edge of the Summerly property, just behind the line of trees and the crumbling stone wall. I don’t think I can remember anyone living there. The Peabodys have always kept it up, though. It’s said to be one of the original Winthrop houses on the island, and old Mrs. Peabody is the president emeritus of the Winthrop Island Historical Society. Still, it’s small. Nothing fancy. There might be a pair of rooms down below, plus a kitchen added on in later years. A couple of bedrooms and a bathroom in the Cape-style second story. Your classic center-chimney clapboard colonial.

			Now inhabited by Ben Ressler.

			The sun burns through the last of the clouds and flutters on the surface of the water. I lift my hand to shade my eyes as I strain to make out the shape of the house behind the leaves. For some reason, my stomach shimmers.

			Don’t be stupid, Lucy. It’s been years. He’s forgotten all about it. Moved on, like you.

			“Mama?” Punkin jiggles my hand. I realize she’s asked me a question.

			“What is it, honey?”

			“I said, isn’t that Ben right over there?”

			I startle and swivel my gaze to the right of the house, where a man stands next to an elderly John Deere, checking the mower that’s attached to the back. A dog stands at his heels.

			Punkin pulls her hand from mine and holds it to her mouth. “BEN!”

			“Oh honey, no!”

			She gathers her lungs. “MR. RESSLER!” she yells.

			This time Ben looks up. Spots us. Lifts a gloved hand to wave.

			“Come on, Mama,” says Punkin. She takes off at a gallop, so I have no choice but to trail after her in my canvas sneakers that slosh through the wet ground at the edge of the hollow.

			Chief spots her first and races to meet her. She sits down in the grass to smother him with her boundless love.

			“Bonjour,” says Ben, when I reach them. “Been practicing my mad French skills.”

			“Not bad,” says Punkin. “I baked some treats for Chief but I left them behind. Mama rushed me out the door.”

			“Had to get her away from her pirate books,” I tell him.

			Ben winks at Punkin. “The family business, huh? Have you figured out where the treasure lies, me hearty?”

			“Not yet. Is that the beach where Grandad died?” She points toward the shore.

			Chief sits on the ground at Ben’s feet and rests against his leg, tongue lolling a good six inches. Ben leans down to fondle his ears. “Nope. That’s the Summerly beach. I found his stuff down a ways, the stretch past that clump of beach rose. Poseidon Beach.” He gestures at the water. His hand’s covered by a thick dirt-stained canvas work glove in dull yellow.

			“Can you show me?” asks Punkin.

			“Honey, Ben has to work.”

			“Of course I’ll show you.” Ben pulls off his gloves and chucks them on the seat of the Deere. “He’s your grandfather.”

			We start toward the shore. Chief trots at Ben’s side; he reverses course once to inspect a clump of grass, then lopes to catch up. The sun finds a cloud and the air turns cool. Without a pause, without looking right or left, without a shade of emotion, Ben finds the gap in the beach rose and leads us through to the sand—Chief followed by Punkin. I bring up the rear, staring straight ahead.

			Ben stops at the line of high tide and points down the shore. “Down there a bit. That’s where I found his clothes.”

			“All in a pile or did he fold them nicely?”

			Ben brushes his upper lip with his knuckle. His eyes are dull with grief. “He folded them,” he says.

			Punkin tramps down the beach. Ben glances at me; I shrug. Together we follow her along the jagged stripe of seaweed and driftwood. To the right spreads the sea grass, rising into a bluff and then down again. Neither of us says a word. When Punkin finds a piece of yellow caution tape fluttering from the wooden post that marks the path from the road, she turns her head to Ben. “Was it right here?”

			“Right about here,” he says. “You can see where the police came to look for him.”

			“But they never found him. The sea kept him.”

			“No, honey. They looked all day. They brought a boat and some divers. But they didn’t find him.”

			Punkin sits down, cross-legged, and closes her eyes.

			“Honey—” I whisper.

			“It’s all right, Luce,” Ben says. “Let her be.”

			There is something so sad, so gentle in his voice, that I glance to the side of his face. I don’t know what I’m looking for. He stands with his big arms crossed over his ribs, his mouth compressed to a straight line.

			Punkin wears her long smocked dress of pale blue flowers and her quilted navy jacket that Maman gave her for her birthday. Her sunglasses rest on the top of her head, holding her hair from her face. Her eyes are closed like she’s in yoga class. I sit down beside her so our knees touch and hold her hand.

			She cracks open one eye. “Do you think he knows we’re here?”

			“I’m sure he does.”

			“I’ll bet he’s sitting next to Papa right now and they’re both looking down at us.”

			“Yes,” I tell her. “I’m sure they are.”

			She pulls her hand away from mine and hugs herself. Then she opens her eyes and scrambles to her feet. Chief leaps up and licks her hands.

			“Okay,” she says. “I think I’m done here.”

			

			—

			The silence feels easier as we walk back up the beach. Punkin bounds ahead with Chief, tossing sticks into the water, which he gleefully retrieves.

			“I guess it must be rough for her,” says Ben, “losing her dad and everything.”

			“She was pretty young when it happened. Barely four. So she doesn’t remember him that well. But she feels the absence, I think. The not having a father when all the other kids do. She never says it, but she feels it.”

			“You seem pretty tight, the two of you. Got each other’s backs.”

			“Sometimes I worry we’re a little too tight,” I say. “You know, codependent? Because it’s just the two of us.”

			He laughs. “That’s a good therapy word. I don’t know. She’s pretty young. Lost her dad. I think it’s okay for her to be attached to her mom.”

			He doesn’t mention the other side of it. That I’m maybe too attached to her.

			When I don’t reply, he shoves his hands into his pockets and says, “I really am sorry about what happened, Luce. To your—to your partner. When I heard about it, I just—well, I didn’t hear about it, to be honest. Not until your dad mentioned it. I still can’t get over it. That this happened to you.”

			“Well, you know what they say. Man plans, God laughs.”

			“That’s the truth,” he says.

			“It’s funny, though. How we both wound up here at the same time. Don’t you think it’s funny?”

			“I don’t know. Been here since February. Don’t know what held you up.”

			I laugh. “Wrong turn at Albuquerque.”

			We reach the gap in the beach roses. Chief, who has clearly walked this route before, darts straight in. Punkin follows him at a trot.

			“After you,” says Ben.

			The leaves are starting to drop from the branches; the blooms are long gone. I pick my way a few yards behind Punkin, who jogs to keep up with Chief.

			Over my shoulder, I say, “So what brought you here in the dead of winter?”

			He doesn’t reply. I turn my head to find him stopped in the path. The bushes reach to his shoulders and his head is framed against the water and the bluing sky. On his face, he wears this stunned look, like I punched him in the gut.

			“Ben? Is everything okay?”

			Punkin runs back and tugs on my shirt. “Hey there. Can we get a move on, please?”

			“Punkin! Honey, don’t be rude. I was talking to Mr. Ressler.”

			“Sorry, Mr. Ressler,” she says. “But Chief is running across the meadow and he won’t listen.”

			“I got it,” says Ben.

			He starts forward and so do I, striding right past the gap in the bushes to where the meadow opens up, just like in summer, except now the grass is gold and short and hides nothing. Chief is plainly visible as he races across the field toward Summerly.

			“I’m sorry if I said something wrong,” I tell him.

			“No, you’re good. You just kind of stunned me there for a second. Forgot what a bubble we live in. Chief! What’s the matter with you?”

			Ben shifts into a lope, covering the ground with such elastic speed that you don’t realize just how fast he’s going until he drops back to a walk and stares like an eagle at the long, curving Summerly drive.

			I haven’t had time to look around me yet, haven’t had time to take in all the familiar shapes—the giant rhododendrons, the sea grapes, the old guest cottage at the spot where the drive curves to swing around in front of the house itself.

			Summerly.

			Same old gray shingles, I think. Same sprawling stories, porches, windows, French doors. The turret room where I spent so many hours, listening to music on Laura’s iPod while the ocean rushed back and forth on the beach below.

			Ben puts two fingers to his lips and whistles. Chief wheels to a stop, facing us, ears at attention, until we catch up. Ben reaches for his collar as a low-slung roadster the color of Douglas fir roars into view and slings around the curve of the drive.

			“Isn’t that Sedge’s dad’s car?” I ask.

			“I think his dad passed a couple years ago. Sedge drives it now.”

			Chief strains at his collar, like he knows what that car contains and can’t wait to receive it with the appropriate ceremony.

			Ben says, “Guess I’d better head over there and get that tractor out of the way. You coming to say hello?”

			“You go ahead,” I say. “We’ll catch up later.”

			He shrugs. “All right, then. See you around, kiddo,” he says to Punkin.

			“Mama,” says Punkin, as we start back up the meadow toward the house, “what about the key?”

			“Oh, shoot.” I turn and cup my hands around my mouth. “Ben!”

			He stops and turns. I jog forward. When I reach him, there is an odd expression on his face, almost tender.

			“What’s up?” he says.

			“The envelope.” I draw the key from my pocket and hold it out in my palm. “There was just this key. Do you know what it’s for?”

			He plucks the key from my hand and examines it—one side, then the other. The small numbers 8238 etched into the base. “Just this? No note or anything?”

			“Nothing.”

			Ben looks at me and hands back the key. The tips of his fingers brush the hollow of my hand.

			“Sorry, Luce,” he says. “Never seen it before.”

			Then he turns to walk back across the meadow to Summerly.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Summer 2012

			The boys returned home from golf around four in the afternoon, while we lay on the beach on our stomachs, reading. This was not an accident. Laura wore a bikini the color of ripe strawberries and a pair of large sunglasses; I had, at the last minute, pulled on a pair of pale linen shorts over my bikini bottoms and a straw bucket hat over my hair.

			It was important not to glance up when they sauntered onto the beach, beers in hand. From under the brim of my hat I noticed the sand pool around their bare enormous boy feet, calloused and unkempt, kind of feral compared to the rest of them—prim collared golf shirts in baby colors, crisp chinos rolled above the ankles.

			“Girls,” said Sedge, in greeting.

			Laura kept her eyes on her book. “Boys.”

			“How’s the sun treating you?”

			“Hot. How was golf?”

			“Ben kicked my ass. Hey. Lucy. You’re back.” Sedge sounded surprised by this development.

			“I am.”

			He said to Ben, “Lucy’s our neighbor. She lives in Paris with her mom.”

			I flipped the page I wasn’t reading. “London, actually. She got remarried?”

			“Yeah, Sedge. Keep up,” said Laura.

			“London. That’s cool,” said Ben. “I’m Ben, by the way.”

			I tilted up a few degrees. The bright sun shadowed their faces. I saw a burly silhouette that dwarfed Sedge, who wasn’t small. A halo of gingery hair. “Hi, Ben.”

			“Wait, when did your mom get remarried?” asked Sedge.

			“Four years ago.”

			“She literally gave birth already, Sedge,” said Laura.

			“No way. Another one? How many is that?”

			“Like, five,” I said. “But she’s pregnant with twins. So, seven? Almost?”

			“Seven. Damn. Laura tells me nothing, obviously.”

			“Hold on a second,” said Ben. “You have seven siblings?”

			I counted off on my fingers. “Two from the French husband, one from the Russian husband, one from the Swiss fling, three from the English husband. I mean, one down and two to go. But when they’re born. Yeah. Seven.”

			“Damn,” said Ben, in awe. “Boys? Girls?”

			“Two boys, three girls. We don’t know about the twins yet. Maman likes to be surprised.”

			“You call her Maman?”

			“Yeah, she does,” said Laura. “It’s a French thing?”

			Sedge whistled. “Can I get you some potato chips to go with that salt, girl?”

			

			—

			After they left, Laura rolled on her back and covered her face with her hands. “Ugh. I totally messed that up.”

			“No, you didn’t,” I said loyally.

			“I came off like a total bitch.”

			“Guys like that. They like a little challenge.”

			Laura lifted her hands away so her delicate, sharp-boned profile pointed to the sky. She’d just finished her freshman year at Middlebury and there was something different about her, some raw edge I couldn’t put my finger on. Like someone had opened her up and taken out some vital organ, and now she was desperate to get it back.

			“So I did sound like a bitch,” she said.

			“No. Not a total bitch.”

			She rolled her head toward me. We started laughing.

			“Don’t worry,” I said. “There’s plenty of summer left.”

			

			—

			My dad ate dinner at the Club most nights. Not because he couldn’t cook—he fed himself just fine during the offseason, when the clubhouse was closed, and anyway he was never what you’d call a foodie.

			He liked the ritual. He liked wearing his navy blazer with the brass buttons, or his seersucker suit if he was feeling whimsical. He liked walking up the steps and through the doors, to be greeted by name and shown to his chair at his table in the dining room overlooking the green, to order the same cocktail (rye Manhattan, straight up, or maybe a dry gin martini if the weather was especially hot) and the same dinner (house salad, extra onion, and a medium rare sirloin steak with béarnaise) served by the same waitress (Holly, the wife of the ferry captain) at approximately the same time every evening. He also ate lunch at the Club on Wednesday, Thursday, and Saturday—cream of tomato soup and a tuna melt—outside on the terrace when the weather was fine, or in the dining room if it rained.

			Each afternoon at a quarter to six, I hit the shower to rinse off the salt and throw on one of the linen dresses my mother bought for me at the beginning of each summer. A stroke of mascara, a slick of lip gloss, a pair of sandals. At a quarter past six, I plopped aboard the hot leather-scented Volvo, windows down because Dad considered air-conditioning a waste of God’s fresh sea breeze that whooshed off the Atlantic as we drove the half mile to the clubhouse, as we walked up the stone steps and pretended we belonged there with the other summer families, who could pay their monthly charges, who had homes in New York or Boston or the various approved suburbs to return to after Labor Day—the families who pretended along with us, who knew we couldn’t afford the club charges or the food or the Manhattans but wouldn’t dream of mentioning this fact out loud. To our faces.

			Thank God for Laura.

			She spotted me as soon as we crossed the threshold into the dining room. The Peabodys had just sat down and ordered their drinks. Laura rose and waved her arm.

			“Dad,” I said, “I think the Peabodys are inviting us over to their table.”

			Dad’s face brightened. “Oh! Oh. Well. I’ll just tell Irwin.”

			Mr. Irwin had been the maître d’ at the Club for a solid quarter century and handled the adjustment without a blink. We settled at the Peabody table. Dad sat between Sedge’s dad (also named Sedgewick, but they called him Senior to avoid confusion) and Sedge’s grandmother, who was what Dad liked to call a real spark plug.

			Sedge made room for me between him and Laura.

			“Mr. Cooper,” he said, “I don’t think you’ve met my friend, Ben Ressler. He’s staying with us for the summer.”

			“Mr. Ressler,” said my father, in his courtly voice. “You’re at Dartmouth together, I presume?”

			“Yes, sir.” Ben sat between the two Mrs. Peabodys—Sedge’s mother and grandmother. Sedge’s mother was called Topsy; I never knew what her real name was.

			“I’m a Harvard man, myself. But Hanover’s not a bad spot to spend four years. Not a bad spot at all. How are you finding Winthrop?”

			“Been a good week so far, sir. Working on my golf game.”

			“Good, good. Helluva course, isn’t it?”

			“That it is, sir,” Ben said.

			“He’s been crushing it,” said Sedge. “Most depressing week of my life. Gonna throw my clubs over the cliff.”

			Sedge’s grandmother spoke up in her voice like a midcentury movie star. “Ben is a natural athlete, Bud. He’s on the football team.”

			Dad lifted a pair of approving eyebrows. “That so? What position?”

			“Free safety, sir.”

			“Ben likes to hit people,” said Sedge.

			The waiter returned. Dad’s Manhattan arrived next to the tip of his knife; my lemonade landed without a word. We ordered dinner. A basket of white dinner rolls sat between me and Laura; I slipped a roll from under the cloth and passed the basket to Laura, who passed it on to her mother, who passed it on to Ben, who took two rolls and reached for the butter.

			“So where do you call home, Ben?” asked my father.

			“I’m from just outside of Pittsburgh, Mr. Cooper. Little town called Bentleyville.”

			“Oh. That so.” My father took a drink of his Manhattan while he tried to think of something—anything—to say about Pittsburgh and the people who lived there. “Sedgewick,” he said, turning to Sedge’s dad, “remember that fellow from Pittsburgh, freshman year? Engineering.”

			“John Schultz, you mean?” said Senior.

			“That’s the one.”

			“He went into medicine, Bud. Heads up the neuroscience department at Pitt, I understand. Darling, you pointed it out to me. Neuroscience, wasn’t it?”

			Topsy nodded. “It was in the class notes just last winter.”

			“Helluva smart kid, that Schultzie,” said Senior.

			Dad turned triumphantly to Ben. “There you go. Fine medical center at Pitt, from what I hear. Is your father a doctor?”

			“No, sir.” Ben slathered butter over the remaining half of his second dinner roll. “He’s in prison.”

			

			—

			After dinner, we found the boys on the sixth tee—jackets off, sleeves rolled to the elbow. The breeze had stilled, like it was holding its breath for something. Some distant spark. Sedge drank from a bottle of beer; Ben had water.

			“I’m sorry about my dad,” I said to Ben Ressler.

			“Sorry for what about your dad?”

			“Outing you like that.”

			Ben shrugged. “It’s no secret.”

			Laura turned to Ben. “So what’s he in for, anyway? Your father.”

			“Armed robbery. Eight years.” Ben swung an imaginary golf club. “But he comes up for parole next year.”

			“Armed robbery? Like, with a gun? Did he shoot somebody?”

			“Laura,” said Sedge. “Cool it.”

			She turned to him. “What? Ben doesn’t care. Do you, Ben?”

			“Ask away,” said Ben. “Can’t blame you for wondering.”

			“At least I’m saying it out loud,” said Laura, “instead of just thinking it, like everybody else around here. Talking shit behind people’s backs.”

			Sedge said, “Yeah, but you don’t put people on the spot, Laura, all right? In front of everybody.”

			“Everybody?” She flung an arm. “It’s just us. You don’t care. I don’t care. Lucy, do you care that Ben’s dad is in prison? It’s not like Ben did anything.”

			“Don’t get up in people’s business, that’s all I’m saying.”

			“I’m not—”

			“Bro,” said Ben. “It’s okay.”

			Sedge and Ben looked at each other. I don’t know what kind of signals flashed back and forth. Sedge shrugged and tilted the neck of his beer bottle to his mouth.

			“You knew about it, right?” Laura said to Sedge. “The prison thing?”

			“Of course he knows,” said Ben. “We’re brothers. Right, bro?”

			He stretched his fist to Sedge. They banged their knuckles together.

			“So? Did he ever shoot somebody?” asked Laura.

			“Not this time. When I was a kid, he did a bunch of years for attempted murder.”

			“That must have sucked,” said Laura.

			Ben lined up an imaginary putt. “My parents split when I was a baby. I didn’t really know him that well, to be honest.”

			“So how did you end up at Dartmouth?”

			“Football.” He tapped the imaginary ball into the imaginary hole.

			Sedge wandered to the edge of the tee, where you could see the waves knocking sleepily against the rocks below. A thick yellow sickle moon hung above him, dropping light on his curling dark hair, his shoulders.

			“Hey,” I said.

			“Hey.”

			I linked my arms behind my back. “I noticed Laura wasn’t eating much at dinner.”

			“Yeah, I saw that.”

			“She didn’t really eat much during the day, either.”

			He pushed out a sigh into the heavy air. “Lucy, what do you want me to say? It is what it is. I can’t tell her to eat.”

			“Sorry. I just thought—I mean, you’re her brother. She looks up to you.”

			“I don’t know where you get that idea. She gives me shit twenty-four-seven. As you’ve noticed.”

			“Please. She worships you.”

			Sedge turned his head to look at me. His eyes were a little glassy, a little beery. “And I’m asking you, Lucy, what my sister would say if I walked up to her like, Laura, I think you might have some kind of, like, eating disorder? Actually, I’ll make it easy for you. Fuck off, Sedge. That’s what she’d say. So how about you talk to her? You’re her friend. She’ll listen to you.”

			“She’d say the same to me.”

			He threw his hands up. “There you go, then. We’re fucked.”

			“All right, then.” I turned away.

			“Lucy, wait. Sorry. I’m being a dick. You’re a good friend. Seriously. I’m glad she has you.”

			I recrossed my arms behind my back and stared across the flashing black sea. Next to me, Sedge banged his heel into the grass and sipped his beer. The water slapped the rocks underneath us.

			“You’re a good friend too,” I said.

			“He’s a good guy,” Sedge said. “But it’s rough for him at home, you know? That’s why I asked him here for a few weeks. So he could hang out and relax. Focus on his conditioning without all the noise.”

			I glanced over my shoulder. “How much more conditioning does he need?”

			Sedge barked. “Honey, you have no idea. He’s out on the bluffs at dawn, carrying weights up the hill and stuff. So—”

			A streak of laughter cut him off. We turned back to the tee, where Ben was giving Laura some pointers on her imaginary golf swing. She’d twisted her dark hair into the messy topknot that made the bones of her face and neck and shoulders look bare and fragile, made her hazel eyes huge.

			“Bro, what the hell?” yelled Sedge. “Are you flirting with my sister?”

			Ben held up his hands. “I’m not touching your sister!”

			“Asshole,” said Sedge. “Because I’d have to kick the shit out of you.”
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The Great Snow: A Romance

		

	
		
			Captain Ramsay’s right hand has turned black. An inch or two above the wrist, the skin awakens to an angry but living red that streaks to the shoulder. Fever consumes the rest of his flesh. From time to time, he shouts out nonsense.

			Dr. Elliott nods his head. “It will have to come off.”

			“The hand?”

			“The arm itself, my dear. To the elbow, I think, if not above.” The doctor rises from the stool and gazes down at his captain’s chest, bandaged in scraps of linen from the rag basket. “The rest of him is healing tolerably, however. Look how beautifully the scalp knits. It does you credit, my dear, much credit. But the arm must go, I’m afraid. There is nothing more to hope.”

			“Shall I send Beulah to gather the candles?”

			“Candles? Candles? Heavens, no. I shall want more light than that. I once carried out an amputation in the gloam of the gunroom, just after sunset, and the results were not at all as I hoped. No, no. We will operate in the morning, if he lives so far.”

			On the other side of the wall, Beulah bangs at the soup pot. Before Ned Ramsay occupied the lean-to at the back of the house, it served mostly for the plucking and hanging of geese. The cold air stinks of game; damp stains the walls. Underneath the bed lies Dr. Elliott’s pallet, waiting the night.

			Hephzibah smooths the hair that springs around the ridge of purple-red skin on Ramsay’s scalp. The doctor removed the stitches a week ago. “And it’s his right arm, too, poor soul,” she says. “At least there will be no more fighting, God willing.”

			“What’s that? No more fighting, you say?”

			“Unless he wields his sword from the left?”

			Elliott laughs. “My dear, you could no more hold back Ned Ramsay from battle than you could pause the march of time. No, no. So long as he draws breath, he will fight. The loss of a mere arm is no consequence, except to make the contest fairer to his opponent.”

			Hephzibah gazes down at the grim white scar-streaked face.

			“You will know him better than I do,” she says.

			“Indeed I do, pet. We have known each other these eight or nine years, since I was a surgeon on the old Reckless, the devil take her, and he was but a scrawny midshipman, voice scarcely broken. Even then, he was never shy of a good brawl.”

			“Why—the navy, then? You fought for the king?”

			“The queen, for she was then still alive.”

			“But I understood you to—”

			“Hush, now. I have said too much.” Elliott lays his finger against the side of his nose. “Don’t you let on when he wakes up, for he won’t thank me for it, the brute.”

			Another crash of metal from the direction of the hearth.

			“Beulah wants my help laying supper.” Hephzibah tucks the blankets under the mattress. “You will not let him die, Doctor.”

			“Why, not while supper is laying, I assure you. Dear, dear. Poor fellow. Ribs laid open for the crows to peck, scalp peeled back like a Seville orange, and yet he takes mortal ill from a trifling nick to the hand.”

			 

			With Silas abed, guts griping, Hephzibah must see to the livestock.

			Both cow and heifer lumber to the gate when Hephzibah calls. First the thump of cloven hooves, then the white faces appear from the black night. The cow doesn’t have a name, but Hephzibah calls her Sally because it seems more good-natured than saying Move along, then, Cow, or Give over, Cow. When they weaned the calf last summer, Sally lowed so plaintively that Hephzibah used to steal out and feed her handfuls of dried corn. Now Sally whuffles her warm breath into Hephzibah’s palm, hoping against hope.

			“None today, sweetheart. Scarce enough corn for ourselves, I fear, with so many mouths to feed.” Hephzibah kisses the swirl of hair in the center of Sally’s forehead. “Now be a kind good girl and give us a nice pail of milk, hmm?”

			Patiently Sally chews her cud while the milk sings against the wood. The heifer rubs her muzzle against the small of Hephzibah’s back. The air is cold and dry, the moon a sliver, the stars a spill of diamonds. Once the snow falls and covers the grass, she will bring Sally and the heifer into the stable and feed them what hay Silas bestirred himself to mow from the south meadow at the end of August.

			If they’re lucky, the snow will hold off another month and the hay might last until spring.

			Hephzibah hangs the stool from the gate post and carries the steaming milk into the coop, where the hens squawk an indignant welcome. There are seven of them, besides the young cockerel. Hephzibah bats away the stabbing beaks and discovers three eggs in the straw—no, four. It will do. Hephzibah lays each one tenderly in the hollow of her apron and knots up the ends.

			Outside, she pauses to listen for the sheep. Silas has eighty-six sheep in his flock—his entire fortune, his treasure, his dream of wealth—and they spend their days and nights among the meadows, growing wool. A faint baa floats down the slope—the flock must not be far away.

			She clutches the handle of the bucket, clutches the knot of her apron with the eggs tucked safely inside, and hurries toward the house where the fire cracks in the hearth.

			A voice stops her. “And how many eggs have our ladies given us tonight?”

			“Doctor! You startled me.” Hephzibah sets down the bucket. She smells whiskey and desolation. “Four. Nice large ones. Are you well, Doctor?”

			“Perfectly well, my pet. Perfectly well. Only ruminating on the task at hand.”

			“You mean the amputation? A grave trial, I’m sure.”

			“I never dreamed, in the course of my medical studies, that I should be called upon to saw limbs and extract musket balls. There are barber-surgeons to perform such acts of mere butchery.”

			“I’m sorry it troubles you.”

			“No more than it should, my dear. No more than it should,” he says. “The wind grows cold, does it not? Give me your bucket and we will return to the house.”

			Their footsteps whisper on the bitten grass. “But you do have some experience with amputations, don’t you?”

			“Heavens, child. I have hacked off more limbs than I can count. Fingers, toes, legs, arms. A hopeless ear, once. Oh, it’s a hazardous business, my pet, a life at sea, aboard a frail wooden bark subject to constant motion, constant peril of wind and wave, men hourly obliged to rattle up and down prodigious heights while half-drunk on their devil’s ration of rum. To say nothing of battle itself. No, no. I do assure you, I can whip off a man’s leg as fast as he can draw his next breath.”

			He stops at the door and turns to her. Light leaks from the cracks of the shutters—enough to suggest a face heavy with worry and with drink.

			“Poor lad,” he says. “The shame of it. He was but a smooth-cheeked boy when I first saw him, a promising lad. Such parts, such shining parts. Now this. Oh, I knew the day must come that this cursed trade would mangle the rarest human specimen that God ever molded from base clay. I expected the fatal hour long before this, to tell the truth. Still, it stings. It stings. You will assist me, won’t you, my dear? You stitch such a neat snug tidy seam, a marvel.”

			From between the shutters comes Silas’s shrill roar, Beulah’s soothing murmur.

			“What about him?” asks Hephzibah. “Is there anything you can do for him?”

			“Him?” Elliott jerks his head toward the window. “Oh, there’s no hope for him. A malignant tumor in the bowels, as clear a case as I have encountered. He won’t live to see another summer.”

			 

			Morning, chill and wet. The rattle of rain on the eaves. “And such a clear perfect evening it was, too,” mourns the doctor. “I should have had off the wretched limb yesterday.”

			With Beulah’s help, they move Ramsay into the front room and open the shutters to admit all possible light. The rain splatters on the floor. “Silas said we might glaze the windows next year, if we can get a good price for the wool,” Beulah says wistfully.

			Ramsay’s dazed with fever, but awake—divining, possibly, the dangerous new currents in the air. He stares hard at Hephzibah and asks after her feathers. He has extremely blue eyes. She hasn’t noticed how blue until this moment, this exact angle where the daylight finds them. She wipes the perspiration from his face with the corner of her apron while the doctor arranges his tools.

			“You are an orange bird indeed,” he tells her. “How I wish the stones were less round. Tacitus tells us…Tacitus…”

			Elliott hands her a cup. “Give him this.”

			“What is it?”

			“Tincture of opium, my dear. A blessed release from all pain, easing the subject into a state of remarkable euphoria.”

			With her finger, Hephzibah parts the cracked lips and nudges the rim of the cup between them. Ramsay closes his eyes as he swallows. When she draws the empty cup away, he fixes his eyes on her face and whispers, This is but indifferent rum.

			“The opium is dissolved in alcoholic spirits,” explains the doctor. “Now take up that rag. Twist it nice and tight, my dear. Slip it right between the teeth, there we are. What a ferocious beast he looks. Fangs all bared. And that scalp! He will require a wig the rest of his days, alas, if he is not to frighten his own children.”

			Hephzibah looks up. “Has he children?”

			“None that own him, so far as I know. Nor will he, with this barbarous appearance. I believe we are ready. Shall we call in that brute of yours? Of your sister’s, I mean, though in truth he’s a plague to the both of you.”

			“Silas? What use is Silas?”

			“To restrain the patient, pet. The captain is an exceptionally strong fellow, even in his present unfortunate condition.”

			This is not Silas’s first amputation. “I once did the same for my cousin Caleb,” he says, leaning his meager weight on Ramsay’s left shoulder. “Only it were his leg. Never woke again, Caleb. Ball in the thigh, near bled to death. Then it went putrid, like this arm, here.”

			“Musket balls are the devil. Inevitably the lead carries in some scrap of shirt or breeches, impossible to dig out, fatal to the humors. How I regret my tools. Had only a moment to fill the chest. Hurry, hurry—always this infernal hurry. Number three saw, forsooth. I had wanted better for him. Where is your sister, pray?”

			“Betook herself out of doors.”

			“Well, I won’t blame her, in her delicate state. No matter. We’ll swab our own deck. Now, child. Ready yourself. When the saw bites, he will jump.”

			“Doesn’t he know?” she asks.

			“I have explained the operation, of course. Whether he comprehended me, I can’t say.”

			Hephzibah places her hands on Ramsay’s right shoulder and leans close.

			Smell of sweat and rot and tang of blood. Sour warm breath. Skin the color of curdled milk. Fair hair that springs from his jaw.

			And the blue eyes still fixed on her as if Silas does not exist at his other shoulder.

			“God have mercy,” murmurs the doctor.

			Ramsay doesn’t so much jump as twist at the waist, back arched. A noise breaks from his throat and through the rag between his teeth, like the bellow of a bull.

			Silas swears and tugs the left shoulder, leans the weight of his own body in the hollow between Ramsay’s sternum and clavicle, but he might as well struggle with a bear.

			The bellow breaks off, lungs emptied, leaving the gentle patter of rain and the rasp, rasp as the saw grinds its way through the humerus, a rhythmic burr of metal and bone, the doctor’s muscular grunts, a muttered God damn my soul, fucking arm like fucking iron, Jesus Christ, and another bellow, less conviction than the first, though the spine remains twisted in that graceful helix of agony and the blue eyes remain locked with Hephzibah’s as if she is the source of all his pain, of his very existence.

			Again the bellow breaks off for want of air. Rasp rasp, grinds the saw.

			Breathe, sir, says Hephzibah.

			The sound of her voice drowns out the scrape of blade on bone, the grist mill behind her. So she keeps talking.

			Nice and slow, sir, a great deep breath. The doctor will make you better, oh, he will fix everything, just a minute more and it is all over, you must believe me, you must breathe nice and slow, nice and slow, bite down on that rag, as hard as ever you can, look in my eyes, sir, a moment more, just a moment more, sir, that’s it—

			“Aha!” cries the doctor. Relief and triumph. A soft heavy thump on the floor behind her.

			Ramsay falls back. His eyes lose focus but remain on Hephzibah. His lip curls up to expose his teeth, to bare his fangs digging deep into the rag.

			“Mr. Winthrop,” says Elliott, “pray be so kind as to dispose of the limb and swab the floor.”

			Silas lifts himself away from the pirate’s left shoulder and looks back at the right side, the carnage. “Jesus Christ,” he whispers.

			He slumps to the floor.

			Elliott clucks. “Has he hurt himself?”

			“I don’t believe so,” says Hephzibah.

			“Watch your step, then, my pet. One can so readily slip in the effluvium. I have myself witnessed a depressed cranial fracture result from an unfortunate fall on just such a greasy floor as this, after a most bloody engagement, oh most bloody, brutal, endless—off the coast of the Spanish Main, as I recall. A fierce little brigantine loaded with heartwood. Ramsay would remember it. A fat prize she was, in the end, and every penny hard-earned. One moment, now, while I tie off the arterial vessels. Such a nice clean cut it is, too, when one considers the qualities of the saw. One moment and the stump is yours, my dear, as pretty a stump as I ever saw.”

			Hephzibah loosens her grip on the patient’s chest. His left hand, perfectly whole, finds its way to her arm and forms a solid cuff just above her elbow. His eyes are wide and beseeching. Words rumble in his throat; his mouth works at the rag. She takes one end and pries it free.

			“Snow—on your—feathers,” he tells her.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Punkin has a lot of instructions for me on her first day of school. Number one, I am not to call her Punkin in front of the other kids.

			“My name is Elise,” she reminds me. “Say it.”

			“Your name is Elise. Elise Frossard.”

			She sighs. “No one will be able to pronounce it, I bet. Not even Emily.”

			“Miss Flanagan to you,” I tell her. “If it’s easier, you can call yourself Elise Cooper.”

			“It’s too late for that. I’ll have to bear it, that’s all.” She arranges her insulated lunch sack on her lap and stares out the window at the foggy sea that blurs in and out of view as we roll down the winding road to the village. “At least I have a whole three weeks until I’m the teacher’s kid.”

			“You’re not looking forward to that?”

			Punkin turns back to scowl at me. “Don’t touch the maps while I’m gone, okay? I have a system.”

			

			—

			The real estate agent is waiting on the porch when I return from the school. It’s one of those warm, dry days toward the end of September, when the weather doesn’t want to let go of its old summer habits, and I’ve left the windows open to collect the breeze. She rises from one of the wicker chairs and tells me I should be more careful.

			“The odds of a burglary on Winthrop Island are small,” she says, “but never zero.”

			“Well, he’s welcome to help himself,” I tell her. “It would make my job a little easier right now.”

			Sedge Peabody connected us. As we left the reception after my father’s memorial service, I asked him who I should talk to about putting the house on the market. He was taken aback.

			“Put the house on the market?” he said. “But why?”

			“Um, because I need the money?”

			“Oh.” He scratched his head and said that would probably be Bixie Huxley.

			“Bixie Huxley?” I asked. “That’s her real name?”

			“Last I heard. But there hasn’t been a house changing hands around here in a couple of years.”

			“Let me guess. She’s sixty years old, she divorced her husband after he had an affair with her best friend, and she’s summered on the island all her life in the same house her grandparents built.”

			“Wrong,” said Sedge. “She’s in her seventies, I think.”

			“And there’s nobody else?”

			“Not that I can think of. There’s not much scope for career advancement on an island with one house listing every leap year or so.”

			Still, Bixie knows her stuff. She wears a J.McLaughlin shirtdress in a colorful geometric pattern from at least a decade ago and a pair of red Stubbs & Wootton loafers depicting a black Labrador in two halves, so you know she doesn’t just understand her market—she is her market. The cashmere cable cardigan looped over her shoulders was probably handed down from her mother. She sniffs her way from room to room without needing to be told where to go. I suspect she’s spent more time in this house than I have and this inspection is just for form’s sake.

			We repair to the kitchen to share a plate of oatmeal chocolate chip cookies, baked by Punkin yesterday evening, with a little help from yours truly when the Reagan-era KitchenAid mixer shorted out the electrical circuit—Another beaut, Punkin observed philosophically.

			“Well,” says Bixie, leafing through her red leather notebook, “you’ll be pricing in a teardown and rebuild, or a gut renovation at the very least. But I’m sure you’re aware of that already.”

			“I thought Winthrop Islanders don’t renovate.”

			“They don’t renovate their own houses, honey,” she says, “but if they’re buying someone else’s house, they’ll want it how they want it. But that’s all beside the point. You won’t be selling this house to a current resident.”

			“No?”

			“No, no. It’ll be someone from New York or maybe Boston, someone who wants to buy in. The mystique, the what have you. The lifestyle. Some young family with the money to afford it and the patience to wait a decade or two on their best behavior before people get used to them and someone nominates them for the Club.”

			“You’re saying our target market is about three people big?”

			She picks off another cookie and shrugs. “Give or take.”

			“What about the pirate legend? Wouldn’t that be a feature? Possible treasure hidden on the property?”

			“You’ve got to be kidding me, honey. You’ve got eleven and three-quarters acres of prime ocean view with beach access. That’s your treasure.”

			I rise from the chair and cross the linoleum for the coffeepot. Bixie takes hers black; I like a little cream. I top us both off and sit back down. Bixie’s wearing a couple of vintage enamel Hermès bracelets that clink against the coffee cup when she lifts it from the saucer.

			“So how much?” I ask.

			“Let’s say eight point four to start. But you’ll need to get presumption of death before you can close. Or else petition the court for administration.”

			“How long will that take?”

			She shrugs. “Depends on how good a lawyer you hire. Which will cost you. And of course you’ll need to clear the liens on the property.”

			I sputter out coffee. “Excuse me?”

			“I take it you haven’t done a title search yet?”

			“What’s a title search?”

			“Oh boy,” she says. “The good news is, eight million should cover all the claims on the property from the mortgage and the second mortgage, both of which are in significant arrears.”

			“That’s the good news?”

			“The bad news is, it might take a year or two to find a buyer and close the deal.”

			“I thought Winthrop Island was an elite housing market.”

			“It’s elite, all right,” she says. “But it’s unique.”

			“What does that mean?”

			Bixie scowls at the brown stain spreading from the corner of the ceiling. “Illiquid.”

			I stir in some additional cream with a tarnished spoon. “That eight million dollars. I assume it includes the loan from the Dumonts?”

			“Oh Jesus,” she says.

			

			—

			Before Bixie leaves, she makes me promise to exercise a little more caution.

			“This end of the island’ll be empty by the end of the month,” she says. “Nobody to hear you scream.”

			“The Summerly caretaker is right next door. Nobody’s going to mess with him.”

			She gives me a stern look. “I’m headed back to Greenwich myself on Wednesday. But my caretaker’s around if you need a hand with anything. He’s in the cottage with his wife. Nice couple. Steve and Jenny. The Huxley place, on the northern side. Sound Road.”

			“Steve and Jenny,” I say. “Sound Road. Got it.”

			Once Bixie departs on a current of Chanel No. 5, I drop to the chair in front of my father’s desk. We made a lot of progress over the weekend, but you wouldn’t know it. There’s just so much. Piles of unsorted mail. Bills, no doubt, that he couldn’t pay. Never intended to pay.

			But ten million dollars?

			How—how how how—did my father accumulate ten million dollars in debt?

			My brain whispers—And that’s just the debt you know about.

			This house. My one legacy. When my siblings dressed in their designer clothing and drove around in their special cars and walked the halls of their country villas and city apartments, I would say to myself—quietly, because I didn’t want to think of myself as somebody who envied the wealth of others—At least you have the house.

			Not that I was calculating my own inheritance, for God’s sake. It was just—there. An asset of great value that would one day, far in the future, rightfully belong to me.

			A comforting thought, as I struggled to pay the bills in the here and now.

			It turns out, like everything else to do with my father, it was just a mirage.

			I settle my gaze on the envelope Ben gave me. The bump where the key sits inside it. The single hint my father left behind.

			Well, it must unlock something, right?

			

			—

			The basement is not large. I flip the ancient switch at the bottom of the stairs and the single bare bulb blinks awake, shedding a dim yellow light on the four walls and the shadowy entrance to the crawl space.

			In the corner squats the boiler—probably the same one installed by my grandparents during the Roaring Twenties. Shelves line the walls, bearing stacks of vintage canned goods, paint pots, rusted tools, cobwebs. A damp mustiness thickens the air. I pull my cardigan close around my shoulders and walk the perimeter, scanning the shelves and the bare walls and the corners for anything that might have a lock on it.

			When I was a kid, my dad used to send me down here to fetch things. Old board games, maybe, or cans of WD-40. I remember how I used to swallow my fear and climb down the stairs, one by one, calling out to scare away any ghosts that might be hanging out among the cobwebs. Once, I mentioned those errands to my mother. She was horrified. What on earth is that man thinking, she said. That place is haunted.

			The same apprehension returns to me now. A shudder inside my gut.

			I fold my arms and feather my gaze along the familiar shelves, sheltering the same cans and tools. A whole new generation of spiders spinning identical cobwebs. Along the walls and in corners, I see no obvious home for the key in my pocket. No safe. No neglected file cabinet. No hidden doors built into the stone and plaster.

			At the far end of the basement, the crawl space stretches from the level of my waist all the way to the back of the house. A short, wide window used to illuminate the area, but decades of dust have long since blocked out the daylight. I peer into the gloom and pull my phone from my back pocket. Swipe on the flashlight and shine it along one wall, then along the back where the ridges of the window interrupt the stone.

			As I drag the light along the back wall, it finds a large, rectangular object humped in one corner.

			I lean forward so my elbows rest on the crawl ledge. The gloom is so deep, the must and cobwebs so thick, I can’t make out any details. What this thing is made of. What it might be.

			Why it’s crammed there at the back of the crawl space, where nobody can see it.

			I raise my knee and climb onto the ledge.

			As I work my way to the back of the space, it occurs to me that I probably should have put on some protective clothing. A mask, at least. God knows how many rodents have made their nests here, how much mold and toxins have settled into its crannies. At first, I figured the floor was made of stone that had been plastered over, but in fact it’s dirt, packed hard.

			This is stupid, I think. This is so stupid.

			I clutch the phone in my right fist. The flashlight beam bounces luridly from the walls and from the ceiling that brushes my hair. The air reeks of old garage—a chemistry of motor oil and dust and decades.

			A few feet away from the object, I lift my phone to shine the flashlight along the sides. It looks like a crate, underneath the grime. A wooden crate, nailed shut.

			I grasp one corner. It won’t budge. Whatever’s inside, it’s heavy.

			I wipe the dirt and cobwebs from the side, hoping to find a label of some kind. Nothing appears. Plain wood, strangely fresh. As new as if someone had nailed it together a week ago, then set the spiders on it to feed and breed.

			I stick my phone back in my butt pocket and grab the crate with both hands. Winch it back and forth until it comes free from its resting place.

			A music of glass clinks from within.

			Knee by knee I retreat, dragging the crate awkwardly with both hands until my legs reach air and I shinny down the ledge. The lightbulb casts a seedy glow on the wooden slats.

			You should call for help, I think. You should get Ben to lift this beast.

			I stick my phone in my back pocket and drag the crate to the edge of the ledge. Engage your core, I tell myself, and Ben’s voice clamors in my head—What the fuck do you think you’re doing, girl? I dig my fingers between the slats and engage my core. The crate teeters into my arms, so heavy that I brace the leading edge against my thighs for an eye-watering second before the whole box slides in a controlled descent to the floor. The rattle of glass makes me wince.

			I wipe my hands on my jeans and rummage the shelves until I find a hammer. Work the claw between the lid and the slats and pull the wood free.

			Bottles. Over a dozen of them, as clean and new as the day they were filled.

			I lift one free and examine the label. In this dim light, I can’t read the writing. I carry it upstairs, into the kitchen, and squint at the crisp letters printed on the paper.

			Old Orkney, it says, in elaborate script. Fine Scotch Whiskey.

			And underneath—BOTTLED IN CASK, 1926.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			From the outside, the Mohegan Inn is just as I remember it. Maybe a new coat of paint covers the ancient white clapboard; maybe the porch steps have been repaired so you don’t risk losing a leg. Otherwise, it’s the same rambling, shambling building in which the early Winthropites would have toasted the Declaration of Independence.

			I pause on the threshold, gathering memories. But the nostalgia evaporates when I open the door. Instead of a squalid public room, giving off beery vibes of health department violations, I find a tavern of hand-finished wood and gleaming metalwork. Behind the bar, the bottles of craft liquor line up like soldiers and a man in a barn-red T-shirt places a set of sparkling glassware on the shelf. At the sound of the door, he turns in my direction.

			The first thing I notice is the lettering on the shirt—Taproom at the Mo, it says.

			“Taproom? What happened around here, Sedge? It’s like, hygienic.”

			He hops down from the footstool. “My girlfriend happened. She’s in the restaurant business? We did a big reno last May. Rebuilt the kitchen.”

			“No way. And what did Mike have to say about that?”

			Sedge grins. “Audrey is Mike’s daughter, Luce. Putty in her hands.”

			“His daughter? Someone had Mike’s baby?”

			“Crazy, right? Long story. So what are you doing here so early in the day? Celebrating the kid’s first day of school? Can I get you something?”

			“Not here for the day drinking, sorry.” I set a bottle of Old Orkney on the counter. “I have a little show-and-tell for you.”

			Sedge picks it up and examines the label. A frown dents his forehead. “Where did you get this?”

			“Found it in my basement. A whole case of them.”

			He lets out a long, low whistle and places the bottle back on the counter. “I’m assuming you know what you have here,” he says.

			“Sort of? I mean, I know that 1926 was Prohibition times.”

			“Right. So liquor could only legally be sold as medicinal spirits in bonded bottles, from one of a few American distilleries licensed by the federal government. And as I’m sure you know, you couldn’t legally import booze at all. So anything with a foreign label, like this, would’ve had to be smuggled in.”

			I nod. “Rum-running. That’s what I thought. Because Winthrop would’ve been the perfect place to land liquor, I bet. Right here at the edge of Long Island Sound. Tricky tidal current to give the Coast Guard the slip.”

			“You got it. And you found a whole case of this in your dad’s basement?”

			“More like a crate. Twenty bottles.”

			Sedge shrugs. “Everybody was doing it. Including your grandparents, it looks like.”

			“You think they were rumrunners?”

			“Nah. I’m guessing they had a supplier. You had a big Jazz Age party coming up, Jay Gatsby sailing over from East Egg in his yacht, you’d put in an order with your guy. This was probably left over from some kind of soirée. Unless.”

			He picks up the bottle again.

			“Unless they were storing it for somebody?” I ask.

			“Possible. Like if the rumrunners would land the booze and need somebody to keep it for a while.”

			“The crate was in the back of the crawl space. For sure, someone was hiding it.”

			Sedge sets down the bottle and admires it. “So what do you want from me? Certificate of provenance or something? I’m not really an expert. I’m just a bartender.”

			The kitchen door opens in the middle of his speech. Audrey strides in, wearing a barn-red apron (Kitchen at the Mo) and a blond ponytail. She sets a steaming bowl in front of Sedge. “Just a bartender. Right.”

			“I admit, I have questions,” I say.

			“Let’s just say this is his retirement hobby.” She picks up the bottle. “What’s this?”

			“Vintage spirits from Lucy’s basement. I’m guessing she wants to know what they’re worth.”

			Audrey looks at me. She has wide, blue-green eyes that take no makeup or bullshit. “You want to sell this or drink it?”

			“Sell. Definitely.”

			“I know a few guys who can help you. Here.” She nudges the bowl toward Sedge. “Try this for me. It’s the tagine I want to work into the fall menu.”

			Sedge winks at me. “It’s a tough job, but someone’s got to do it.”

			He stirs a few times and lifts the spoon to his mouth. “Jesus Christ.”

			“So that’s a yes?” Even in her apron and ponytail, her plain white T-shirt and jeans, Audrey Fisher exudes this lithe, elastic, animal elegance that floors you. A lioness.

			Sedge turns to her with an expression you could only call idolatrous. “Marry me,” he says.

			Audrey’s cheeks are flushed; she’s trying to kill a smile. “You’re so biased. Lucy? Honest opinion.”

			Sedge grabs a fresh spoon from the container of bar tools and pushes the bowl toward me. Meat and chickpeas and apricots and a thick, rich sauce. I sample a mouthful.

			“Stop it. You made this?”

			“She’s a trained chef,” says Sedge.

			“You don’t think it needs a little more acid?” Audrey asks.

			“I think it needs a Michelin star.”

			Sedge shrugs one shoulder. “I might be biased, hon, but I wouldn’t lie to you.”

			Something about the way he holds her gaze. An electric, intimate current that passes between them like a kiss. You would think they were touching, but his hand remains resting on the counter, the other at his side; hers crossed over her chest.

			Audrey turns away first. “Guess I’ll head back to the kitchen, then. Nice seeing you, Lucy.”

			When the kitchen door closes behind her, I say, “So things are pretty serious with you two.”

			He’s still staring at the door with that worshipful expression. “What’s that?”

			“Nothing.” I nod to the bowl. “Are you going to finish that?”

			“Go ahead. She’ll have a whole clay pot situation in the kitchen. Can I get you something to drink?”

			“Glass of water would be nice, thanks.” I swing onto a stool and drag the bowl in front of me.

			Sedge sets a glass of water next to the bowl. “Ben said he took you to see that spot on the beach. You know. Where he found your dad’s clothes.”

			“Yeah, it was good. Closure.” I eat the tagine in silence and gather my nerve. “I was kind of surprised to see Ben. I mean, I’m glad you two buried the hatchet and everything. But—I mean, how long is he planning to stay here?”

			Sedge shrugs. “As long as he wants. Until he’s ready to go back into the world again.”

			“Back into the world again? What does that mean?”

			“The whole media shitstorm. The public lynching. He’s pretty beat up, even if he doesn’t let on.”

			“What are you talking about? What shitstorm?”

			Sedge is polishing some glassware with a bar cloth. He stops in midswipe and fixes me with a bemused stare. “You haven’t heard?”

			“Heard what?”

			Sedge sets down the glass and folds the bar cloth into a neat rectangle. “Don’t you get any football news over there? I mean, I know it’s Europe and all, but…”

			“American football? Not really.” I scrape the last of the tagine from the bottom of the bowl. “Does Ben still play? I thought he was a landscaper now.”

			Sedge starts to laugh. “Holy shit. A landscaper? Luce, he’s one of the all-time greats. Three Super Bowl rings. Pro Bowl—I don’t know how many times. A lot.”

			“What? Are you serious? That’s—wow. That’s amazing. The literal Super Bowl?”

			Then I notice Sedge’s expression of incredulity. I rest the spoon in the bowl.

			“So what happened? If he’s so famous. What’s he doing mowing your lawn?”

			Sedge lays the bar cloth on the counter, arranging the corners just so. He speaks in a hushed voice, like you use in a hospital or a funeral.

			“He killed a guy, Luce. In a game, last January. Laid a monster hit on the tight end and snapped his neck.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			I could easily have known all about Ben Ressler’s football career. Probably I should have known. It wasn’t like you never got any American football news over in Europe. People knew about the Super Bowl. About Travis Kelce and Taylor Swift.

			But you had to look for it. You had to follow it; it wasn’t just served to you on the front pages, or the headlines in your news feed. You had to hunt down those articles and click on them and read them.

			And I hadn’t done that. Had never once clicked on an article about American football. Had closed my ears to any football conversation that arose at the next table in a café or at a cocktail party, to any NFL news that might drift from a stray television.

			There was one time, maybe five years ago. I remember I was hurrying past the glass pyramid at the entrance to the Louvre, on my way to meet Arnaud for dinner. It was summer, not quite twilight, and the tourists were spilling out. Someone lurched in front of me, causing me to stumble in my heeled sandals. I looked up angrily at this obstruction and saw the back of a pair of wide, beefy shoulders wearing a lurid green football jersey. In the middle of the jersey was the number 30 and above the number, in blocky white letters, was the word RESSLER.

			I remember how my breath stopped in my chest. How I stared at that word RESSLER for what seemed like minutes, when of course it was only a second or two. Then the man turned, and I thought, Oh God, it’s him.

			But it wasn’t Ben. It was some American college kid with a thin face and mild eyes, who said, in a voice that seemed flatter and lazier than most American voices, Oh shit, I’m sorry. I mean, fuck. What’s French for sorry?

			“Je suis desolée,” I told him. I am desolate.

			The kid grinned. “Days-oh-lay, mademoiselle.”

			I continued on my way. I remember thinking it was just a stupid coincidence—that there were, of course, other Resslers out there in the world. Other Resslers who played American football.

			There was no need to go on the internet and find out.

			No need to open up my laptop and enter Ben Ressler NFL in the search field.

			As I do now, back home in the quiet cool of my father’s study, fingers trembling.

			

			—

			Half an hour later, I raise my head to stare across the meadow that separates my house from Summerly. The fog has lifted and the early-autumn sun coaxes from the earth a warm, grassy smell that drifts through the open window. On Saturday, Ben finished mowing the entire field; on Sunday, he hauled the cylinders of baled hay to the edge of the road, where some farmer would pick them up for winter fodder.

			Ben Ressler, who one year ago spent his Sundays under the minute gaze of high-definition television cameras. Of news articles and press conferences and hero worship.

			One of the greatest ever to play the game. On his way to the Hall of Fame, people said.

			Hits that could stop cold the burliest fullback, the nimblest receiver. Shocking tackles, one after another, that make you gasp in wonder that anyone could form his body into such a perfect, ruthless juggernaut.

			This is the real Ben, the Ben the world knows. Not the Ben I remember from the summer after I turned eighteen—player of theoretical football on a field far away.

			This is the Ben who plays real football.

			This Ben puts on his armor and enters a stadium that heaves with the reckless energy of tens of thousands of people. He stalks over a field of torn grass and finds his place a yard or two behind his teammates, behind the men who bow in a ragged line to the ball, the ball, the sacred brown football, while the snow swirls around them.

			For an instant, the camera finds his face inside its cage. A calm rage lies on his skin. His pale eyes gather every movement around him.

			Then another camera, from a distance. Thick warrior shoulders, compact belly. Barbarian muscle knots his forearms. White tape binds his fingers. His hands flex. His muscles coil. He springs.

			Like a tiger he sprints for his prey. He launches his massive body into the air. You glimpse another man in a blue jersey, stretching high in search of the ball, the sacred brown football that cuts the nearby air, and then this man is obscured by the splendid arc of Ben’s body that smashes into the tender joining of the other man’s left shoulder and breastbone.

			The man flips backward into the grass beneath him.

			Ben springs to his feet and walks away from his kill. A savage joy shimmers from his skin. The men in white jerseys converge on him—they slap his back, his helmet, his shoulders. They beat their approval into his body.

			This is what Ben does. The brutality of Ben.

			A knock cracks the front door. As if I have summoned him.

			I stare across the shorn meadow grass. I think of Ben’s face, his giant hands. His fingers on my skin. The fragility of my own body alongside his.

			This urge pulses through me—to crawl under the desk, crawl into a closet and hide from what I’ve just seen. This violence beyond my comprehension.

			The dead man lying on the shorn grass of another field.

			Only last January. Not nine months ago, Ben did this.

			Lucy? You there?

			My name floats through the window glass. Ben’s voice.

			A bark punctures my trance. The wide-open bark of an ecstatic dog, wriggling himself to death with joy.

			I close my laptop and rise from the chair.

			Coming, I call.

			

			—

			The shoulders seem broader than before, under the soft plaid shirt. The head higher above me. I don’t quite meet his eyes. Those menacing, metallic eyes behind the bars of his helmet—no. I don’t want to look in his face and see those eyes.

			“Hey,” he says. “Sorry to bother you.”

			“Not at all. What’s up?”

			Chief forces himself through the door I’ve cracked open, slithers between my legs, and runs barking around the parlor. Looking for Punkin, probably.

			“Whoa.” Ben lifts his fingers and whistles. Chief gallops back. “Everything okay? I just came by to see if Elise wanted to take him for a walk. He’s been kind of pining for her.”

			I stare at Ben’s neck. The Adam’s apple that rises and falls like a fist.

			“Elise is at school right now,” I tell him.

			He smacks his forehead. “Oh, right. Monday. Forgot all about that.”

			Chief runs down the porch steps and dives into what used to be the lawn. Sniffs around the grass like it holds the key to the universe.

			Ben’s expression falls into bemusement. “Hey. Luce. Are we good?”

			“What? No. Nothing. Sorry. Just lost in thought. Going through my dad’s papers and stuff. It’s a bummer.”

			“Sorry about that. If there’s anything I can do to help.”

			“Nope. I’m good. Thanks.”

			He turns his head. Looks across the meadow, where Chief cuts zoomies through the mown grass. “Hey. I’ll be putting the burlap on the boxwoods next week. Happy to cover yours while I’m at it.”

			“I have boxwoods?”

			He smiles and points his head to the driveway. “Right over there. Kind of raggedy. I could give them a trim for you.”

			“That’s—that’s nice of you.”

			“If you’re looking to put the house on the market, it’s not a bad idea.”

			“How did you know I—oh. Right. Sedge.”

			I stare at the porch floorboards, cracked with old paint.

			“Lucy,” he says, “what did I do?”

			I stare at the collar of his shirt. “Nothing. It’s fine. It’s just—”

			Ben waits for me to finish. Patience settled in his pores. Hands nestled in his pockets. I think of the white tape on his fingers that day. The day he killed that man. What was it for?

			I move forward a few inches and lean my shoulder against the doorjamb. Cross my arms over my middle.

			“I don’t know if you heard,” I say, “but my partner? Arnaud? He didn’t just die. He was killed. Murdered. Late one night. On a sidewalk in Paris. Someone stabbed him to death.”

			“I heard,” Ben says quietly. “That must have been terrible for you.”

			“It was. It was terrible for him. To be attacked like that. Someone wanting to hurt you. Then you lie on the ground while your life drains away. And you close your eyes for the last time and you never see the sun again. And somebody did that to you. Took away the sun.”

			The maple next to the porch has started to turn. One patch is forwarder than the rest—a pungent orange against the blue sky, tipped with green. From the branches comes the trrrwhit, trrwhoo of some melancholy songbird, lamenting the coming of winter and the long journey south.

			“Yeah,” says Ben. “I see what you mean.”

			“And I remember, you know, when the policemen knocked on the door. And it was after midnight. He had gone to some dinner, his university friends. He was on his way home, about halfway back to us. They said he had a lot to drink. So maybe he was a little out of it. And somebody attacked him out of nowhere. Nobody saw it happen. And it was a little while before someone found him and realized he wasn’t some regular drunk guy lying on the sidewalk. So they called the police and the police came and there was nothing they could do because Arnaud was dead. He was already dead. A robbery, they first thought. But his wallet was still there, his phone. So he wasn’t robbed. Just somebody wanted to kill someone and he killed Arnaud. But at least the police were able to figure out who he was and they came to the apartment and woke me up and gave me the news. And I remember thinking, this is impossible. Who would kill somebody for no reason? I remember thinking that I had never considered this, that we all have the power to kill somebody. Any one of us could end the whole entire life of another person, all his years on earth. And this person actually did it. Killed Arnaud. All the years we were supposed to have with him, Punkin and me, all the memories we were supposed to make together, all the things he should have done with her, and one single person could just take them all.”

			“I’m so sorry. Lucy. I’m so sorry.”

			I turn my palms upward and stare at the pattern of lines and calluses. “I mean, how could somebody do that?”

			“I wish I had an answer for you, Luce. I wish I could bring him back for you. The thing is, I can’t. Nobody can. When a thing is done, it’s done. All we have left is to find a way to go on. To live with what we’ve done. To make amends, if we can.”

			I let my hands fall to my sides and look up at last. Into his face. His eyes that were so steely underneath his mask and are now so soft. Dove gray. Blue from which all the fancy color has been drained away, leaving this plain honest gentle monochrome.

			How I used to love those eyes.

			Chief comes bounding back to the porch. His tongue lolls out about half a foot, a maniac canine grin. He looks up at Ben in a way that reminds me of Sedge, watching Audrey walk back into the kitchen.

			Ben leans down to caress his ears. “All right, then,” he says. “I guess I’ll see you around.”

			He turns to walk down the steps. Chief sends me a brief, apologetic glance and darts after him.

			My phone vibrates in my back pocket. I draw it out.

			Incoming call. Winthrop Island School.

			Shit, I think.

			I swipe right. Heart pounding. “Hello? This is Lucy Cooper.”

			“Ms. Cooper. Tom Ferguson here. Principal Ferguson?”

			“Oh, yes. Of course. Is everything okay?”

			There is a brief pause, a shuffling-of-papers pause. A gathering-of-thoughts-and-words pause. A noise, unless I’m imagining things, of a siren in the sound background of Principal Ferguson’s immediate surroundings.

			“Yes. Well,” he says, in an apologetic voice. “Ms. Cooper, I’m afraid we’re going to need you to come down to the school. Right away. Miss Ferguson is about to have her baby in the nurse’s office.”
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			Chapter 10

			Summer 2012

			At four o’clock in the morning, my eyes flashed open. My brain was still on London time, ready to start the day. Delighted with itself, because something wonderful had happened. Some delicious thing hovered at the rim of my mind. Some small, sweet word.

			I turned my head to the curtains, which I had forgotten to close. A faint gray dawn lay on the window glass.

			Honey. That was it.

			Last night, Sedge had called me Honey.

			

			—

			The first time I spoke to Sedge Peabody, I was rummaging in the ancient Summerly refrigerator for butter and cheese slices, because Laura and I were going to make toasted cheese sandwiches. This was the day after we had officially met on the beach, and I didn’t yet realize that Laura had this obsession with making extremely decadent food, like toasted cheese sandwiches with avocado, or peanut butter caramel brownies, from which she would extract exactly one mouthful and then pick apart the rest and rearrange it on her plate to make it look like she’d devoured the whole thing like a wild animal.

			“What the hell do you think you’re doing in our kitchen?” growled a voice at my shoulder.

			I startled back and whipped around to a bare, wide, tanned chest. The cheese dropped from my hand to the linoleum. Somehow I held on to the butter.

			“You’re such a dick, Sedge,” said Laura. “Pick that up for her.”

			“Sorry.” The chest dipped, so I stared for an instant down the line of his back to the rim of a pair of salmon-pink Vineyard Vines swim trunks, before he straightened and held out the pack of plasticky orange squares, the best the Summerly fridge could provide. “I’m a dick.”

			I recognized his face, of course, the same way I knew Laura’s face—from across the Club dining room, from the cereal aisle at the Winthrop grocery store. Regular, handsome features; lean physique, just tall enough to be tall. But I had missed the gleam of mischief in his eyes, the wetness of his eyelashes. The line of his jaw. His smile.

			“I’m Lucy,” I said.

			“I know. I’m Sedge. Here’s your cheese.”

			I took the cheese. “Want a sandwich?”

			“My dumb brother does not deserve a sandwich,” said Laura.

			“Don’t listen to her,” said Sedge. “I mean, I might be dumb? But I do deserve a sandwich. Just for putting up with her shit.”

			Unlike Laura, Sedge ate all his sandwich, then hoovered up the remains of hers. Then he looked covetously at my plate, which was empty. “You’re a good eater, Lucy,” he said. “I like that in a girl.”

			At the time, I didn’t realize that he was directing this comment at Laura, in one of his lame but well-meaning attempts to encourage her to eat. I just knew that my skin tingled when he said it, as the blood rushed to the surface and remained there until Sedge grabbed an apple from the fruit bowl and sauntered out of the kitchen.

			“I’m sorry about that,” said Laura. “He can be such a pain in the ass.”

			“No worries,” I told her.

			

			—

			So, yes. You could make the case that a tiny part of the allure of Laura’s friendship had always been the allure of her big brother.

			Now this. Honey.

			

			—

			I sprang out of bed and pulled my old swimsuit out of the top drawer.

			I was not into sports. Even before she started identifying as European, Maman had never been a soccer mom, or a tennis mom, or any kind of mom that involved schlepping kids from field to field or scrubbing grass stains out of T-shirts or getting up early on a Saturday morning, God forbid. But she did believe in the healthful effects of wild swimming. It keeps your skin young, she told me, and your arms toned. At eighteen, I didn’t appreciate youthful skin or toned arms because I rolled out of bed with them each morning, but I did like the way it made me feel to course through the cold water. Alive.

			The sea was even better. I loved the salt on my skin and in my nose; I loved the hugeness of the water, the fact that when the ocean held you inside itself, you were connected, molecule by molecule, to every ocean in the world—every inch of shore, every reef, every lobster and swordfish and porpoise and eel and plankton and blue whale. Bigger than your imagination could possibly stretch.

			I wore a practical old tank suit in navy blue, like your grandmother might wear, because your grandmother knew better than to wear a tiny string bikini while out in the ocean for an actual swim. I walked away from the beach at Summerly, where Sedge Peabody might possibly look out his window and see me in my grandmotherly splendor, over the point and down to the less congenial but more deserted beach where Laura had found me reading four years ago.

			The sun had just begun to streak across the surface of the water and light the bluffs behind me. The water was still asleep, flopping groggily against the sand. Cool and tingling against my legs. I waded to my hips and dove in.

			In retrospect, maybe I should have let somebody know I was about to dive into the naked sea at dawn, all by myself. Left a note or something. Sure, Winthrop Island nestles up close to the Connecticut shore, and Block Island—maybe thirty miles to the east—takes the brunt of the rollers hurtling in from the wide Atlantic. But Winthrop stands at the far edge of Long Island, right where the tide squeezes through to fill the sound with seawater and empty it back again, and between the flexing of the flood current and the moods of the North Atlantic, if you’re perched along the exposed southeastern shore of Winthrop Island, you never know what that sea will throw at you.

			The sea at that moment seemed harmless enough. There were no breakers to speak of. I stroked hard for fifteen or twenty minutes, pitting myself against the current all the way up the shore as far as Summerly and back down again. The white sun heaved itself aloft. The fishing boats crawled from port. I turned on my back and floated, resting my spent muscles, taking the morning into my lungs. The good salt air. The purity of the world.

			When I looked up again, the current had carried me all the way down to Horseshoe Bay.

			Shit, I thought.

			I’d set out only about twenty yards off the beach, the water being so calm. But here, where the bay dug into the shoreline, I found myself farther out to sea and the tidal current threatened to carry me past the little headland at the southwest curve of the bay and into the water that raced between the western end of Winthrop Island and the Fleet Rock lighthouse, about half a mile off.

			I knew all this. I knew the shape of the shore like I knew the dips and ridges of my own body. But when you’ve walked on dry land for too long, you forget just how mighty water can be. Like wind, like weather, like teenagers and toddlers and old men, it likes to have its own way.

			You need to pay attention, every second. You can’t let down your guard. You can’t just lie back and stare at the brave new sky and let the water carry you wherever it wants.

			Don’t panic, I told myself. Don’t fight the current.

			I turned on my front and stroked at an angle toward shore.

			At first, I thought I was making progress. The steep hillside at the bottom of the horseshoe grew larger, inch by inch. Each time I glanced up to get my bearings, the details became finer. I could make out the switchbacks of the trail that snaked down from the meadow. I could see the narrow strip of beach at the bottom, where the cool kids made bonfires and hung out on weekends. The rocky headland became individual boulders, became giant rocks and smaller rocks in a jumble left behind by the ancient glaciers.

			I had caught myself in time, thank God. It would be a long walk back to the house, but I deserved a long walk after doing something so stupid.

			Teach me a lesson. No harm done. We all need a little scare once in a while.

			But as that first surge of adrenaline ebbed in my veins, I realized just how much strength the swimming had called from me. I was exhausted before, as I floated on my back to catch my breath. I hadn’t swum so far and so hard since the previous summer. Now I struggled to lift my arms, to kick my legs. Even my bones seemed to have had the life sucked out of them.

			I hadn’t eaten since dinner last night.

			Hadn’t drunk so much as a sip of fresh water.

			And the shore was getting bigger, all right. But it was also sliding to my right, as the current carried me to the south and west. I wasn’t going to make it to the headland before the drift bore me past Horseshoe Bay and into the open water.

			Don’t panic, I told myself.

			Keep swimming.

			That’s all you need to do. Keep yourself afloat.

			You are not going to drown, for God’s sake. Nobody drowns. Nobody I knew had ever drowned. Drowning happened to strangers in the news, not to real people.

			Not to you.

			But then my mouth, bobbing for an instant below the surface, caught a tablespoon or so of salt water. I coughed up once, twice. Had to pause the swimming just so I could devote my remaining strength to staying afloat while I hacked the water out of my lungs. Arms pumping. Legs kicking.

			Stay up. Keep your head out of the water while you cough and cough.

			Another surge of adrenaline propelled me forward again. Second wind, maybe. My head filled with cold, clear light. I focused on a rock near the tip of the headland. My goal.

			But those thirty seconds had cost me precious headway.

			Every minute, the tidal current gained muscle while my own strength—underneath the adrenaline, underneath the numb charge that shocked my limbs into motion—ebbed away.

			The rock. The rock ahead.

			How many yards? The salt blurred my eyes.

			I paused to blink. The rock—where was it? I couldn’t see. My arms thrashed. My legs. Where were my legs? I couldn’t feel them. I couldn’t move them.

			Oh shit, I thought. I’m not going to make it.

			

			—

			Your life is supposed to flash before your eyes at a time like that. I don’t know if I’d say my whole life, like a movie montage. Thoughts, but not in words or images—just memories of memories.

			My mother, unpacking a picnic in the Alps somewhere. Baby on her hip. Her face full of love as she gazed toward some mountain and then took us all in—playing in the grass, some squabble about a sandwich.

			The twins. Boys? Or girls? Or both?

			Heaven. Would I see it? Was it there?

			Laura. Tell Laura how beautiful she is, how she needs to feed her beauty instead of starve it.

			Dad. Digging for treasure.

			And from Dad my brain—leaping from thought to thought in nanosecond flashes of ideas—shaped this idea of a woman, covered in snow.

			

			—

			All of this and more formed and re-formed in my head over the course of a few seconds—all these thoughts occurring at the same time, yet each one whole and perfect, like I possessed infinite brains running simultaneously, like my brain was a roomful of screens, a trading floor or a television studio or a sports bar, and still I forced my arms to move, forced my legs to kick, forced my chin above the damn water, oh God, this could not be it, this could not be the end, where was the rock, where was my rock, the whole world turning black around the edges.

			I felt the creature just before it touched me. Just before its tentacle snaked around my chest and its voice buzzed in my ear.

			Got you.

			Relax okay?

			I’ve got you.

			Catch your breath.

			Can you breathe?

			(I nod a couple of times.)

			Somehow my head is above water. My arms and legs dangle. The wind roars in my ears. I am held across the chest by something made of iron, an arm, a thick arm.

			Can you get on my back?

			Hold my shoulders okay.

			We got this.

			I am lying on a warm wide plank, a back

			like a dolphin

			or a porpoise

			through the water

			muscles straining and flexing under my chest, my hands

			legs tangled

			butterfly stroke

			woman covered in snow, a musket

			blue eyes, extremely blue

			thump

			solid ground

			arms around my legs

			piggyback

			Here we go

			Sit right here

			Shit Lucy?

			(I nod a few more times.)

			Hey open your eyes

			Hey it’s Ben

			Ben from last night

			The sun shines on my eyes. I am shaking, shaking. Cold hard slippery rock under my butt.

			“Are you okay, Lucy? Can you breathe?”

			“Yeah, I’m okay,” I say.

			“Just take a beat, okay? Holy shit. You’re doing great. Let me see your hands.”

			I put my palms on his palms. His thumbs cross the backs of my fingers.

			“I’m okay,” I say again.

			

			—

			“What the fuck were you doing out there, anyway?” he said, after we made it to the narrow beach and sat in the sand, a yard or so apart, while I consumed a protein bar and a bottle of water from Ben’s backpack.

			“Swimming.” My voice was still a little raspy. I cleared my throat and drank down another slug of sweet fresh plastic water.

			“I mean what were you doing out so early? Nobody’s even up.”

			“Jet lag.”

			“Oh, right. London.” He picked up a stick and drew a line in the sand. He wore a pair of dark green nylon shorts that said Dar Mouth Footba l in peeling white letters on the bottom of the left leg. That was it. Nothing else. A pair of black rubber flip-flops sat dangerously close to the rising tide, a few yards away.

			“You were up, though,” I said.

			“Morning workout.” He twisted his enormous trunk and gestured to the steep slope behind us that topped out at a large, billowing meadow. “Hill sprints.”

			“Sorry I screwed up your routine.”

			“No worries. Ocean rescue counts as a workout, for sure.” He stretched his infinite legs and reached for his toes. His quads bulged gracefully. Side by side, our legs were like the long and short of it.

			“For sure,” I said.

			“Are you good? Because I have a few more reps to finish up.”

			“Yeah. Fine.”

			“When I’m done, I’ll ride my bike back and borrow Sedge’s car and drive you home.”

			“No! Oh my God. He’ll find out. Everyone will find out. My dad.”

			“And that would suck?”

			I thought about Laura’s face if I told her that Ben Ressler’s strong arms had pulled me out of the ocean. “That would totally suck,” I said.

			“Why? Nothing to be ashamed of.”

			“Just. The drama.”

			He knocked my knee with his. “Not a drama girl?”

			“Totally allergic to drama.”

			“Okay, then.” He zipped his lips. “Our secret.”

			I put my head between my knees. The sand was hard and wet beneath me, the morning sun bright on my tangled hair, on my skin. “I’m such an idiot,” I said. “I forgot how the tide races in around here. If you hadn’t been there.”

			“Hey. Take it easy on yourself, okay? Just put it behind you. It’s all good. You’ll be fine. Little scare, that’s all. Nothing we couldn’t handle.”

			“Nothing you couldn’t handle.”

			“My advice? Keep yourself busy today. Don’t fucking ruminate. That shit’ll drive you crazy.” He touched my back. “Hey. Are you okay?”

			“A little blown, that’s all.”

			Ben looked at his watch. “Look, I’ll be another half hour or so. Why don’t you rest up and we’ll head back together. You ride the bike, I’ll walk. Good?”

			I nodded. “Good.”

			He rose to his feet and strapped on his backpack. Picked up his weights, one in each hand, like you might pick up a bottle of water.

			“I’m so sorry about this,” I said. “I’m not usually—I’m not the kind of girl who needs rescuing? I’m sorry I made you do that for me. You don’t even know me.”

			Ben looked over his shoulder at me and grinned. “Girl. Why the hell else does God put dudes like me on the planet?”

			

			—

			For half an hour I watched him sprint up the side of that bluff, carrying the backpack and the weights in each hand. I assumed there was some kind of weight in the backpack too. I told myself I watched because it was like appreciating a work of art, like the David statue; that it was instructive to witness the human body as a machine in its purest state of function.

			You could tell it was hard work. His skin gleamed with sweat. His chest pumped the air in and out of his lungs like a gigantic bellows. His face was grim. He did not look at me at all. I thought he had probably forgotten I was there, except that when he was done, after he had set his weights in the backpack and the backpack in the sand and dove briefly into the water to wash off the sweat, he came up to me and said, “You need a lift up the hill?”

			“Oh. No. I’m good. Feeling much better.”

			Ben hauled me to my feet. My legs wobbled underneath me.

			He swung the backpack around to his front and turned his back to me. “Hop onboard, all right?”

			I laid my palms over the ridges of his shoulders. In the water these shoulders had belonged to a body; now they were Ben. His hands found the backs of my legs. Up I soared. His skin was smooth and damp and smelled of ocean. There was so much of it. Since moving to France when I was five years old, I hadn’t gone to school with a single boy. The size of this one amazed me. What was it like, to be so big? To take up so much space? To have so much strength at your command, so that you moved through the world without fear of anything in it?

			We trudged up the switchbacks. Every square inch of me seemed to be soldered onto him. Breasts squashed between his shoulder blades. Crotch squashed against the small of his back. What did you say to a person you barely knew, when your intimate skin was plastered against his?

			Literally nothing. Not one word. Humiliation as utter as midnight.

			At the top of the hill, he set me on my feet. “Easy does it,” he said.

			“Says you.”

			He looked at me and laughed, like he was surprised to hear me joke. The bike lay on its side in the grass. He grabbed the handlebars and walked it across the meadow while I wobbled along beside him. When we reached the road, he asked if I would rather ride or walk.

			“Walk,” I said. “I can’t really vouch for my balance right now.”

			“Fair enough.”

			The sun struck the side of my head. The air was stuffed with warmth. Only six o’clock in the morning and I had already lived and died and lived again. I walked on the soft grass at the side of the road, because my feet were bare. Ben’s T-shirt hung from my shoulders, smelling of laundry.

			“So how do you like Dartmouth?” I asked.

			“Good,” he said. “Great.”

			“That was not an answer.”

			He made this noise that was like a snort. “It’s all right. No, really. It’s great. Beautiful campus, awesome mountains. Great education, obviously. I’m lucky to be there and all. It’s just…not my crowd?”

			“There’s a crowd?”

			“Come on,” he said. “You’re in it.”

			“Bro, I literally live in another country.”

			He stopped for a beat and looked at me. “Did you just bro me?”

			“Sorry. My mom calls me her chameleon. I adapt to whatever crowd I’m in.”

			“So this here is not the real deal?” He tapped my forehead. “There’s a whole other Lucy hiding in there somewhere? The real Lucy?”

			“You make it sound like I’m a fake.”

			“Luce, we’re all fakes. We’re all out there selling a package. Even to ourselves.”

			We started forward again.

			“So why did you go to Dartmouth if it wasn’t your crowd? You must have had options.”

			“My mom,” he said. “She was kind of a smarty-pants growing up? Wanted to go to college and make something of herself and all that. Her dad was a steelworker, that whole deal. Then she met my dad and he got her pregnant and fucked up her dreams. Long story short.”

			“Did she get remarried?”

			“Nope. It was just us. Me and Mom.” He hitched his breath, like he meant to say something more and checked himself.

			“What about her parents?”

			“Pretty much disowned her. My dad’s mom helped out some. But yeah. She’s always telling me. Marry with your head, not your heart, she says.”

			“She and my mother would get along great,” I said.

			He made that snorting noise again. I couldn’t figure out if he thought I was funny or stupid.

			“So I guess football was your thing? Your big ticket to the Ivy League?”

			“My mom had her heart set on it. Made me come home and study after practice. Wasn’t going to let me fuck up like my dad.”

			“Legend,” I said.

			“You have no idea. She put me in parochial school from the time I was six. Nuns teaching us Latin. Old-school football coach who kicked the crap out of us. I ended up with a couple scholarship offers from some big football schools, but Mom—like, as soon as that Dartmouth coach called? That was it for her. I had to go, even though they don’t do athletic scholarships in the Ivies. And it turned out they paid my way anyway, because—you know, guaranteed financial aid and everything.”

			“In your mom’s defense, you can go anywhere with a Dartmouth degree.”

			“Ironically,” he said, “anywhere except the NFL.”

			“Dartmouth has players in the NFL. Don’t they?”

			“I don’t know, maybe one. It’s uphill.”

			“Well, you seem pretty good at uphill.”

			Ben shot me some side-eye. “Just because it looks easy doesn’t mean it is.”

			“Then why do you do it?”

			“Because it’s hard. Because I want to play pro football.”

			“Sedge said you like to hit people.”

			“That asshole,” he said. “Here’s what I like about football, Lucy. You can do things that in any other context would get you arrested. Channel all that anger and shit into something people cheer you for.”

			“Like hurt people?”

			“Not people. It’s not personal. You want to compete. Test yourself. You want to fight. Hard, physical.” He made a couple of jabs in the air. “You want to win.”

			“So what makes you angry? Your dad?”

			“My dad, yeah. And, I guess, when I was a kid, just wanting to protect my mom. I wanted to protect her and I couldn’t, you know? All that stuff you can’t control.”

			Already we had reached the path that led down to Poseidon Beach. “This is my stop,” I said. “I left my towel and flip-flops down there.”

			“No, you wait here. I’ll get ’em.”

			He handed me the bicycle and jogged down the beaten dirt track. I stood there listening to the hum of insects. The chirrup of early birds. A bee hovered at my arm and swayed away. The air smelled of flowers, of warm green leaves.

			He came back a moment later, dangling towel and flip-flops from his hand. “That was lucky,” he said. “Tide almost got ’em.”

			I put on the flip-flops and draped the towel over my shoulders. Now I could walk on the pavement without shredding my feet, but Ben stayed on my left, the traffic side. Not that there was any traffic to speak of at six in the morning on Winthrop Island.

			“When you said I was part of the crowd,” I said, “what did you mean?”

			“Oh, I don’t know. Just shooting my mouth off, as usual.”

			“No, you pretty much say what you mean,” I told him.

			The bike came from the vintage Peabody collection and there was a bell on the handlebars. He brushed it with his thumb—brrring, brrring. An innocent noise, a childhood noise. “My first winter in New Hampshire,” he said, “I’m looking around, everyone’s wearing the exact same fucking thousand-dollar puffer coat, that Canada Goose thing. At first I thought it was a literal uniform, like for the ski team or something. But I kept seeing that same coat everywhere I went. And I’m thinking, how did everyone know but me?” He shook his head. “I don’t know. My mom got me this coat from Lands’ End, on sale for a hundred bucks. Big purchase for her. Keeps me warm just fine.”

			The corner of Plum Lane came into view. Another fifty yards up the road lay Serenity Lane, where Ben would turn to reach the Peabodys down at the end. I fingered the edge of my towel. “My mom used to say—you know, when people were like, Wow, small world? She’d say, Honey, it’s not the world that’s small, it’s your world that’s small.”

			“That’s it,” said Ben. “The world is actually pretty big, when you break out of your bubble.”

			“In fact,” I said, “I think that’s the real reason she left my dad. It wasn’t so much because he was broke. It was because of why he was broke. That his bubble meant so much to him. Couldn’t break out even to support his family. Couldn’t be somebody he wasn’t, basically.”

			Ben stopped again and turned to me.

			“Sorry. Wait a second. You said your dad’s broke? Doesn’t he own the big house next door to the Peabodys?”

			“Big house, no money. Long story. My great-grandparents made a fortune and my dad’s been living on what was left of it. Eventually my mom gave up and divorced him and took me with her to France. I just visit here for a few weeks in summer. So I guess you could say it’s not my crowd either.”

			We started forward again. Flip-flops crunching the broken asphalt at the edge of the road. I stopped at Plum Lane. The old gravel was pitted with potholes.

			“This is me. Just—like I said?”

			“Not a word,” Ben said. “Not even to Sedgie-boy.”

			“What does that mean?”

			He closed one eye and squinted at the sky. “Nothing.”

			“Whatever.” I stuck out my hand. “Thanks for saving my life and everything. I guess I’ll see you around?”

			

			—

			When I walked into the kitchen, Dad looked up from the coffee machine. “There you are.”

			“Went for a swim. Jet lag.”

			He frowned. “You shouldn’t swim out there all by yourself. Don’t forget that tidal current.”

			I flung my towel over the back of a chair and my flip-flops on the seat. “Can I have some of that coffee?”

			“Since when did you start drinking coffee?”

			“For about five years now. You know, they have nice machines now. You don’t have to put up with this filter crap.”

			He set the cup in front of me. “I like this filter crap. What can I make you for breakfast?”

			“I’ll eat after I shower off all this salt and sand. What’s this?”

			Dad sat down on the chair opposite. Before him lay a bunch of old papers in stacks of a few pages each. I reached for one. He batted my hand away.

			“Careful! Those are about three hundred years old.”

			“What? What are they?”

			He set down his coffee cup. “Hephzibah Winthrop’s journal.”

			“I’m sorry, who?”

			“Heph-zi-bah. Winthrop. One of the early settlers. She lived right about where the Summerly house stands now. Kept a journal during the winter of 1717. It’s the island’s only primary account of the Great Snow. It’s priceless. Irreplaceable. It’s—”

			He went to lift his coffee cup, but his fingers fumbled the handle. The cup tipped. An arc of hot black liquid soared across the table.

			My teenage reflexes swung into action. Before the image from my eyes even reached my conscious mind, I had snatched a napkin to dam up the flood, just short of the papers.

			“Shit! Fuck!” my father yelled, grabbing more napkins.

			I shored up the sides. The napkins grew into soggy brown piles. “Wash your mouth, Dad. Jeez.”

			“Damn it,” he said, dabbing at the edge of one of the papers.

			I added more napkins and wiped away the stray drops. “Eh, no one will know. It’s already old.”

			“You don’t understand. This is the only—Christ.”

			“If it’s so precious,” I said, “so precious you would say actual curse words for the first time ever—”

			“I’ve sworn before,” he said, offended.

			“Not that I can remember. Anyway. My point. What is it doing here? On our kitchen table?”

			“Old Mrs. Peabody told me about the journal. She used to work at the historical society when she was young.”

			“The historical society?”

			“It’s part of the library. Mrs. P remembered digging it up from the archives some time ago. Some fellow who was researching the Great Snow of 1717.”

			“And it was still there? And they let you just. Walk out with it?”

			A smile might have twitched one corner of Dad’s mouth. “I have an understanding with Sally.”

			“Sally?”

			“The head librarian.”

			I threw away the napkins in the burgeoning trash and sat back down. “Dad, you can’t just keep these papers here. They’ll disintegrate.”

			“I think I know something more about archival papers than you do, sweetheart.”

			“Dad. You literally just spilled coffee on them.”

			“I was distracted. I’ll be more careful in the future. Obviously.”

			“In the future? Dad, you need to return this to the library. In fact, the library should probably consign it to a special facility. It’s irreplaceable. Like you said. You need to preserve it for future generations.”

			“What do you think I’m doing?” He squared the edges with careful fingertips. “It’s safer here with me than at that library, where anyone could get their hands on it.”

			“Anyone wearing acid-free white gloves, for example?”

			“I’m so close, sweetheart. This journal—Hephzibah Winthrop—”

			Here we go, I thought.

			You need to understand that breakthroughs were not a new thing for Dad. On a regular basis, he would poke his head into my room or burst into the kitchen or sit down to dinner and announce, in this hushed voice—as in, I’m playing it cool for effect, but this is huge, sweetie pie, this is the turning point, our worries are all behind us—something about, for example, discovering a reference to some pieces of eight dug up on a farm on Cape Cod that bore the same marks as a haul of silver supposedly captured by the Dread Ned.

			So I recognized that whisper. That mad-scientist flame in his eyes.

			“I finally got that laptop, like you told me,” Dad said, like a conspirator. “Did you know the Brits have digitized their national archives? Including all the naval records.”

			“Welcome to the internet, Dad.”

			“Ships’ logs, personnel records. Going back all the way to the early eighteenth century, the golden age of pirates. Remember what I told you? The War of Spanish Succession? The Crown handed out all these letters of marque—you know, the privateering license, which allowed private men of war to attack enemy shipping—”

			“Dad, this might be the fifty-seventh time you’ve given me this history lesson. And when the war ended, the privateers turned pirate and started attacking everyone—”

			“Yes,” he said, “interfering with legitimate trade, disrupting diplomatic relations. So the Royal Navy went after them hard. And it’s all there! On the internet.”

			I laid my hand over his curled fist and smiled. “So did you find your pirate guy? Ned whats-his-name?”

			“Ramsay, honey. Ned Ramsay. Well, I knew he was pursued zealously by a certain Captain Harte. So I went through the archives, looking for any dispatches that mentioned Harte and Ramsay, and do you know what I found?” He leaned forward. “Ramsay took shelter right here on Winthrop Island in the autumn of 1716, to recover from wounds he’d received during an attack on his ship by…?”

			“Um, Captain Harte?”

			“Exactly. Who was prevented by weather from returning to capture Ramsay until the spring of 1717.”

			“Because of the Great Snow thing?”

			He palmed the table again. “The most extreme snowfall ever experienced in New England. Storm after storm at the end of February and into March. Deer, livestock—all died. Folks were stranded. And Hephzibah Winthrop recorded it all. Day by day. The entire winter!”

			“And did she mention Ramsay?”

			“Well, I’m still transcribing.” He frowned. “Say, are you all right? Your hands are shaking.”

			I stuck them under my legs. “Fine. Just tired. Hard swim this morning.”

			From the front door came a brisk knock.

			Ben, I thought. Like a reflex.

			I rose from the chair. “I’ll get it.”

			

			—

			For some reason, my heart jumped around a little as I walked to the entry hall and reached for the door. I picked up and discarded a few openers—Forget something? Or—You again?

			But when I opened the door, it wasn’t Ben.

			“Laura! You’re up early.”

			Her eyes were rimmed with red. “I didn’t sleep. I’m running on caffeine. Can I come in?”

			“Oh my God, I’m so sorry.”

			She walked past me into the front parlor. I chased after her.

			“Is everything okay?”

			“Yeah. Just stuff. I’m a terrible sleeper, what can I say. You’re looking pretty wiped yourself, girl.”

			“Jet lag. You should go back to bed, Laura. Seriously. You can’t just. Not sleep.”

			Laura plopped on the sofa and pulled up her knees under her elbows. Her arms were so skinny, like straws. “So what do you do when you have jet lag, Luce? When you can’t sleep?”

			“This morning? I went swimming. From Poseidon Beach. I wore that granny suit you hate.” I sat down next to her. “I forgot about the current, though. It carried me all the way down to Horseshoe Bay. I had to walk back.”

			“That’s so scary.”

			“I’m all right.”

			She rolled on her side to face me. “You’re so pretty, Lucy. I don’t know why my brother isn’t in love with you.”

			“Gross,” I said.

			“What do you mean? You don’t like my brother?”

			“I don’t know. I haven’t thought about it.”

			“Liar.” She reached out to finger the end of my damp ponytail. “You two would be so cute together. We’d be like sisters.”

			“We are like sisters.”

			Laura burrowed her head into my chest. “I love you so much, Lucy. I’m sorry I’m such a terrible friend.”

			“What? Are you talking about? You’re the best friend.”

			She heaved a sigh into my boobs. “So I did sleep a little last night. Like it must have been four or five o’clock. And I had this awful dream. It was so fucking vivid. Like visceral. You were with Ben.”

			“With Ben? Me?”

			“You were on some beach together, making out. And I was standing there watching you, watching you kiss him, watching you take his shirt off, and I wanted to scream, you know? I had this scream in my throat, and it wouldn’t come out. I couldn’t say anything. I couldn’t move. I felt—I felt tears coming out of my eyes. Literal tears. You were driving a stake through my heart and I couldn’t do anything about it.”

			“Laura. Damn.”

			“I know.” She wiped the corners of her eyes. She was so beautiful, all bones, all huge wet eyes. “Then I woke up. And it was so real, Luce! It felt so real. Like it literally happened. And I hated you. For that minute, I fucking hated you.”

			“Laura, don’t.”

			“I know. I know you would never do that to me. You’re such a good friend, you’re so loyal. I’m insane. Do you think I’m insane? He’s all I can think about.”

			I stroked her hair. “You’re so silly. You barely know him.”

			She sat up. Her eyes had this strange manic brightness in them, like when you come downstairs in the morning and realize the kitchen light has been on all night. “Did you notice at dinner? How they never mentioned Middlebury. It was all Harvard and Dartmouth and rah-rah.”

			“Middlebury’s a great school, Laura. I’m sure your parents are so proud of you.”

			“I was supposed to go to Dartmouth, like Sedge. Dad’s so pissed I didn’t get in. He didn’t even come to parent weekend.”

			“Well, that’s shitty of him,” I said.

			“Nothing I do is ever right. And Sedge just gets a free pass. Our golden boy can do no wrong. And I’m the fuckup.”

			“The fuckup? Please. You’re at Middlebury.”

			“I almost flunked out last semester,” she said.

			“What?”

			“I hate econ. I fucking hate econ. Who even wants to be a banker?”

			“So don’t study economics, idiot.”

			Laura hit me with the pillow. I grabbed another pillow and hit her back. We dueled with pillows until we collapsed, laughing, in a heap on the floor. I remember how Laura’s face glowed pink, how bright her eyes shone inside all that color.

			“You want to know something cool about Middlebury, Lucy?” she said. “It’s only an hour and a half away from Dartmouth.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			A low-slung vintage convertible the color of Douglas fir growls up the driveway while Punkin and I are unloading the groceries from our weekly shopping trip to the mainland.

			I stand by the trunk, tote bags slung from either arm, while it bumps over the potholes. The sky is overcast and a damp November chill has settled in the air, so the top is up and you can’t see the occupants.

			But Punkin knows this car.

			“I wonder what Sedge is doing here,” she says.

			“Mr. Peabody.”

			She goes on her tiptoes and squints through the approaching windshield. “Mr. Peabody and his grandmother, I think.”

			“It can’t be his grandmother. She’s a hundred years old.”

			“Well, whoever she is, she’s not Audrey.”

			“Miss Fisher.”

			“Miss Fisher,” says Punkin, as the car rolls to a stop and Sedge jumps from the driver’s seat.

			“Hey, Luce! Sorry to barge in. Do you have a minute?” He swings around to open the passenger door. On his face hangs an apologetic grin. “Granny insisted.”

			“I told you,” says Punkin.

			Old Mrs. Peabody shakes off Sedge’s helping hand and climbs laboriously from her seat. “For goodness’ sake, Sedge. Go carry in Lucy’s groceries for her. Elise can help me up the stairs.”

			My daughter bounds across the gravel to take Mrs. Peabody’s arm. “You can call me Punkin, Mrs. Peabody.”

			“Punkin,” says Mrs. Peabody. “You have good manners. That’s a rare thing in this world. I want you to hold on to them.”

			“Yes, Mrs. Peabody.”

			Sedge reaches for the tote bags that hang from my arms like oversized ornaments on a Christmas tree. “Let me get those for you.”

			“I’m fine, honestly. It’s all about the balance.”

			“Do you want to get me in trouble with that one?” He jabs a thumb at Mrs. Peabody. “Come on, save a guy’s life.”

			I laugh and hand over a couple of totes. “If you really want to lend a hand, you can bring in the milk.”

			

			—

			While I put the groceries away, Punkin whips up some hot chocolate and carries all four mugs to the parlor on a triumphant tray.

			Mrs. Peabody sips from her mug. “This is excellent cocoa, Punkin.”

			“I made the whipped cream myself,” says Punkin. “That KitchenAid mixer is a real beaut.”

			“Aren’t they all,” says Sedge.

			“Is that your puzzle, Punkin?” Mrs. Peabody nods to the coffee table, where a jigsaw depicting the Battle of Trafalgar lies half-finished.

			“Mama found it for me on eBay. It’s a used one so there are a couple of pieces missing.”

			“How extremely annoying,” says Mrs. Peabody. “But I do appreciate a good naval action, don’t you?”

			“Well, we were looking for pirate ships, and this was the best we could do.” Punkin sinks her face into the cloud atop her mug.

			“She’s been a little obsessed with pirates lately,” I say.

			“Of course she is. It’s the family business. Tell me, Punkin. Have you figured out where the treasure lies yet?”

			Punkin looks cagey. “I have some ideas.”

			“That’s right.” Mrs. Peabody nods. “Never reveal your secrets. People will do the most dastardly things to get their greedy paws on a little treasure. Your grandfather used to come to me all the time. Try to drag all my facts out of me. I’m known as a bit of a local historian, you know.”

			“Which is Peabody for world’s leading expert on early New England history.” Sedge snaps his fingers. “That reminds me. Audrey found a buyer for your Prohibition hooch. Restaurant in New York will take the whole case off your hands. I think it’s a nice price.”

			“How much?” asks Punkin.

			He eyes her and returns to me. “I’ll text you the details. Auction might bring you a little more, but it’s a process.”

			“I remember those parties they used to throw here before the war,” says Mrs. Peabody. “That would be your great-great-grandparents, Punkin. Back when the place wasn’t falling apart at the seams. Now, talk about liquor. They spared no expense. Which is why the family went broke, I guess. Shirtsleeves to shirtsleeves, as they say. It’s the old story.”

			I set my mug on the side table and wipe a speck of cream from the corner of my mouth. “To what do I owe the honor of this visit, Mrs. Peabody?” I ask.

			“It was Sedge’s idea, really.”

			“What?” He pretends outrage. “You were the one who insisted—”

			“To tell the truth,” says Mrs. Peabody, “it all began with Audrey. She offered to make us Thanksgiving dinner at Greyfriars.”

			Sedge looks at me. “You know Greyfriars, don’t you? The old Fisher place, over on West Cliff Road. Near the village.”

			“I’ve seen it,” I say. “I didn’t know anyone still lived there. Didn’t some actress own it?”

			“Meredith Fisher. That’s Audrey’s mother.”

			“Wait a minute. Are you saying that Meredith Fisher, the Oscar-winning actress—”

			“Nominated,” says Mrs. Peabody. “She didn’t win.”

			“—that Meredith Fisher had a baby with Mike Kennedy? Mike from the Mo?”

			“They grew up together,” says Sedge. “The point is, Granny here got this idea that instead of a nice intimate Thanksgiving dinner at Greyfriars, we should invite the whole circus and hold it at Summerly. So now Audrey’s going to be sweating away in the Summerly kitchen for about two dozen ungrateful Peabodys and their offspring, and then this morning Gran calls me up at five-thirty—”

			“If you hadn’t been sleeping over at your paramour’s house, I wouldn’t have had to call,” Mrs. Peabody says primly.

			“This sounds like an adult conversation,” says Punkin.

			Mrs. Peabody looks at her. “You make an excellent point. So I’ll cut to the chase. I’m here to invite you and your mother to join us for Thanksgiving dinner.”

			

			—

			For some reason, as I swing through the doors of the Winthrop Island School each weekday morning and inhale the familiar smells of paste and floor polish and cafeteria, I’m reminded of those early days with Arnaud.

			I had recently started as a teacher at a lycée in Saint-Germain-en-Laye, a tony suburb of Paris, where Arnaud taught French literature to classrooms full of bored, well-dressed daughters of the haute bourgeoisie. I noticed him right away. Who wouldn’t? He was ten years older and so polished. Slender and strong as a whippet. He had curling, overgrown brown hair that flopped over his forehead and wide, soulful dark eyes. He made quick, long-fingered, elegant gestures as he spoke to his students and poured all his attention into you when you spoke to him. All the other female teachers were in love with him—some of the men, too, let’s be honest—as were most of his students. (It was an all-girls academy.) The way he plucked me from the teacher’s lounge on my third day of work and asked me to coffee—pour un café, Lucy—made my skin flush as if it were coming alive after a long sleep. We went to coffee every day that week and dinner on Saturday evening. He was a perfect gentleman and kissed me good night at the door of my shabby apartment building. When he raised his head he caressed my cheek and said, with an air of drama such as only a Frenchman can carry off, This is only the beginning, Lucy.

			Every day the next week I shimmered in anticipation of the following Saturday. Our eyes flirted with each other, our bodies flirted—no words were necessary. All the teachers saw what was going on and smiled knowingly. It was March, spring was around the corner, what could you do? We went to dinner Saturday and slept together afterward. Spent the entire weekend in bed with each other, as you can only do when you’re young and free of any responsibility except to yourself. We must have made love half a dozen times before heading to work Monday morning, blushing, exhausted. At the end of term, I found a permanent job at a small private school in the 16th, and we found a flat at the other end of the Metro line.

			By Christmas I was pregnant.

			The Winthrop Island School is nothing like the exclusive academy in Saint-Germain-en-Laye, where a trained chef prepared the girls’ meals each day and the chic gray uniforms might have been designed by Dior. But the smell is strangely similar. Each time I turn the corner into the small, cramped teachers’ lounge, I feel something flutter in my belly—a vague anticipation.

			But instead of Arnaud’s angular face, his soulful brown eyes that lit up when he saw you, his tweed jackets that smelled of espresso and bergamot, there are five or six perfectly nice weather-beaten American women wearing stretchy pants and colorful sweaters who sip Keurig coffee from mugs that say things like My Other Cup Is a Wineglass. Leah Cowles makes room for me on the couch and asks what I’m doing for Thanksgiving.

			“We’re heading over to my neighbor’s house,” I tell her. “My daughter’s making pies.”

			“Elise is so adorable,” Leah says. She teaches music—the kids know her as Mizz Cowles, the moo-sic teacher—and knows how to play the piano and ten other instruments not very well. She has a magnificent singing voice, according to Punkin, and she’s married to the gym teacher, a burly man named Dylan who used to be a lobsterman until he lost an arm after it got infected during an oyster-shucking gone wrong. I don’t know if it was the knife or the shell that sliced him. I didn’t want to ask.

			“She sure loves music class,” I tell Leah. “I think it’s her favorite.”

			“She’s so…” Leah pauses, as if she’s about to say talented or musical but can’t quite bring herself to pronounce the word. Instead, she finishes with precocious.

			“That’s so nice of you to say.”

			“By the way, Lucy. I’ve been meaning to ask. I don’t know if you’ve heard of Mike Kennedy—he owns the Mohegan Inn? Used to tend bar there?—but he’s coached our girls’ basketball teams for forever.”

			“Really? I thought I heard he moved off island.”

			Her face darkens. “We’re not really sure where he’s gone, to be honest. He hasn’t been in touch. But it does leave us short a basketball coach.”

			Since nothing can compel me to drink Keurig first thing in the morning, I always brew my own and pour it into a stainless steel travel mug, which I now hoist to my lips. It’s still piping hot and never quite strong enough, no matter how much coffee I grind fresh and pack into the filter of the ancient Mr. Coffee. I think of Arnaud and his café au lait in the giant mug. I wonder if it would be appropriate to ask my mother for one of those De’Longhi espresso machines for Christmas.

			“I don’t know that many people here yet,” I say to Leah. “Do you have anyone in particular in mind?”

			“I was thinking of Sedge Peabody. Now that he’s more of a year-rounder? Involved in the community and everything?”

			“Sedge?” I laugh. “He’s more of a fencer-slash-sailor type, if you know what I mean. I don’t know if Sedge knows a basketball from a flying saucer.”

			“Maybe you could ask. You live right next to Summerly, don’t you? Aren’t you friends?”

			“Yeessss.” I stretch out the word. “But he’s not around much, to be honest. He’s usually over at his girlfriend’s place. I could try. I mean, he might say yes. But I’m pretty sure the girls would be coaching him instead of the other way around.”

			“Well, shoot. He was our last hope. It’s just so hard to fill these spots, you know? You need someone year-round, someone who isn’t in it for the money. Dylan’s filling in for now, but he’s already got his hands full with the boys.” She pauses. “I mean hand.”

			I finger my mug. “If you really need someone who knows sports, I guess there’s always…”

			“Who?”

			“Never mind,” I say.

			Leah heaves an exasperated sigh and hoists herself out of the sagging faculty sofa. “If a name comes to mind, call me. It’s for the kids, you know?”

			

			—

			Punkin volunteered us for pie. “I think between the two of us, we can figure out how to make pumpkin pie. I mean, how hard can it be?”

			She held up her arms in that classic palms-up gesture that always leads to trouble.

			I tried to point out to her that we were going to be serving up our first effort at American-style pie to a trained chef with a discerning palate. She said I cared too much what other people think.

			“Besides, we’re French,” she said, as if that solved all our deficiencies in the kitchen.

			“You’re half-French,” I reminded her. “I’m a basic American.”

			So here we are, noon on Thursday, taking turns in the one working shower to rinse off all the flour and pumpkin filling and sweat. We zip each other into appropriate seasonal clothing. I swipe on a little lipstick and rummage out the pair of knee-high burgundy suede boots that Maman gave me for Christmas last year. While I’m shimmying up the second one, there is a knock on the front door.

			Punkin sings out, I’ll get it! and gallops down the stairs.

			I hear voices. Barking.

			Oh, damn, I think.

			Downstairs, Punkin and Chief roll around the front hall in a tangle of glee and drool. Ben stands scrubbed on the porch, wearing a pair of tan chinos and a tweed blazer, hair slicked neatly back, hands in pockets. Thanksgiving ready.

			“Hope you don’t mind,” he says. “Mrs. Peabody sent me to bring you over in the golf cart. Because of the pies?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			Punkin sits up front with Ben, holding Chief in her lap. I sit behind Punkin with the pies and listen to the patter of conversation—Punkin firing away questions, which Ben answers gravely.

			All the leaves have fallen from the trees and the bushes and vines. The lush, lazy, abundant Winthrop Island is like a brown skeleton of itself.

			“There aren’t that many trees, though,” Punkin says sadly. “Not like Bois de Boulogne or Uncle Sadiq’s country house. I used to jump in the piles when they were done raking them from the lawn. Did you rake the leaves at Summerly, Mr. Ressler? Or did you use a leaf blower?”

			“Mrs. P would have my hide if I used a leaf blower,” says Ben.

			“It’s a lot of work. Uncle Sadiq has two master gardeners plus six under-gardeners to rake his.”

			“I don’t mind the work,” says Ben. “Eight gardeners is a lot, though.”

			“Well, Uncle Sadiq is very rich. Don’t you sometimes wish you were very rich?”

			“I used to be kind of rich, I guess.”

			“Why aren’t you rich anymore? Didn’t you like being rich?”

			“Well, I liked having the money,” he says. “But it turns out I wasn’t as happy as I thought I was.”

			

			—

			There are several cars parked in the Summerly driveway. Ben brings the Club Car into line and hops out to hold the pies while I climb free. Punkin bounds ahead to the front door. Chief races after her, barking so hard he’s almost crying.

			“I didn’t realize there were going to be so many Peabodys.”

			“It’s a lot,” says Ben. “If you want to hide out in the kitchen with Audrey, I won’t say anything.”

			“You might not, but my daughter will.”

			“I’ll keep an eye on her for you,” he says. “It’s up to you.”

			I stare at the pies in their metal pans. The edges of the crusts are delicately browned. Ben holds one in each hand, and his palms are so large that the fingertips curl all the way up the sides of the pans, holding them safe from the gusting wind.

			We’ve hardly spoken since that day in September, when he stood on my front porch while I stood just inside the doorway. I’ve seen him around, of course. He keeps himself busy on the Summerly grounds, and once I saw him in town, ducking into the grocery store. Nobody seems to notice him. Nobody talks about the fact that Ben Ressler lives here on Winthrop Island, mowing hay and clipping hedges, even though I would imagine the rest of the world might be interested in that fact. But I don’t approach him, and he hasn’t returned to the house until this morning, when Mrs. Peabody ordered him over in the Club Car.

			“Hey. You okay?”

			Ben stares down at me with gentle concern. The cold air stings his cheeks.

			“Those are some pretty savage boots you’re wearing,” he says. “Knock those Peabody women flat with those boots.”

			I take a pie from his hand. “My mother got them for me.”

			

			—

			Punkin is dismayed to discover she’s seated with the kids. There are nine children, ages four to eleven, supervised by somebody’s nanny, and they gather at a long folding table in the sunroom. Punkin shoots me a dark look as the nanny hustles her away.

			From the kitchen appear a couple of turkeys and trimmings and a vast selection of traditional-with-a-twist sides, all laid out on a buffet table by a glowing, effortless Audrey, assisted by Sedge and Ben, who has spent most of his time undertaking sous duties. Old Mrs. Peabody sits at the head of the table, Ben at her left elbow and Audrey at her right. Sedge is on my left side; on my right is a woman in her late thirties, wearing dainty gold jewelry and no makeup. That describes most of the women in the room, but this one especially. She seems familiar.

			She turns to me and offers a couple of fingers to squeeze.

			“Lola Peabody. I don’t know if you remember me? I was a Pinkerton before I married David over there.” She nods across the table at a curly-haired man in a corduroy blazer the color of rust. “You and Laura used to hang out with my kid sister. Posie?”

			“Lola. Of course. Lola the lawyer.”

			“Was a lawyer,” she says, “back in the good old days. Before kids. What a trip to see you back. I’m so sorry about your dad. And your husband.”

			“Partner, technically,” I tell her.

			“Oops. I meant partner. No judgment here, believe me. You’ve got a cute kid. She’s been cracking us up.”

			“Yeah, she does that.”

			A bottle of red wine stands on an antique silver coaster in front of us. Lola reaches for it. Her arm is bare except for a stack of gold bangles attached to an assortment of inscrutable charms; she’s wearing a sweater shell in crimson cashmere and a necklace of demure pearls around the base of her neck. She hovers the bottle over my glass. “More wine?”

			“Please.”

			At the other end of the table, Mrs. Peabody talks earnestly to Audrey, while Sedge turns to the man on his left, late sixties. Ben cuts his turkey. A water glass sits next to his plate but no wine. Our eyes meet. I look down swiftly at the bouffant pile of sweet potatoes on my plate.

			“He’s so hot,” says Lola.

			“Who?”

			“You know. Don’t you just want to hug him? At least he’s safe with us now.”

			“Safe from what?” I ask.

			“From everything. The media. The paparazzi. All the noise out there. And then that shit about his fiancée—his ex—oh my God, could you even believe it?”

			I reach for my wineglass. “Was he engaged? I didn’t know.”

			“Honey, are you in a cave or something? It was all over the internet.” Lola lowers her voice to a confidential whisper. “So she breaks it off with Ben the week after the thing happened, like whatever. Fine. Go your ways, bitch. But then the next thing you know, she’s out there fucking his best friend. This guy from the team, the linebacker, what’s his name”—she snaps her fingers—“Stevens, that’s it, Darius Stevens. And they just got hitched in San Diego last month, big fat white wedding, ultra extra. I hear she’s due in the spring. Un-fucking-believable.”

			“That’s—that’s crazy.”

			“I mean, hasn’t he suffered enough? It was an accident, you know? He was just doing what they paid him to do.” Lola swishes her wine. “Our cultural fucking obsession with sports.”

			Everyone is chattering comfortably by now. Everyone knows each other. Down at the other end of the table, Ben turns his head to answer some question from Mrs. Peabody.

			Lola continues. “I mean, thank God for Sedge. Offering him a place to stay.” She leans closer. “Although I hear it was actually Laura.”

			I choke on a mouthful of wine. “I thought Laura was in South America.”

			“She is now. But last winter, when the news broke, she was still in Boston. She was the one who told Sedge to bury the hatchet and give the poor guy a place to chill for a minute.” Lola tilts her head to reflect. “I hear it’s therapeutic. Working outdoors and everything.”

			Mrs. Peabody rises to her feet and dings her water glass with her dessert spoon. The room goes hush like somebody turned the volume off.

			“It is traditional for the matriarch to make her speech at this moment,” she says, “the matriarch being me. But this year I’m turning over my toastmaster duties to my favorite grandson for a very special announcement.”

			“What? I don’t have anything to announce,” calls out David Peabody.

			Everyone laughs. Someone cups his hands around his mouth and booms SEDGE! SPEECH!

			Sedge scrapes back his chair. “I invite you to raise your glasses in honor of our profoundly talented chef, and my fiancée—”

			“WHAT!” shrieks Lola.

			“—the ravishing Audrey, who will graciously stand and accept your applause for the best Thanksgiving dinner this kitchen has ever produced. And you’re all invited to our wedding in February.”

			

			—

			After dessert, I stand on the terrace stones and huddle myself around a cup of decaf while Punkin and the other kids and the dogs race each other on the beach. The sound of their merriment rises from the dark like the noise of ghosts.

			Lola’s voice appears at my elbow. “Hey, you. I was wondering where you went.”

			“Hey. Just taking in the sea breeze.”

			“That pie was great, by the way. Did I hear somebody say your daughter made it?” She huddles up in her woolen cardigan. “Listen to those kids out there. In fucking November! Is she with them? Your daughter?”

			“You can’t keep that girl away from a party,” I say.

			“It’s so weird to be here in the offseason,” she says. “All cold and bare. Nobody else around. Just the caretakers. And you, obviously.”

			A shriek floats from the water. Some laughter.

			“Don’t worry,” she says. “The older ones look out for the younger ones. Although I’d keep my eye on Harry’s kid. Tanner? Future psychopath. I’m pretty sure I saw him pulling claws off those little baby crabs in the tide pools last summer.”

			From the corner of my eye, I catch sight of Ben. He stands at the edge of the terrace, just outside the glow of light from indoors, staring at the twinkling black water. His arms are crossed over his ribs.

			In the pocket of my dress, my phone vibrates. I look at the screen, then at Lola. “I’m sorry, do you mind? It’s my mother.”

			She gestures magnanimously. “Please.”

			I swipe right. “Maman? Is everything okay?”

			Our mother likes us to call her Maman. It’s just easier, she says, although the truth is that she was happiest living in Paris and still identifies as a Frenchwoman, despite being born Blythe Miller from Elkhart, Indiana.

			Also, to be fair, Maman suits her. You might have the impression that she’s not the motherly type, but in fact she adores children—far more truly and madly and deeply than she loved their fathers, if you want my opinion. Babies, especially. That’s why she had eight of us. She obsessed over us as infants. It’s only when we started growing up and talking back that she would move on and fall pregnant again. Start from scratch with an adorable new unspoiled baby. Spend a fortune on baby clothes and puree her own organic vegetables and carry us around in traditional slings sourced from female African collectives. All the things.

			“I forgot to wish you a happy Thanksgiving,” she says sleepily.

			“You got up in the middle of the night to wish me a happy Thanksgiving?”

			“I was already up to go pee.” She yawns into the phone. “So how’s Thanksgiving with the Practically Perfect Peabodys?”

			“It’s all right. I hardly know anybody.”

			Maman yawns again. “I wish you’d reconsider coming home for Christmas.”

			“Maman, this is our home. For now.”

			“A temporary house is not a home. And you’ll be all alone. Everybody will have gone back to the mainland by then.”

			“Not everybody. Plenty of people stay year-round. I realize they’re all invisible to you, but they’re pretty nice when you get to know them.”

			“Are you calling me a snob?”

			“Look. I know this is splintering your mind into tiny pieces, but I’m kind of looking forward to a nice peaceful Christmas for a change. No planes, trains, and automobiles. It’ll be great.”

			“It’s money, isn’t it? Let me buy you the tickets. My treat. Early Christmas present.”

			“Maman, seriously. I’m a grown woman. It’s all good, trust me. We’ll wear Santa hats and FaceTime you after we empty our stockings.”

			She sighs loudly. “You’re such a stubborn child, Lucy. You take these unnecessary moral stands and then dig your heels in. It’s unattractive.”

			Another shriek from the darkened beach.

			To my right, Ben uncrosses his arms and saunters forward down the steps to the sand.

			I lower the phone from my ear and listen to the noise from the darkness.

			Another shriek, a higher key. Longer. Cut off.

			Punkin.

			“Maman, I have to go.”

			“Darling—”

			I swipe her away and tap on the flashlight. Already I’m leaping down the steps to the beach. Warm coffee splashes over my hand. I fling away the cup. My boots wallow in the sand with their three-inch heels.

			“Punkin!” I scream, into the dark. “Where are you, honey?”

			The sand turns hard and wet. I swoop the flashlight around me, trying to find the center of the childish screams around me, everyone echoing each other, caught up in the drama.

			It’s nothing, I think. Calm down. She’s fine. Just kid stuff. You’re overreacting.

			What’s the word? Triggered.

			A kid runs by. Maybe seven years old? I snag his arm.

			“Hey! What’s going on?”

			“The new girl drowned!” he says, like it’s Christmas come early.

			“What? What? WHERE?”

			He points to the water.

			I fly down the sand, splash into the wave that curls up the beach, swing my light in front of me, scour the phosphorescent whorls of foam. Any piece of her. Any patch of skin.

			Not again. Not her too. I can’t breathe, I can’t see. Cannot penetrate this thick, chaotic night around me.

			I don’t see the giant figure that looms out of the shadows until I hear my name, Mama!

			I spin toward her voice.

			Ben holds her out to me. Cold face crusted with sand and tears. Long tangles of wet hair. Her sangfroid shattered into a thousand sobbing pieces. Her small arms outstretched. I sweep her against my chest, sobbing too, sobbing her name.

			A warm hand on my shoulder. “She’s okay. Just some little dick being a dick.”

			Now my breath chokes in my throat. I can’t speak any more—just press my face against her wet head and listen to her breathing—no cough—sobs settling. We stand there surrounded by awed children.

			“You’re all right, sweetie. Everything’s fine.” I stroke her hair while the waves swirl above my ankles and up my calves. The cold brine soaks the burgundy suede. I turn and start toward the house, holding her cheek against my thundering heart. Murmuring the same words—You’re all right, sweetie, you’re all right. Everything’s fine.

			When I reach the terrace steps, Lola finds me.

			“Oh my Lord, what happened? Is she okay?”

			“She’s fine. She needs a towel. A blanket. Ben—”

			Where’s Ben?

			I set one foot on the second step and turn back to the beach. My phone is still miraculously tucked inside my right palm, but I can’t shine the flashlight anywhere because I’m holding Punkin. The other kids trail in, faces guilty in the glow from the house, as if they know they’ve played a part in something unsavory.

			Punkin lifts her head from my shoulder. “Ben,” she says.

			“Honey?” I peer in her eyes. Brush away some sand. “Can you tell me what happened?”

			Someone lays a blanket over her. Lola. Secures it over my shoulders. Punkin’s begun to shiver—not violently, just a shudder or two. She snuggles deeper into my middle.

			“Here you go, sweetie,” says Lola.

			“Thanks.” I speak low. “Hey, do you see Ben anywhere?”

			“Ben? What’s going on with Ben?”

			As she speaks, a commotion starts up at the far end of the beach, where the sand gives way to a small, marshy inlet. Everyone turns—the stupefied adults on the terrace, the kids slinking to the house. I squint to make out the movement in the shadows. Punkin heavy in my arms.

			Some kid yells a blue streak. A low adult voice growls back. In the next instant, Ben materializes from the black night like a phantom. Hauling a kid under his arm.

			“What the fuck!” A man’s voice bursts to my left. “You take your hands off my son right now!”

			Ben continues to march up the sand to the terrace. His face is like the face under the helmet, the face in the video—cold, perfect rage.

			“I said take your goddamn hands off my son!” yells the dad.

			Ben doesn’t say a word. He carries the kid under one arm like a five-pound sack of flour, like he doesn’t even notice the way the kid thrashes and throws his fist at Ben’s middle.

			“Oh shit,” whispers Lola. “It’s Tanner. Harry’s kid.”

			“I swear to God, I’m calling the police!” yells Harry Peabody.

			He starts forward and meets Ben at the top of the terrace steps. Ben swings the kid down to his feet.

			“You do that,” Ben says. “He just tried to drown Elise Cooper. Held her head down in the water.”

			“What?” I shriek.

			“For fuck’s sake! They were just messing around!” yells Harry.

			Tanner—a big kid, covered with wet sand—throws his arms around his father’s waist. “He was gonna kill me!” he sobs.

			“I saw him do it, Harry. She’s a seven-year-old girl and he held her head down in the water. Ran off when I came up. I’ll leave it up to you how to deal with him. You’re his father. That’s your job.”

			Ben delivers this speech in low, calm tones, while the rest of us stand there, too stunned to squeak. Then he walks toward me, at the top of the steps, Punkin dead weight in my arms.

			“You see? You see what he did?” says Harry. “I knew it. He’s a fucking maniac.”

			“Don’t be an asshole, Harry,” says Lola.

			“He’s the killer. What’s he even doing here? After what he did to Sedge all those years ago. Now he’s sitting down at our fucking Thanksgiving table?”

			“Just shut up. Sedge invited him.”

			“So what? He should be in jail. Fucking Sedge.”

			“Hey,” Ben says to me. “She okay?”

			“I think so.”

			“Let’s get her inside and wash off the sand.”

			Punkin looks up from her blanket and starts to cry. “Ben,” she says.

			She holds out her arms. Ben looks at her and at me. I notice the wind blowing cold from the water. My numb feet inside my boots. The adrenaline draining from my arms and legs, leaving them weightless and intolerably heavy at the same time. Ben untangles my daughter from my grasp. She puts her arms around his neck and clings to him like film.

			“In we go, kiddo,” he says.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			As you might expect, Punkin becomes a chatterbox on the way home.

			Also as you might expect, the incident on the beach wasn’t a one hundred percent random attack.

			“The other kids were playing manhunt,” she says. “Did you used to play manhunt, Mama?”

			“They didn’t really invite me over when I was a kid.”

			“I used to play manhunt,” says Ben. “Best played after dark, for sure.”

			Punkin assumes a tone of moral superiority. “Well, I was collecting seashells. The little gold ones.”

			“Mermaid toenails,” I say.

			“Mermaids don’t have toenails, Mama.”

			“Pirate toenails,” says Ben.

			“Gross,” says Punkin. “And that boy came by and said he tagged me so I was dead, and I said I wasn’t playing, and he said I should get off the beach then because I wasn’t in the family, so I told him he had une petite bite—”

			“A what?” asks Ben.

			“Une bite is French for penis,” I tell him. “And petite is—well, petite.”

			“Got it. But Tanner doesn’t hit me as a French speaker.”

			“One of the girl cousins told him what it meant,” says Punkin.

			Ben whistles. “Nothing like throwing some shade on the old manhood.”

			The Club Car turns down Plum Lane and bounces along the gravel. Punkin sits on my lap in the front seat, facing forward. Chief panting happily on her lap. Lola’s blanket drapes over my shoulders to envelop us in a snug cocoon.

			“That’s wonderful news about Sedge and Audrey,” I say.

			Ben glances at me. “The best. She’s good for him.”

			“A lot better than that girl he brought home from college. What was her name?”

			“Nerissa,” says Ben.

			Punkin pipes up. “How did Mr. Ressler know that?”

			“Because he was there too.”

			“Hold on just a second, there,” says Punkin. “You were teenagers together?”

			Ben stares straight ahead at the jiggling beam of the headlights. “For a minute.”

			Punkin sits back against my chest and takes this in. The Club Car bounces along. Her weight grows heavier and heavier until I realize, as we turn up the driveway, that she’s fallen asleep. The porch light appears between the trees.

			I say softly, “When you said you used to be rich. Was that because of the thing?”

			“Yeah,” he says. “The thing.”

			The electric engine whirs up the slope. The tires crunch the gravel.

			Ben says, “It felt sick to me, to keep it all. What I’d earned on the field. Like blood money. I put some of it into a trust for his kids. Donated the rest to some charities.”

			“You didn’t keep any of it?”

			“Just enough to live on. I mean, not to be a burden on anyone.” He stops the Club Car and looks at Punkin. “Want me to carry her in?”

			“I’ve got her.”

			“Let me get the door for you.”

			He jumps up the steps ahead of us. The door’s unlocked. He pulls it open and jumps back as a wide ribbon of water gushes out over the porch.

			“Think you got a leak here, Luce,” he says.

			

			—

			Punkin insists she didn’t leave the faucet on.

			“I don’t even use that bathroom,” she says. “It’s creepy.”

			It’s past nine o’clock and every towel in the house is laid out on the floors and stairs to absorb the water that poured out from the tap in the master bathroom. As soon as he found the source and turned it off, Ben rushed to Summerly and brought back the wet vac, or else we’d still be sloshing through the puddle downstairs.

			“Well, I certainly didn’t use it,” I say.

			“Maybe we have a ghost,” she says hopefully.

			I exchange a look with Ben, who is a mess. Chinos soaked, shirt rolled up to his elbows. His brown tweed jacket lies over the porch railing.

			“Tell you what, kiddo,” I say. “Let’s get you to bed and we can figure out what happened in the morning while we’re hanging up all the rugs to dry.”

			By the time Punkin’s brushed her teeth and pulled on her pajamas, we’re both ready to call it a night. I hold up the covers while she climbs in.

			“Do you think the ghost will come in while we’re sleeping?” Punkin asks.

			“Oh, Lord. I hope not.”

			“I do. I’ve been longing for a ghost. The house is old enough, right?”

			I lay Lola’s blanket over her for good luck and kiss her good night. She snuggles deep and opens her eyes wide.

			“What is it, honey?” I ask.

			“I want Ben to tuck me in.”

			“Honey, Ben needs to go home. He’s worked harder than any of us.”

			“He can sleep here. We have plenty of beds.”

			“I think Ben wants to sleep at his own house.” I stroke the hair from her forehead. “He has his own bed.”

			“What if he’s lonely?”

			“He’s not lonely. He has the Peabodys right there.”

			She sighs and closes her eyes. “Okay. But give him a hug good night for me, okay?”

			Downstairs, Ben is tucking the hose of the wet vac into its housing.

			“I think my daughter might be in love with you,” I tell him.

			He looks up and grins. “Don’t worry. It’ll pass.”

			“I don’t know. You save a girl’s life, she’s kind of hooked.”

			The words come out of nowhere to hang in the air between us. Ben straightens. The grin fades from his mouth.

			“That came out weird,” I say. “What I should have said is I’m sorry. For a lot of things, but mostly for the way I reacted that day. Back in September. When Sedge told me why you were here.”

			“It’s okay, Luce. I deserved it.”

			“No, you didn’t. In my head, I was confusing what had happened to Arnaud with what you had done in that football game, and they were two different things.”

			“Not that different. I get it, Luce. I don’t blame you. For the rest of my life, I—”

			“Just. Please. I was wrong. God knows you’ve beaten yourself up enough. The world’s beaten you up enough. You didn’t need me to pile on.”

			He moves his mouth like he’s trying to speak. Folds his arms across his chest and looks away, toward the front door. “Anyway. Looks like we’re done here. I’ll come by in the morning to give you a hand with the rugs.”

			“You don’t need to do that.”

			“I kind of do. Wet rugs are heavy as shit.”

			“I mean you’ve already done so much. I don’t even know how to thank you. First you save my kid, then you save my house.” Without warning, the tears start leaking down my face. “It’s just one disaster after another. And now I have to figure out how to pay a plumber to come out the day after Thanksgiving, and—and figure out what happened and—I just—I wish I could primal scream the fuck out of all this but I can’t wake up my daughter—”

			“Whoa. Hey. It’s all right.”

			I shake my head and wipe beneath my eyes with my thumbs.

			“Luce, you got a right to be upset. It’s been a fucked-up day.”

			“The worst.”

			“Tell you what, honey.” Ben points to the joining of his ribs. “If you scream right there as loud as you can, I bet no one even hears you.”

			I can’t help smiling. I can’t help stepping forward.

			Ben tucks me against his chest and says, Now scream. I let him have it. Scream my lungs out through the fabric of his plaid button-down shirt and on into his muscle and bone. I feel my own voice vibrate deep inside him. I smell his sweat, his soap. His warm skin.

			“Everything’s going to be okay, Luce,” he says. “Except those badass boots of yours. I think those are a write-off.”

			I turn my face to the side. “She did say to give you a hug.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Punkin. To give you a hug from her.”

			“Well, there you go.”

			We laugh against each other. I realize he’s stroking my hair. I should feel the touch of Ben’s hand like an electric shock, but instead the warmth and rhythm of his palm settle each nerve to peace.

			“So I didn’t want to say anything in front of the kid,” says Ben, “but are you sure one of you didn’t accidentally leave that tap running?”

			“One hundred percent sure?”

			“Because I’m no plumber, but I just don’t see how a tap like that could turn itself on. While you just happened to be out of the house.”

			I pull back to look at his furrowed brow. “What are you saying?”

			“Do you usually leave the door unlocked?”

			“Ben, it’s Winthrop Island. The crime rate is like, zero.”

			“The crime rate is low,” he says, “but never zero.”

			I laugh. “You sound like Bixie.”

			“Bixie?”

			“Bixie Huxley. The Realtor who came to look the place over in September. Because I left the windows open to catch the breeze.”

			“Bixie was right, Luce. Especially this time of year, when the families aren’t around. Can you do me a favor? Lock the fucking doors, okay? And you have my number, right? If you need anything?”

			I search his face. “What are you saying?”

			“I’m just saying.”

			“Is there something you’re not telling me? Seriously. Why would somebody walk into my house on Thanksgiving Day, go upstairs to my father’s bathroom, turn on the hot water tap, and then walk back out again? Shutting the door behind him? Do you know how crazy that sounds?”

			He lets me go and steps back. “Do you have another explanation? Other than ghosts?”

			I shrug. “It was probably Punkin. Came in there looking for God knows what. Needed to pee. Washed her hands. Got distracted at the last second. Forgot all about it. She’s a kid. They do stuff like that.”

			Ben frowns at me. Over his shoulder, a lamp glows in my father’s study. Thank God the water didn’t reach that far. All those maps and documents in their boxes.

			“You’re right,” he says finally. “I’m just being paranoid.”

			“Paranoid? About what?”

			“Nothing.” He looks to the side. “You. Elise.”

			“You don’t need to worry about us,” I say softly. “We’re fine. It’s Winthrop. What could happen?”

			He rolls his eyes to the ceiling. “You do have my number, though. Right?”

			“Actually, Ben. I don’t have your number. Funnily enough.”

			He holds out his hand. I dig my phone out of my back pocket, unlock it with my face, and give it to him. For some reason, while his big thumbs fly away, my heart crashes into my sternum.

			He offers it back. “Now you do.”

			As I take the phone from his hand, his thumb brushes my thumb.

			Neither of us moves. The ends of our fingers steeple together. His eyes are soft and steady; a thin warm line parts his lips. I take in the snick of pulse at his neck, the tension in his jaw, even though I cannot unfasten my gaze from his.

			I give the phone the lightest of tugs. Instead of letting go, he steps forward. I put the other hand on his shoulder and he lets go of the phone to put his hand on my cheek.

			“Luce,” he says.

			The phone vibrates. I think of my mother and look down.

			“It’s just Lola,” I tell him.

			He sighs and steps back. “You should probably get that.”

			I lift the phone to my ear.

			“Hey. Lola. What’s up?”

			“Lucy! What’s going on? Ben came back and then he went out again and we don’t know what’s going on.”

			Ben bends down to finish securing the wet vac.

			“Everyone’s safe and sound,” I say. “Except for the flood.”

			“Did you say flood? Like Noah?”

			“One of us left a tap running, somehow. It’s fine. Ben helped me clean it up.”

			“Oh. Well, thank goodness for Ben.”

			Ben lifts the vac with one hand and walks toward the door.

			“Yeah, he’s a star. He’s—he’s on his way back now,” I say.

			“Oh, good,” she says. “Anyway, I also wanted to apologize. For what happened out there. Is she okay?”

			“Punkin? Oh, she’s fine. A little shaken up. But once we washed the sand off, she was back to her old self.”

			“Well, I’m sorry about Tanner. And for Harry. We staged an intervention. He’s going to bring the kid over tomorrow to apologize.”

			“Oh, please. That’s not necessary. It’s just the age. Puberty sucks. Can you hold on a second?”

			I tap mute and run out the door to the porch. Ben’s loading the wet vac onto the back seat of the Club Car. “Wait!” I call out.

			He turns.

			I hold up one finger and put Lola on again. “Lola, I appreciate the call. It’s been a rough night, though? I was kind of hoping to turn in a little early.”

			“Oh, of course. Catch you tomorrow?”

			“For sure. And I’ll bring your blanket.”

			I toss the phone onto the limp, blue-striped cushion of the wicker porch chair. Ben stands next to the Club Car, one hand on the wet vac. One foot on the side bumper. He is not quite so formidable as he once was, I think. Not so ferociously muscular as when he rose at dawn to sprint up hills carrying weights. Just solid. A trim solid wedge of a man, a bulwark against you and disaster.

			I lift his tweed jacket from the porch railing and walk down the steps. The jacket is softer than I expected. Silk lining. “Don’t forget this.”

			This time our hands miss each other. Mine falls back to my side. He slings the jacket across his wide shoulders and thrusts his arms in the armholes. The wind whistles along the bare branches, hidden by the night. The cold air makes me shiver. In the old yellow light from the porch, it’s hard to make out his expression.

			“All right, then,” he says. “Call me if you need me.”

			I think—I need you.

			He turns away and walks around the front of the Club Car to the driver’s seat.

			“Wait!” I call again.

			He turns.

			“How much do you know about basketball?”

			“Some.”

			“Because they need a girls’ basketball coach at the high school. Mike Kennedy used to do it, but he’s gone. And the gym teacher already coaches the boys’ team. And I just thought.”

			“You thought me?”

			“Yes. I thought you.” At his expression of disbelief, I add, “It’s only a few months. Over the winter. The kids would be thrilled.”

			“What about their parents?” he says. “Teachers?”

			“Once they meet you. Get to know you.”

			He turns his head to look at the moon, hanging above the sea. “Luce, I don’t know if you’ve thought this through. There are games. Away games. People know my face. Word would get around.”

			“So? Who cares? Who cares what people think? I know who you are. I know what you are. And I think you’d be an amazing coach. You’re a natural with kids. You have so much to give, Ben. You do.”

			Ben swings into his seat and sits with his hands on the wheel, staring ahead at the porch lights. “I’ll think about it,” he says.

			He turns the switch and drives off.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			Summer 2012

			My mother rang me up as I walked out the door of the Winthrop Island Library, carrying a stack of summer reading. She wanted me to come home early.

			“I need you,” she said. “I can’t move off the sofa anymore. I’m like a seal on a rock.”

			“Maman, please. You’ve plenty of help.”

			“It’s a geriatric pregnancy.”

			I came to a stop next to my bicycle and shuffled the phone to my other ear. “Geriatric? You’re forty-two.”

			“I shouldn’t even be pregnant, the doctor says. Let alone twins. I’m still nursing Pandora, for God’s sake. Your stepfather’s sperm—”

			“Jesus, Maman. Cringe.”

			“—really am going to put a lock on the bedroom door this time, I told him—” A howl in the background, faint and protracted. “Damn it. That’s Pandora. I have to go.”

			“Ah, so you can move off the sofa.”

			“Lucy,” she said, “come home. Please. I have a terrible feeling.”

			“You and your feelings, Maman. Go have a glass of wine or something.”

			“You’re cruel, Lucy. You know I can’t drink. What’s so important out there?” Her voice shifted into a minor key. “Is it a boy?”

			At the exact second she said the word boy, the library door opened and Ben Ressler walked out, wearing a pair of dock shorts and a Dartmouth Football T-shirt. He spotted me and lifted his hand to wave. I waved back.

			“Why does it have to be a boy?” I said. “Why can’t I just spend some time with my father for once? Without you having a jealous fit?”

			“I’m not having a jealous fit. I’m having twins.”

			“In a month. You’ll be fine.”

			Ben jogged down the steps and strolled toward me. My head swam. The sun sat directly overhead, shimmering into the hazy July air.

			“Did I tell you about my exam yesterday? The doctor said I was already dilated four—”

			“Maman. I’m busy now. Goodbye.”

			“Wait, Lucy. One more thing—”

			“I love you. Keep your feet up, okay? Goodbye.” I hung up the phone just in time and slipped it into the pocket of my linen dress.

			“Hey there,” said Ben. “Everything okay?”

			“Just my mother being my mother.”

			He grinned. “I hear you. Damn, it’s hot out. Want to grab some ice cream? I hear that place in the harbor has the good stuff.”

			

			—

			That place in the harbor was the general store, run by the Medeiro family since as long as anyone could remember. We coasted our bikes down the hill, past the Mohegan Inn and around the corner of the marina, where we left the bicycles. Ben chose black raspberry, I chose s’mores. When I reached for my wallet, he said cheerfully, “Nah, I got this.”

			We found a bench in the shade and licked furiously at the ice cream sweating down our cones. In the fortnight since he’d pulled me out of the tidal current at Horseshoe Bay, we had seen each other often, but never without Laura or Sedge around. I crossed my feet at the ankles so my leg wouldn’t accidentally brush against his.

			“So, don’t take this the wrong way or anything,” I said, between frantic slurps of melting ice cream, “but running into you at the library wasn’t exactly on my bingo card.”

			“Ouch.” He leaned down for his backpack and pulled out a couple of books. “See? Not a total meathead.”

			“Wow. Tacitus. Impressive. Although seriously, what is it with men and ancient Rome?”

			Ben slid the books back into his backpack and worked on his cone, which had begun to drip again. “You’re saying I’m a cliché?”

			“I’m saying you’re not the first guy I know who’s authentically into the Roman Empire. But Tacitus is not that obvious. I’ll give you that.”

			“Blame the nuns,” he said. “We had to learn Latin in high school. Kind of grew from there. Wound up majoring in classics, as a matter of fact.”

			“So you must really be counting on the football thing working out.”

			Ben laughed his easy, rumbling laugh. “Do what you love, that’s what my grandma used to tell me. I mean, you read a guy like Tacitus, who’s recording Roman history almost in real time—literally, the crucifixion of Jesus—and you think what a miracle it is, right? That he wrote this down almost two thousand years ago, and here I am, reading his words. Like, people say Latin’s a dead language, but honestly? For me, it’s this living link to—”

			“Hold on a second,” I said. “You’re reading Tacitus in the original Latin?”

			He circled the rim of his cone with his tongue. “Translations don’t give you the same vibe. But anyway. Enough about me. Sitting here mansplaining Tacitus like an asshole. Tell me about you.”

			“Tell you what about me?”

			“Well, I didn’t mean to eavesdrop or anything, but that sounded kind of dramatic back there. You and your mom. Everything okay?”

			“Oh, her. Everything’s fine. She always gets a little dramatic when she’s near her due date.”

			“Yeah, how does that feel? Your mom having a baby when you’re about to—what, start college?”

			“Not quite. I sit my A-levels next spring. Uni after that.”

			“Still,” he said. “All those brothers and sisters and stepfathers.”

			I traced a trickle of melted ice cream from the bottom of the cone to the top. “They’re all pretty cute. Maman—okay, yes. She can be a lot. But she makes us feel like a team. Family first. Older ones looking after the little ones.”

			“Like an unpaid babysitter?”

			“It wasn’t a chore. I love my siblings.” I paused. “I guess it’s been hard to make outside friends. Moving around so much, looking after the littles. That’s why I love coming out here every summer. Hanging out with Laura, everything the same. Everyone the same.”

			Ben made a noise like he was absorbing all this along with the sunshine, the brine in our lungs, the sweet, cool luxury of the ice cream on our tongues. Lazy, hazy day. Our bodies side by side. “So what’s up for you after college? Big career plans? Or haven’t you figured that out yet?”

			“Sort of.” The ice cream had shrunk to a small knob at the top of the cone. I carved a bite that froze my front teeth. “I’d like to teach, actually.”

			“Cool. Little kids or big ones?”

			“Not sure yet. I’m kind of drawn to younger kids. The way they learn, that crazy curiosity. All those years taking care of my brothers and sisters, I guess.” I made a shy noise. “I know it’s not a popular choice these days.”

			“What? I think it’s great.”

			“Let’s just say it’s not considered super ambitious. The circles I live in. You’re supposed to be a banker or lawyer or entrepreneur. A badass.”

			“Bullshit,” he said. “When I think about those nuns? My old football coach? They saved my life. Literally. I would’ve ended up like my dad. No fucking banker is going to make that kind of difference in the world. Do what you love. Like my gran said. Anyone rolls their eyes, fuck ’em.”

			“Laura says the same thing. Although Laura’s majoring in finance, so maybe she’s just humoring me.”

			Ben got up to toss the remains of his cone in the garbage. “You finished?”

			I handed him the rolled-up tissue from the bottom of the cone and he ambled to the bin, a few yards away. When he got back, he settled on the bench and stretched out his legs. I tried not to look at the way the quadriceps bulged from beneath the hem of his dock shorts.

			“So what have you got planned this afternoon?” he said.

			“Not much. Laura’s teaching tennis at the day camp at the Club.”

			“Yeah, same boat. Sedge and his internship. You up for some golf?”

			I laughed. “Never played golf in my life.”

			He fiddled with the sunglasses perched on top of his head. “We could go to the beach.”

			I realized I was staring at the edge of his jaw and looked swiftly out into the harbor, where a clean white sailboat ghosted into view on a starboard tack. Ben spoke casually, the way you would speak to a buddy, making plans for the day, but I felt some current beneath his words. I thought of Laura’s face, if I told her how I let Ben Ressler buy me an ice cream cone and take me to the beach all afternoon, while Laura taught tennis to the kids at the Club.

			I burst out, “Laura.”

			Ben turned to me in surprise. “Laura what?”

			“She’s really good at tennis. You should play with her sometime.”

			He raised his eyebrows. “Sure.”

			“When does Sedge get back from Boston?”

			“Late-afternoon ferry, I guess.” The smile faded from his face. “Look, if you—”

			“Lucy?”

			I shot to my feet and turned in the direction of the voice calling my name. “Hey! Laura!”

			My best friend balanced on her bike about five yards away, one graceful toe touching the pavement, looking back and forth between me and Ben, who stood without hurry and picked up his backpack.

			“We were just talking about you,” I said. “What happened to camp?”

			“They canceled afternoon tennis. Thunderstorms on the way. Your dad said you were at the library.”

			“I was. Ran into Ben and came down here for some ice cream. Beat the heat.”

			“For sure.” She looked at Ben. “So are you busy this evening?”

			He shrugged. “No plans.”

			Laura swung off her bike. She still wore her tennis whites, and the flippy skirt made her legs look especially long, especially tanned.

			“Well, now you do.” She beamed him a big smile. “Posie Pinkerton just told me that Monk Adams is playing the Mohegan Inn tonight.”

			

			—

			Dad was crushed. “I thought we were supposed to go over the maps tonight,” he said. “We had a deal.”

			“Oh, Dad. I totally forgot. I’m so sorry.”

			“It’s our night, remember? Thursday is our night in.”

			“I’ll do the dishes,” I said. “It’s just that I promised Laura. There’s this concert at the Mo tonight.”

			“The Adams kid?”

			“How did you know?”

			He shrugged. “Buzz Adams won’t shut up about him.”

			We sat at the kitchen table—we never ate at the big table in the dining room, which was given over to putting the chicken-scratch pages of Hephzibah Winthrop’s journal into some kind of order. I’d made a basic spag bol for dinner—Dad’s favorite—and he now sat across from me, elbows planted on either side of his plate. From the southwest window, a ripening sun turned his thin gray hair the color of cantaloupe. A forlorn frown sat on his face.

			“Dad,” I said, “I swear it’ll be just the two of us tomorrow, okay? I’ll spend the whole day doing the map thing. I’ll make your favorite grilled cheese for lunch.”

			“I’m so close, sweetie. If I can just pin down where the barn lay. We’re so close.”

			I got up to clear the plates and kissed the top of his head.

			“I know you are, Dad. I can’t wait.”

			

			—

			Sedge brought his girlfriend back from Boston. Her name was Nerissa and she was from Florida. They’d been dating since freshman year.

			“I thought they’d broken up,” Laura said to me, in an undertone, as we rode down to the village in the Club Car. “They keep breaking up and getting back together again. It’s so toxic.”

			“She seems nice, though.”

			“She reminds me of a stray kitten,” said Laura. “You know, the big eyes and the fluffy hair and the—the smol.”

			“Small?”

			“Smol,” she said. “Tiny and cute.”

			Up front, Nerissa leaned her head against Sedge’s shoulder and whispered in his ear. Laura and I sat in the middle seat. Ben slanted his big frame on the backward-facing rear seat and stared thoughtfully at the pavement unraveling behind the wheels of the Club Car. I couldn’t tell if he was listening or not.

			I leaned forward and tapped Sedge on his other shoulder. “I didn’t know Monk Adams still played at the Mo. He, what? Sets up in the corner of the bar?”

			“Yep. Guitar and a mic. They don’t publicize or anything. Just word of mouth among the locals. Our little Winthrop secret.” He turned his head over his shoulder and grinned at us. “You have to promise you won’t tell anyone.”

			“Seriously? Who would I tell?”

			The Club Car squeaked to a stop where the Mohegan Inn sat against the hill. The tired white clapboard was surrounded by golf carts and bicycles. Cars parked without any regard for emergency vehicle access.

			“Looks like the word got out, bro,” Ben said.

			We made our way through the crowd and found a pocket of space near one of the battered circular high-tops. There was no music yet, just a deafening buzz of impatience. Ben said he would find the bar and buy the first round.

			“Beer for me,” said Sedge.

			“Vodka cranberry,” said Nerissa.

			Ben looked at me. “You want a beer, Luce?”

			“Bro, she’s seventeen,” said Sedge. “Her dad would kill me.”

			“She’s eighteen,” said Laura. “And I’ll have a beer.”

			“The fuck you will. She’ll have a Coke,” Sedge said to Ben.

			Laura scowled at him. “Diet Coke.”

			“Just water for me,” I said.

			Ben started for the bar. The crowd parted around him, as water around a shark. You could see the top of his head above the other heads, the maple gleam. I wanted to tell him to watch out for the wooden beams that shouldered the stained plaster ceiling, but the noise and the human beings had swallowed him up.

			“I can’t even breathe,” said Laura. “This is crazy.”

			A ripple of cheering broke from somewhere around the bar to fill the room. Testing, said the microphone. A couple of track lights illuminated a patch of golden hair making its way from the bar area to the corner of the room. The cheering spiraled into whoops. A lone female scream—I LOVE YOU, MONK!

			“I think that’s him,” I said.

			“WHAT?” Laura yelled, over the growing noise.

			A voice came through the microphone. Hey, Winthrop.

			Cheering like a tide of noise. A few guitar strings smothered it to silence.

			Got a brand-new one for you tonight. The random notes from the guitar fell into a bar of music. It’s about a place I think we all know pretty well. Lot of memories down on that beach. Or is it just me?

			And that was the first time I heard Monk Adams sing “Horseshoe Bay.” The first time anybody did.

			

			—

			After the concert, everyone headed to Horseshoe Bay. As we pulled away in the Club Car, Posie Pinkerton launched herself onto Ben’s lap on the middle seat. Laura and I sat in back, listening to the giggling and murmuring until Sedge lurched to a stop at the edge of the meadow, where we walked across the grass to the path down the slope—the same path Ben had carried me up on his back, two weeks ago.

			By the time we reached the beach, Ben and Posie had disappeared.

			“Can you believe Posie,” said Laura. “Jumping on Ben like that. She’s been all over him since the Fourth of July party. They’re probably fucking in the grass somewhere. She was so drunk. I can’t believe Mike let her drink that much. She’s not even legal and he knows it.”

			“Ben’s a dumbass. You’re a million times better than her.”

			“Do you think?”

			I nodded. “Reeks of desperation.”

			Laura turned her head to take in Sedge and Nerissa, who sat together on a clean bleached log, heads bent toward each other like a pair of swans. “I bet she dumps him again by tomorrow morning.”

			“I don’t know. They look pretty into each other.”

			Sedge was, in fact, kissing Nerissa. Kissing her like his life depended on it. I felt weirdly detached as I watched them. Sedge’s left hand cradled the side of her face; his right hand crept at her waist, under her shirt. She wore a pair of micro linen shorts and a snug strappy tank top. She was tanned and dainty and delicious.

			“Whatever.” Laura leaned her head on my shoulder. “At least we have each other.”

			“Who cares about boys,” I said. “Sisters before misters.”

			I felt her despair leak through my T-shirt and into my bones. Some kids were linking hands and dancing at the bonfire, high on whatever. A spray of sparks burst from one side.

			“That’s what I love most about you, Luce,” she said. “That’s why I would do anything for you. Of all my friends, you’re the only one I trust.”

			Someone plopped into the sand on Laura’s other side.

			“Laura Peabody, as I live and breathe,” he said.

			Laura sat up. “Monk Adams! You scared the shit out of me.” She threw her arms around him. “What are you doing here, mixing with the normies? You know Bud Cooper, right? This is his daughter, Lucy.”

			Monk stretched his arm across the front of Laura and offered his fist for a bump. “Lucy? Monk.”

			“Hi, Monk.” I bumped his fist. “Love your work.”

			Laura said, “You need to sing that song again. ‘Horseshoe Bay.’ Because here we are.”

			He threw out his hand to take in the bonfire, the cove, the knots of people. “Here we are,” he said. He’d had a few beers, I thought. Not drunk, not sober. “How’s the tennis coming along?”

			Laura turned to me. “Monk was my camp counselor one summer at the Club. He taught me how to serve like a badass.”

			Monk saluted. The bonfire licked the side of his beautiful face, making him look slightly deranged. Fallen angel, I thought. He had this strange magnetic pull about him. I couldn’t look him in the eye; it was like looking into the sun.

			I stood up. “I should be getting home. My dad was a little pissed I went AWOL tonight. We were supposed to be hunting for old barns on maps.”

			“That sounds way more exciting than listening to a bunch of sad-ass songs from a man with a guitar,” said Monk.

			“Stop. I can’t wait to get home and brag to everyone in London that I saw you play in a bar on Winthrop Island.”

			Monk stood up, cupped my face with his hands, and pasted a loud, beery kiss on my lips. “A Winthrop lass is always family to me,” he said.

			

			—

			Instead of walking home along the road, I climbed over the rocks at the northeastern end of the cove and along the ledge until it sloped down to Poseidon Beach. The steady wash of the waves made a comforting noise. Laura and Monk had offered to walk back with me, but I could tell from Laura’s eyes that she wasn’t ready to leave.

			I’m good, I told her. Enjoy yourself.

			The sand on Poseidon Beach was deep. I took off my sandals and let my feet sink into the slippery cool. There was just enough moon, just enough ambient light to see where I was going, but not enough to see my surroundings.

			So the voice that said Hey, Lucy made me jump into the air.

			“Sorry,” said Ben. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

			I stood there, holding my sandals, and glanced around for Posie Pinkerton. I thought maybe I’d interrupted a tryst. Poseidon Beach—the perfect spot to hook up on a warm, moonlit July night.

			But he was alone.

			I waved at the darkness behind me, the faint voices that drifted across the rocks and sand and water. “I thought you were still there.”

			“Nah, I just walked that girl back to her house. She was a little too wasted to be out partying.”

			“And then you came here?”

			He shrugged. “It’s a nice night. You on your way home? Want some company?”

			“Sure,” I said. I don’t know why. I didn’t really want company. But Ben was the next best thing to being alone—he didn’t make you feel like you had to say anything or be anything. You could just exist.

			We started up the beach. “Sorry about that situation back there,” he said.

			“Situation?”

			“The Nerissa situation.”

			“What? Oh. She’s all right.” I stepped on a shell and bent to flick it off the ball of my foot.

			“There was a bad breakup at the end of the year. The deal with Sedge, he goes for the needy ones, you know? Like he can save them?”

			“Sounds like a lot of drama.”

			“To each his own,” said Ben.

			“They seem to have made up pretty well, though,” I said.

			Ben walked along, staring at the ground a few feet ahead. “I probably shouldn’t say this. I just worry about the guy. He’s so fucking clueless, you know? Maybe growing up in the bubble.”

			“Clueless about what?”

			“You know. I mean, I like Nerissa? She’s smart and cool and everything. But she likes to hit the slopes pretty hard.”

			“She’s a skier? I thought she was from Florida.”

			“No, honey,” he said. “The other kind of snow.”

			“Oh,” I said. And then—Oh.

			“Yeah. I’m only telling you because I can’t tell him myself. He’d kick the shit out of me. She’s his fairy princess, right? She can do no wrong. I’m just saying. Gonna leave it there. You can do what you want with it.”

			“You could tell Laura,” I said.

			He shook his head. “She knows already.”

			“Then why doesn’t she say something?”

			“Maybe she has. Maybe he won’t listen to her. Besides.” He kicked a piece of driftwood aside. “She’s got her own shit going on.”

			“Laura is not on drugs,” I said.

			“I mean the eating thing. The not-eating thing.”

			We had reached the path that led up through the tangle of beach roses to the meadow that sloped away from Windward. Ben motioned for me to go first.

			I said carefully, “I think her parents put a lot of pressure on her. She was supposed to go Ivy League.”

			“I guess everyone’s carrying their shit around.”

			“Fair. But you don’t know what it’s like to want someone’s approval and not get it.”

			“Not true,” he said. “Not true at all, Lucy.”

			I held my breath as I picked along the path. Behind me, Ben’s footsteps made no sound at all in the sand.

			He said, “All this rich people drama. I just want to play ball. Set my mom up right.”

			“I thought big strong guys like you were into rescuing damsels.”

			“I don’t mind pulling a girl out of the water from time to time,” he said. “But I like survivors.”

			I don’t know why I stopped. Don’t know why I turned back to him and said, “So do I.”

			I had no excuse. You could say I was annoyed at Sedge for Nerissa; you could say I was annoyed at Laura for flirting with Monk Adams. But neither of these things was really true. Neither of these things explained why I had been thinking about Ben, watching Ben from the edge of my gaze, pretending not to watch Ben as he loped about Summerly, an outsider like me, rising at dawn to discipline his body into a thing of steel and beauty and menace, to read ancient history in the original Latin, to buy me ice cream and ask me questions like he wanted to know the answers.

			Ben stopped too. The path was a gentle slope, the ground still sandy, our feet bare. I came up a little higher, so my eyes were level with the slight dimple in the middle of his chin.

			“Lucy,” he said.

			We were in the middle of the kiss before I realized we had started. It was not my first kiss, but it was not like the kisses I was used to. His mouth was both gentle and sure, tasting a little of beer but mostly of kiss. He put his hand around my waist and drew me closer. There was no hurry. Not a word, not a sound except the nearby sea. The scent of beach roses.

			Then his lips were gone.

			“Damn,” he whispered. “I’m sorry. I should’ve asked.”

			“It’s okay.”

			His face was closer than I thought. I could still feel his breath on my cheek, though my eyes were closed. I didn’t dare open them.

			A laugh tickled my skin. “I guess I’ve been thinking about that a little too much.”

			“What?” I opened my eyes. He was staring down at me with that look of intense study, except softer than before. Only just visible under the moon. “You mean kissing me?”

			“Yeah,” he said. “Kissing you.”

			This time his lips weren’t quite as gentle. His other arm went around me. I dropped the flip-flops and crept my hands up his chest and around the nape of his neck. At the back of my head something was hammering, guilt or something, but the feeling of that hammering was nothing compared to the feeling of Ben’s mouth moving on mine, this deep, deep kiss like falling in the ocean. The feeling of his hand on the small of my back, under the T-shirt, against my skin. Such a big, dry, warm hand. I curved my hips into his.

			“We should stop,” he whispered.

			I dragged my mouth along his jaw and throat and buried my face there, in the place where his neck met his shoulders. I was enclosed by him, surrounded by Ben’s arms and chest and legs, like I was floating on air until I realized I actually was floating on air, that he had lifted me off my feet and held me against him like I weighed nothing at all.

			I draped one leg around his hips, then the other. His heart knocked against mine. Both of our heartbeats slow and steady and gigantic, like they were counting down to the new year.

			“What do you want me to do, Lucy?” he whispered in my ear. “I’ll do anything you want.”

			“I think you should probably take me home,” I whispered back.

			A few more thumps of our hearts.

			“Okay,” he said.

			He loosened his arms so I slid back down to earth. His hands found my cheeks, the same way Monk Adams’s hands had, except Ben’s hands were tender, his thumbs grazed my cheekbones, his lips kissed me in small, sweet, infinite bites, until he laid his forehead against mine and shared my breath.

			“Okay,” he said again. “Okay. Let’s go.”

			He took my hand and drew me along the path. I felt dizzy, like I was waking from a dream, but still inside the spell of the dream.

			I am walking through the roses with Ben, I thought. That is the taste of Ben on my lips, the ebb of Ben on my skin.

			The beach roses opened to the meadow. The lights of my father’s house shone ahead. To the right, Summerly twinkled through the trees. I pulled Ben toward me and now we kissed hard, kissed desperate, because this was our last chance, the last possible kiss before we arrived back in the real world, where real things happened to real people.

			He laid his cheek against mine. “Luce,” he said.

			“I know.”

			“No. Hear me out. Can I just say one thing.” He breathed once, across the curve of my ear, gathering words. “I’ve been thinking about this for a while. Maybe two whole weeks. Since we walked back from the cove together.”

			“I think maybe me too.”

			“I figured you were into Sedge.”

			“Not really,” I said. “Not anymore.”

			I wanted to say more, how just the night before I’d been lying in bed wondering what happened, how you could feel this fascination for one boy and imagine you were in love, and then meet an utterly different boy and realize how much more you could feel. How much more fascinating a boy could be. How your new feelings could overwhelm the old ones until you couldn’t even locate them in your memory. Not a crush. Nothing so simple and crushing as a crush.

			But I couldn’t put that into words. Not to Ben. Not to myself, even. The idea was too new and raw and cumbersome. Too problematic. Because Laura. Because life.

			“Okay,” Ben said. “Good. So what do we do now?”

			“I think—I think maybe we should forget it happened.”

			“I don’t think that’s possible,” he said. “At least on my side.”

			“Laura will kill me. You know that, right?”

			“Oh shit. Are you serious?”

			I drew back. “You didn’t know?”

			“I thought she was just flirting.”

			“She wasn’t just flirting, trust me,” I said. “I feel like shit.”

			“Don’t.” He stroked my hair. “Don’t feel like shit. It was me. I kissed you.”

			“I kissed you back.”

			I started to pull away. Ben grabbed my hand.

			“Wait. At least let me walk you home.”

			“I don’t think that’s a great idea.”

			“You’re not going to—seriously? Walk away? Just because Laura Peabody has a stupid crush she’ll forget about in a week? A crush I do not, just so we’re clear, return?”

			“You don’t understand. Sisters before misters, that’s what I said to her. Literally an hour ago. Because she’s my best friend in the world, Ben. My best friend. I have all these younger siblings but it’s not the same as having a friend. Someone who looks out for you.”

			He kept hold of my hand—not tight enough that I couldn’t pull away, but tight enough that I knew he wanted it there.

			“I could look out for you,” he said. “If you let me.”

			The words floated in the air and settled on my skin. I thought I heard the sea whooshing in the distance, before I realized it was my own blood rushing in my ears. I balanced on the brink of one of those moments of revelation you experience every so often in your life, when all the bullshit falls away from your head and you are alive with clarity and knowledge, you understand the secret of the universe for one eternal second. Time yawned open before me and beckoned me inside. All I had to do was take one step. One little step.

			“I guess,” I said, “I guess I could go swimming tomorrow morning.”

		

	
		
			Excerpted from 
The Great Snow: A Romance

		

	
		
			The first snow falls one evening at the beginning of December, wet and heavy and mixed sometimes with sleet. Hephzibah wraps her scarf around her head and neck and trudges to the pasture to bring Sally and the heifer into the stable for shelter.

			Stable—in truth, it’s no more than a hut, built of stone and roofed with thatch. The chicken coop abuts one side and the chickens have the run of the place. Hephzibah leads Sally; the heifer follows.

			As she ducks through the doorway, a gaunt figure appears beneath the solemn glow of a lantern hung by a hook on the wall.

			 

			Once the poisoned limb was cut free, Ned Ramsay recovered at a pace almost too rapid to believe. The fever receded within days. The next morning, he sat up in bed and roared for food. Another day, and he took his first wobbling steps from the bed and damned the eyes of anyone who offered to help. By the first of December, he dressed himself and relieved himself, trimmed his own beard, and spooned Hephzibah’s good pease porridge painstakingly into his mouth with his left hand, not spilling a drop, and sopped up the remains with bread.

			Even his shorn hair seems to grow at a quickened pace. The shaggy pieces now hang about his face. He tucks his empty sleeve between the buttons of his waistcoat and refuses to let anybody except the doctor attend to his stump. He drinks a pint of cider each evening, on Dr. Elliott’s prescription, yet refuses Silas’s hospitable offers of rye whiskey. He speaks but rarely, in short declarative sentences; he never raises his voice; he talks no more of feathers and Tacitus. He looks at Hephzibah, when looking is unavoidable, as if she’s only a shade through which he watches the real object of his attention.

			He doesn’t see her now. He faces the opposite wall of the stable and moves in clumsy lunges—dancing for his audience of concerned chickens. In his left hand, he holds an iron poker; his coat is slung over a barrel. Each awkward movement tears a grunt from deep in his chest, yet still he lunges on, pass after pass.

			What did Dr. Elliott say? So long as he draws breath, he will fight.

			Behind her, the heifer bawls with hunger. The noise disturbs Ramsay’s delicate newfound balance, the renegotiation of his sinews to accommodate the missing ballast of his right arm. He half whirls to confront the intruder and the poker swings wide. His weight flies after it and he crashes to the floor of hard-packed dirt.

			She cries out and steps forward. Ramsay hoists himself to his knees, head bowed. The half-empty sleeve falls loose to dangle against the earth while his lungs saw the air.

			Hephzibah checks herself. The heifer bawls again. The speckled hen flutters indignantly to join her friends.

			How his chest heaves. The stump of his right arm moves back and forth while he gathers his breath. She smells his sweat, his anger. Then a low animal roar that builds and builds until the rafters shake with anguish. Hephzibah starts again toward him but his stump waves her away, as if it cannot help itself. He plants his right foot on the ground and thrusts himself up to stand in the middle of the floor before the befuddled cow, the heedless chickens. Straw sticks to his waistcoat and his sleeve.

			“I’m sorry,” Hephzibah says. “Can I—”

			“No,” he snaps. He snatches the poker from the ground—staggers as he overbalances—bites off a curse. Stalks past Hephzibah and Sally and the heifer into the night, banging the poker against the edge of the doorway as he goes.

			 

			“You cannot expect a man to be cheerful who has lost his right arm and most of his blood,” Dr. Elliott says. “And his ship, and his treasure. Everything, in short, that makes him what he is.”

			“His ship will return for him.”

			“If it is not taken by one of His Majesty’s men-of-war in the meantime. We but narrowly escaped ourselves when—hmmph.”

			Elliott glances to the door of the lean-to, where Ramsay has retired for the night. The doctor and Hephzibah sit at the table by the light of a single candle. Hephzibah transcribes the day in her journal—leaving out the pirate houseguests, of course—while the doctor studies a volume of Euclid, one of the few relics remaining from her father. A tankard of cider sits by his hand. He fiddles with the corner of one page and continues, in a hushed voice, “We are a fat prize, you know. A fine successful cruise last summer, decks stuffed with treasure. Where to make safe harbor, that’s the trouble. The entire North American fleet hunts the Poseidon—every damned captain from corvette to seventy-gun ship of the line longs to capture her. And not for the prize alone. Ramsay was one of their own, you see, and mutiny is the gravest possible crime in the eyes of the Royal Navy and its officers.”

			“Mutiny.” Hephzibah whispers the word—it seems too terrible to say aloud.

			Elliott sits back in his chair and stares into the flame of the candle. In the hearth nearby, a spent log collapses amid a whoosh of sparks.

			“Let us say you have two ships, my dear,” he says. “Two ships built in the same yard, in the same year, to the same draft. The same number of guns arranged in the same manner along the same decks; the same masts and rigging and so on. The same number of men aboard, the same orders, the same voyage, weather, food—all of it. But one ship is a happy ship and the other is a misery, a hell afloat, worse by infinite degrees than the most wretched prison ever built. And why is that, do you imagine? What is the difference between them, the single moon that turns the tide?”

			“The officers, I suppose. The captain.”

			“Yes,” he says. “The captain.”

			“And the captain—the ship on which the two of you served—?”

			Elliott sighs. “There are men, my pet, whose capacity for cruelty you—dear child that you are—you cannot begin to conceive. What makes them so, I have wasted many hours attempting to understand. Are they born without souls? Or were their souls beat out of them—the human sympathy beat out of them by some earlier tyrant? It’s true enough, God knows, one becomes hardened to violence aboard ship. A hundred and more bodies packed together, fighting the whims of ocean and weather, disease and hunger, to say nothing of the natural weaknesses to which every man is heir—envy, idleness, greed, anger, and the rest of them. The discipline, the monstrous punishments; the hazards of going aloft, when the slip of a single foot means death. Then the battles themselves, by God, the smash of guns and the blood and the maiming of perfect limbs, the immediate terrible necessity of killing another man before he kills you himself. If it does not break you, my dear, it will turn you into somebody else—some hard, cruel beast who serves out to others what he himself has been daily served.”

			Hephzibah reaches her hand to cover Elliott’s hand, gripped into a fist on the wooden table. “But what happened? The mutiny. How did it occur?”

			“My dear, I cannot give you the particulars. I ought not to have said anything—it is a crime, after all, a capital crime for which men may yet hang. But what that devil, that vile cruel depraved gargoyle of a captain, God damn his black heart if he has one—what he did to those men, what he did to James Edward Ramsay—well, I don’t say he deserved what happened, for only God can judge what lies within our souls, but I will say that every man has his breaking point, and I do believe with all my heart that Ramsay would not have lived another week had he remained under the command of Captain Harte.”

			“If he has a heart, you said. This captain, he’s still alive?”

			“Oh, yes. That’s the horror of it, my dear. Ramsay showed that blackguard a mercy that Harte himself would never have shown to another man—instead of sticking a saber through his chest, the young fellow sent him off in an open boat with water and provisions. The old bugger made it to land—the devil takes care of his own, they say—and was given another command for his trouble, from which he spares no effort to hunt down the man who dared usurp him. It was Harte’s ship that chased us when we made anchor here two months ago—Harte himself who led the boarding party—Harte’s men who slashed Captain Ramsay to pieces before our lads beat them back. And I make no odds that he will try again, and again, until he has his revenge.”

			 

			When Hephzibah crawls down from her attic pallet the next morning, she’s startled to find Captain Ramsay swinging through the front door, already clothed in coat and boots, carrying a bucket of water in his left hand. He sets it down next to the fire and nods to her speechless face.

			“Good morning, madam,” he says.

			Before she can answer, he turns to walk back out the door again.

			When the doctor emerges, hours later, pale and crapulous, Ramsay has not yet returned.

			“He told me he wished to have a walk about the island,” says the doctor. “I encouraged him, I confess—the healthful air and exercise will do him as much good as any physic. As for the weather—why, this is mild as May in comparison to a good three days’ blow in the Bay of Biscay.”

			“Oh, I wish he would not,” says Beulah. “Should anyone see him—”

			“What’s that? Who should see him? I thought we were alone on this island.”

			“So we are. But my husband’s brother lives across the water in New London, and he makes a habit of visiting without notice.”

			Elliott turns back to Hephzibah. “This brother. What sort of man is he?”

			Hephzibah picks her words. “A widower, without children. His wife died three years ago. Until my sister married his brother, he was heir to this house and its lands. The new babe, of course, will alter his expectations.”

			“But can he be trusted? If he sees Ramsay—if he suspects something amiss—what will he do? Will he stand by his brother? Keep his mouth shut?”

			“Has a reward been offered for your capture?”

			“My dear, there is always a bounty on the head of a—” He glances to the hearth, at Beulah’s back as she spoons porridge into her bowl. “Of a man like Captain Ramsay.”

			Hephzibah rises from the board and gathers the dishes. “Then I imagine Enoch Winthrop will certainly want to claim it.”

			 

			Hephzibah first met Silas Winthrop’s brother at her sister’s wedding, which was held in the front room of her aunt’s house in Newport in the middle of April.

			The weather had swung back to winter that morning and a cold, noisy drizzle drummed on the roof. Beulah was so nervous, Hephzibah clasped her hand throughout the service to hold her steady while this man they hardly knew, this small scarred shrunken stranger of sixty-four hard years, stood on the other side of her sister, not yet eighteen, and rocked back and forth on the balls of his feet like a horse, she thought, about to be turned out for a gallop. On the other side of Silas Winthrop stood his younger brother, fifty-six years old and almost as wizened as his sibling. Hephzibah didn’t pay him any mind, at first. She was too busy trying to keep her sister from fainting.

			On Hephzibah’s other side stood her Aunt Martha, with whom she and Beulah had lived since their mother and father were killed in a raid on Block Island by a fleet of French privateers, fifteen years earlier. Aunt Martha smiled and hummed to herself as the minister droned on. No nerves for Aunt Martha! She had disposed of both nieces in a single coup—a neat piece of nuptial negotiation if there ever was one, but Martha had always driven a hard bargain. It was why she and Uncle Clovis already owned a house and a thriving chandlery, whereas Beulah and Hephzibah had inherited only a few moldering books and a small flock of chickens from their unfortunate parents. Beulah’s blooming face and extraordinary ripe figure were her dowry, and they had purchased her a respectable husband with decent property, who was moreover willing to provide bed and board for the older sister as well, provided she worked like a dog and didn’t eat too much meat.

			Who was Hephzibah to complain?

			After the ceremony, the Winthrop party set sail for the island that bore their name. Beulah vomited up the little food she had been able to swallow that morning and promptly fell asleep. Hephzibah found a seat next to her sister’s green face and watched the wake foam out behind them. The chickens gabbled in their wooden coop. Enoch dropped to the deck beside her and patted her knee.

			“Now then,” he said, “here we are. Family, nice and snug.”

			“Yes, sir,” Hephzibah replied.

			“Faith, he’s a lucky man, my brother, to have found himself such a jolly bedfellow, at his time of life. He’ll relish his good fortune tonight, I don’t doubt. What do you think, sister?”

			“Beulah will make him a good wife, I’m sure.”

			He gave her knee another pat. “Does the sea trouble you at all, sister?”

			“Not so much as it does poor Beulah.”

			“You’re made of sturdier stuff, aren’t you? Built to withstand a little more rigor, eh? A little hard use?”

			Hephzibah didn’t quite understand what the words meant, but she took his meaning.

			“On the contrary, sir. I don’t take hard usage from anybody, not if I can help it.”

			He laughed. “Ah, well, that’s all to the good. Should you like to be married yourself, sister?”

			“I don’t look to marry,” Hephzibah said. “So long as my sister needs me, I should rather live with her.”

			“Ah, but what if my brother’s health should fail him? If he should die, God forbid? For you know his property goes to me. I daresay you should change your mind quick enough, if you was to find yourself without a home, and your sister too.”

			At the time, it didn’t occur to Hephzibah to point out that her sister might have a child—that all Enoch’s expectations would come to nothing if Beulah bore her new husband an heir. She did not want to think of this whey-faced man abed with her sister, putting his hands on her sister, getting a child on her sister—if you pressed her on a subject so delicate, she would have avoided answering at all.

			Within hours, of course, Hephzibah would lie in her new bed in the Winthrop attic, next to the hams that hung from the rafters, and listen to her sister whimper from the bedroom directly beneath her—hear the cajoling murmurs of her brother-in-law—feel the thump and the scud of the sturdy marital bedframe commence through the floorboards.

			Still, in her ignorance, she couldn’t have formed a picture of that scene in her head had she wanted to—which she did not—and when, a few months later, her sister confided hints of her interesting condition to Hephzibah, she had felt nothing so much as shock.

			A baby! Well, of course. How stupid of Hephzibah, not to think of it.

			But Enoch had already calculated this probability, she came to realize.

			And Enoch liked neither his odds nor the women who had come to the island and usurped them.

			 

			Enoch arrived just after noon, bearing a small cask of ale, as Beulah and Hephzibah readied dinner.

			“Why, what brings you here, brother?” asks Beulah, flushing.

			“I was invited to dinner,” he says. “Did you not hear of it?”

			Beulah glares at Hephzibah. “You might have told me.”

			“I didn’t—”

			“Lord, not Hephzibah, sister. Your cousin. I met him out walking, by the east meadow.”

			“Oh,” Beulah says faintly. “I hadn’t realized—that is—”

			“Gave me a turn, I’ll admit. I didn’t remember you had a cousin. Must not have attended you. And such a strapping, well-grown cousin as that! Took the hint at once when I said I should like to know him better. Being family, as we are. Invited me to dinner directly.”

			Beulah drops her spoon.

			“Cousin James is so clever,” says Hephzibah. “And to surprise us like this too. Enoch, would you be so kind as to bring down a ham from the attic?”

			 

			Captain Ramsay and the doctor walk in, dusted with snow, just as Hephzibah lays the stewed squash on the table next to the ham. Silas, dressed and shaved, sits at the head. Beulah at his right side, eyeing the cheese.

			“Why, there you are, cousin,” Silas says.

			Ramsay swings the cloak from his shoulders and hangs it on the hook. Hephzibah knows better than to try to help him.

			Enoch rises from his chair at Silas’s left side. “Cousin James. Now here I was beginning to fear you’d met with an accident, and instead it seems you’ve met with a friend, ha ha.”

			Dr. Elliott sweeps off his own cloak and makes a bow. “Your servant, sir. I don’t believe we’ve been introduced. My name is Elliott. Ramsay tells me you’re the brother of our host.”

			“Dr. Elliott accompanies me on a scientific survey of the coast,” says Ramsay—the longest sentence Hephzibah has yet heard from him, delivered in a fine elegant voice from which all the piratical edges have been sanded away. “I do apologize for the delay—we were much engaged in observing the unusual tidal currents surrounding the island.”

			Enoch settles himself in his seat and lifts his knife to spear a slice of ham from the platter in the middle of the table. “Oh, we don’t stand on ceremony here—just the two families, brother to brother. If it’s tides you’re after, I can tell you anything you want to know. I’ve plied these waters since I was a boy. Nothing escapes me that sails this channel, Mr. Ramsay.”

			 

			By the time Enoch leaves, the sky has turned to charcoal and the snow falls heavily. Hephzibah trudges through the blur of flakes to the pasture, where Sally and the heifer wait by the gate.

			“Come along, then.” She slings the rope around Sally’s neck.

			When she reaches the barn, a lantern already casts a low flickering light on the walls.

			“You should be resting, not playing at swords,” she says to Ramsay. “Your wounds will open, and where will we be?”

			“This brother-in-law. Has he always been such a scrub?”

			Hephzibah draws the rope over Sally’s head and reaches for the pitchfork. “He thought he had a clear title to the entire island. Now Silas is married, and Beulah expects a child.”

			“I see.” He takes the pitchfork from Hephzibah’s hand and hoists it to the hay loft. Hay spills around them. The cows hurry forward into the mess. “Elliott tells me your sister’s husband will not last long.”

			She hesitates. “He said the same to me.”

			“And you and your sister? What becomes of you?”

			“I don’t know. We haven’t anywhere else to go. I suppose we’ll sell the farm to Enoch.”

			Ramsay leans the pitchfork against the wall and turns to face her. Sally stands at her side, head down in the hay. “He won’t like that. He thought it was his. He won’t give you a fair price.”

			She shrugs.

			Ramsay looks down at his shoe, where the speckled hen pecks at a leather toe. “When my men return for me, I’ll see you’re well paid for your trouble. Enough to give you an independence. You won’t have to live under the thumb of that damned fool.”

			“And if your men don’t return for you, Mr. Ramsay? What then?”

			He walks to the barrel of dried corn, pries open the lid, and pulls out a handful of meal, which he scatters to the chickens in the corner where the coop abuts. In an instant, the hens gather and madly peck, a bloodcurdling frenzy of stabbing beaks and flapping indignant wings, do or die.

			At last Ramsay turns. His right sleeve hangs limp between the second and third buttons of his coat. His teeth are clenched—his wounds must be hurting him, she thinks.

			“I will make you a hundredfold return on your service,” Ramsay says. “You have my word.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			The letter arrives by certified mail two days before Christmas. When the mail carrier knocks on the door, Punkin flies to answer it, thinking it’s Ben bringing Chief for a walk. I follow her, wiping the flour from my hands with a dishcloth. We’ve been baking cookies.

			Punkin turns to me with her disappointed face. “It’s for you,” she says.

			The mail carrier avoids my gaze. Certified mail always means trouble, doesn’t it? Especially when the return address is a law firm. I sign the form and take the rest of the day’s mail—a credit card offer for Dad, a marketing mailer proclaiming that now is the perfect time to have all my windows replaced for a low introductory price.

			Punkin is already back in the kitchen, earnestly cutting more Christmas shapes from the dough I’ve rolled out. Snowmen and trees. She likes to alternate, for some reason. She sticks the cookie cutter in the flour and then on the dough; wriggles the shape free and places it on the parchment paper that lines the cookie sheet, while I open the envelope and read the letter.

			The law firm is employed by Topher Dumont. They are authorized to inform me that, following my application for administration of the estate of Boswell Bankes Cooper in the county of Sussex, New York, they have lodged a claim against said estate in respect of a loan made between the claimant and Boswell Cooper on various dates in the years 2020 to 2023, the balance of which now totals two million three hundred and twelve thousand eight hundred and six dollars and ninety-one cents. The lawyers respectfully remind me that, by the terms of the loan, if the account is determined to be in default, the claimant will be forced to begin repossession proceedings on the property against which the loan was secured.

			Punkin looks up from the kitchen table. “Do we have any more green sprinkles?” she asks.

			

			—

			We tramp across the meadow toward Summerly. The grass is low and brown, hunkered down for winter. Not a breath of snow yet. For some reason I imagined all New England should be covered by snow by now, but Leah Cowles just laughed when I brought it up. Coastal weather, she said. The last few years, they haven’t had much snow at all.

			“Did you know this used to be a pond?” says Punkin.

			“A pond? When?”

			“In the olden days,” she tells me knowledgably.

			“I guess that makes sense. It’s always muddy down there. Did you learn that at school?”

			“No,” she says. “It was on one of Grandad’s old maps.”

			I step over an old anthill. I’m carrying a bottle of my great-grandparents’ contraband hooch and I don’t want to drop it. “What else did you find out?”

			“There used to be a springhouse next to the pond.”

			“I’m not surprised. They had a lot of those in the olden days, before they invented refrigerators.”

			“So a springhouse is a house that keeps things cool?”

			“Yes. You dig it into the ground near some water. The water keeps the ground cool and that keeps the springhouse cool. Neat, huh?”

			She looks across the muddy hollow. “I’ll bet it’s still there, under the ground. I’ll bet that’s where the treasure is and that’s why he put it on the map.”

			I stop and turn to her.

			“Elise Frossard,” I say, “you are not allowed to go digging around for that springhouse, do you hear me?”

			“Why not?”

			I narrow my eyes at her. “You haven’t already gone looking, have you?”

			“Not with a shovel,” she says cagily.

			“With what, then?”

			“Chief’s nose. I didn’t know it was bad!” Her eyes fill with tears.

			“Oh, honey. Come here.” I open my arms and she steps between them, holding the plate of cookies to her chest. “It wasn’t bad. I’m glad you’re curious. I’m glad you’re so smart with maps. It’s just that Grandad spent so much time looking for that treasure. His whole life. He never got to do anything else, because all he could think about was finding that treasure. And I don’t want that to happen to you, okay? I want you to have a big life with lots of adventures. And you can’t do that digging around this island all your life. Chasing something that might not even exist.”

			“Okay.” She chokes back a little sob, sniffs, and pulls back to look in my eyes. “But the treasure does exist, Mama. Just so you know. I can feel it in my toes.”

			“Weird,” I say. “That’s exactly what your grandfather used to say.”

			

			—

			Chief spies us first. He races from between the trees and throws himself either at Punkin or the cookie plate, it’s hard to tell. I swipe the plate from her hand just before it drops. One cookie falls free, to be swept up by Chief’s tongue in an act of practiced thievery that leaves no trace.

			From the Summerly driveway comes a whistle. Chief’s ears jerk to attention and he races back the way he came. An instant later, Ben appears.

			“Wow. Are those for me?” he asks.

			Punkin scrambles from the grass and takes the plate back from my hands. “I baked them myself.”

			“You’re kidding me.” He pulls one from beneath the green tissue tent, nibbles off a snowman hat, and closes his eyes in rapture. “Stop. These have to be from the bakery, right? Nobody makes cookies this good in their own oven at home.”

			“We do,” says Punkin. “We’re from France.”

			“Fair point.” Ben steps forward, still holding the plate in one hand and the cookie in the other, and kisses my cheek. “Hey, you. Merry almost Christmas.”

			“To you too. How was basketball practice?”

			

			—

			Punkin’s the one who convinced Ben to coach the girls’ basketball team at the Winthrop Island School. Who else?

			Her train of logic was unanswerable. “You do know how to play basketball, don’t you?”

			“Yes,” he admitted.

			“I’ll bet you played in high school, right?”

			“Maybe a little. But I’m busy in the afternoons, Elise. I have work to do.”

			We were standing in the driveway at Summerly the day after Thanksgiving, having just returned Lola’s blanket and come outside again to find Ben mulching the last of the dead leaves into the compost pile.

			“Ben,” she said, “I might be a little kid, but I happen to know that nobody does their gardening in the winter.”

			Ben turned to me. “You put her up to this.”

			I shrugged and said, “It’s up to you, Ben. The pay sucks and the hours are long.”

			He set down the pitchfork and looked at Chief, who sat on his haunches with his tongue lolling out of his mouth, offering no moral support whatsoever. “What if I want to take it easy this winter, Elise? What then?”

			Punkin looked up at him with her wide, wet eyes and said, “But there’s literally nobody else. You can’t let down a bunch of girls who only want to play basketball. They need you.”

			What else could Ben do but shove his hands into the pockets of his thick plaid shacket, examine the windswept sky of cold blue, and say, “When does practice start?”

			Practice started the Monday after Thanksgiving. They’ve already played two games, one an away game at a parochial school in Providence, leaving on the noon ferry and returning on the last boat back. They won both. Nobody recognized Ben—why would they? He wore a Winthrop Basketball cap over his trademark hair and a Winthrop Basketball quarter-zip, and his new beard covers half his face. People see what they expect to see. Nobody expects Coach Ressler from Winthrop Island School to be Ben Ressler, disgraced former NFL star.

			Still, it’s only a matter of time before someone connects the dots.

			And even under his Winthrop Island gear, you can’t mistake Ben for anything other than a guy who does sports for a living.

			

			—

			So my question is what you might call loaded, and Ben answers it intentionally.

			“Practice was good,” he says. “We pick up again a couple days after Christmas.”

			I hand him the bottle. “An early present. I kept one back from the buyer.”

			“Are you serious? For me?”

			“You strike me as a man who appreciates a vintage Scotch. Also, I didn’t have time to go out and buy anything.”

			“We’ll open it up together, okay? Soon as I’m back from Boston.”

			“Boston?”

			“Sedge and Audrey invited me to spend Christmas with the Peabodys.”

			“Oh,” I say.

			But the word is smothered by Punkin’s outraged “What? You’re leaving? But you’re supposed to come to our house!”

			“Honey, it’s okay.” I offer Ben an apologetic look. “We came over to invite you to Christmas Eve.”

			“Mama’s roasting a whole entire duck,” says Punkin. “The French way. You have to come.”

			Ben looks stricken. “But I thought you were flying home for Christmas. I mean, I just assumed—your family—”

			“Totally okay. I should have spoken up earlier. I didn’t think.”

			Chief settles on the ground and lays his muzzle on his paws.

			The tears are welling in Punkin’s eyes. “Can’t you tell the Peabodys to buzz off?”

			“Aw, sweetheart. I promised.” Ben crouches down to meet her eye to eye. “You know how it is when you make a promise.”

			“You have to keep it.”

			“That’s right.” He pats her head. “When you promise to be somewhere, and people make arrangements, you have to go.”

			“Unless you’re sick.”

			He takes her hand and lays it against his forehead. “What do you think? You feel any fever there?”

			“Cool as a cucumber,” she says sadly.

			“Darn it. Believe me, honey, I’d rather spend Christmas with you and your mom.” He straightens. “Do you mind taking Chief for a little walk so I can have a word with her?”

			When Punkin and Chief wander to the edge of the driveway, Ben turns to me.

			“Well, this sucks,” he says.

			“I should’ve said something earlier.”

			He reaches for his phone. “Let me call Sedge. See if they can fit—”

			“No! God, no. Hard, hard no.”

			“They’d love you to come. I know that.”

			“Ben.”

			“You’ll be all by yourself. This is so dumb. I could have sworn I heard you say something about flying home.”

			“Nope,” I say.

			He fiddles with his phone and puts it back in his pocket. “You can always change your mind. God knows there will be plenty of food to go around.”

			He wants to go, I think. He wants to spend a big family Christmas with the Peabodys. Of course he does. Who wouldn’t? All the trimmings. A big house in the Boston suburbs; a gigantic noble fir cut down from the New Hampshire forest, hauled in just for them.

			And Laura. Laura would be there, tanned fresh from her adventures in South America.

			“You know what I want? I want you to go have a merry Christmas,” I tell him. “We’ll be just fine.”

			Punkin gallops up. “Sorry to interrupt, but we need to scoop some poop around here?”

			

			—

			Punkin and I spend the rest of the afternoon hunting for the old springhouse.

			Don’t judge me, okay? We needed something to occupy our minds, and you can only bake so many cookies. When we got home, I asked her to show me the map with the old pond, and the next thing you know, we’re tramping back across the meadow.

			It’ll be good exercise, I tell myself. It’ll be fun.

			According to Dad’s map, which he copied from some older map he found in the Winthrop Island library, the springhouse was built into the southwestern slope of the meadow at the edge of the pond that no longer exists. Which makes sense. You don’t want your natural refrigeration unit getting any afternoon sun.

			What you can’t really tell is how big the pond was. The original map was not to scale, apparently, and Dad could only make an educated guess.

			Punkin and I start right next to the edge of the mud, wearing the old wellies from the closet in the mudroom. The puddle is bigger than usual, after a rainy spell last week, but I figure there must be a spring feeding up from below to add to the general wetness. We trace long furrows along the side of the hill, working our way up the slope. Punkin holds the map; I hold the compass. Every time we encounter some kind of irregularity in the ground—humps, lumps, dips—she takes her pencil, examines the compass, and makes a note on the map.

			“How about we take a cookie break?” I say, when we’re about two-thirds of the way up the hill.

			She brightens. “Okay.”

			I pull a paper bakery bag out of my coat pocket. “Snowman or tree?”

			“Tree,” she says.

			The grass is too damp to sit. We stand there nibbling our cookies while the cold, steady breeze numbs our cheeks. From here, you have a clear view straight to the sea. Block Island is a smudge on the horizon to the left. How strange to stand here in the cold, brown winter, surrounded by empty houses. No white sails skimming the water. No shouts from the beaches nearby. No warm sun to bathe you. No clink of cocktail glasses, no smoke of grilling meat.

			Nobody in the world but you and your daughter.

			For some reason I’ve tucked the cookie bag between my elbow and side, and as my brain wanders the bag flies from my hand.

			I dart after it.

			When I finally trap the paper against the grass, I notice a piece of curved metal sticking up from beneath a small rock. I pull it free and realize it belongs to a shovel.

			“Punkin!” I call. “Come here and look at this!”

			She doesn’t answer. The wind must have snatched my voice.

			I turn back in her direction. But there is no girl standing there.

			Instead, at the rim of the hill, I see a man’s figure. Next to a tree, watching me.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			After Arnaud died, I made myself walk along the sidewalk where he was killed. Where you could still make out the dark stain from his blood, even after it rained.

			I didn’t want to become one of those fearful people who let a single random incident shrink her world to nothing. I didn’t want to live in terror because I had been unlucky. Because Arnaud had been unlucky. For me or Punkin to die by violence as well as Arnaud—well, the odds against it were astronomical.

			But your mind is not necessarily rational. Human beings evolved with their animal instincts intact because instincts save your life. Natural selection does not give a damn about your principles.

			So even if I told myself, as I walked along this deserted sidewalk at midnight—having left Punkin at home with my mother for the evening—that nobody was going to stab me, I knew fear as soon as I turned the corner. As soon as I saw a man moving toward me with his hands in his pockets, his shoulders hunched, his eyes darting.

			The fear rose to choke me. My legs turned weightless, ready to fly. My body knew.

			

			—

			My body knows now.

			When he sees I’ve spotted him, the man ducks behind the tree. But I don’t fly. No. I don’t run away. I pick up the nearest rock and run toward him.

			Because Punkin.

			I yell her name as I run. Punkin! Back to the house! Go!

			I reach for my phone in my pocket and realize—horror—it’s not there. Did I drop it? Did I leave it behind at the house? I can’t remember.

			I reach the top of the hill where the man stood. The copse of trees where he ducked. I whip around, brandishing the rock.

			Come on out! I yell. Where the fuck are you? What are you doing on my land?

			A noise from the road. The crunch of gravel. Engine.

			“Punkin!” I yell. “Elise! Where are you?”

			No reply.

			I sprint across the grass toward the road. The old apple orchard. I reach the road in time to see a car zoom around the bend, toward the guardhouse and the public side of the island. The village. The marina. The ferry.

			I can’t make it on foot. I need the car.

			Back to the house. Adrenaline pumps through my veins, shorting out the terror to render me nimble, sharp. The world moves a beat slower while my mind races ahead, making plans, forming strategy. If I had my phone, I could ring the guardhouse and tell them to stop the car. But I don’t have my phone, and I can’t spare a second to look for it.

			Punkin. Oh God. Anything happening to her. Anyone hurting her.

			A world without my daughter in it.

			Car keys. On the hook just inside the kitchen doorway.

			I left the front door unlocked. I leap up the front steps, burst through the door, swerve to the kitchen. Grab the keys. Race back out, down the stairs, to the car. Through my mind runs a current of speculation—questions, ideas, raised, discarded.

			How did he get past the guard to begin with?

			Unless he lives here.

			But in winter? The offseason?

			And how did he know we were still here?

			The Volvo is an old car. You have to stick the key into the lock to open the door. My fingers shake so badly, I can’t seem to make it fit. Wait, it’s the trunk key. I fumble for the other one. The key ring drops on the damp gravel. I bend over to pick it up. Find the right key, wedge it into the keyhole. Can’t get it in.

			I close my eyes and draw in breath. You can’t find her if you’re panicked. You need to clear the panic. You need to focus on the task.

			Cold, perfect rage.

			I open my eyes and slide the key into the keyhole. The car door squeaks when I open it.

			“Mama?”

			My breath stops in my lungs. I whirl around.

			Punkin, standing before me. Whole. Alive. Puzzled expression.

			I fall to my knees and gather her in my arms.

			

			—

			“Why did you run off like that?” she wants to know. “I called and called but you didn’t hear me.”

			“Because I saw a man, sweetheart.”

			“Your voice is all funny. Are you okay, Mama?”

			My knees won’t hold me up. I sink onto my butt on the gravel, still holding Punkin in my arms, though she’s trying to wriggle free.

			“I’ll be okay. I just need a minute.”

			“What man, Mama? Was it Ben?”

			“No, it wasn’t Ben. I don’t know who it was. Just someone who got lost, I guess.”

			“So why are you so scared? Did you think he kidnapped me?” She’s a bit scornful, a bit insulted that I would think so little of her, that she couldn’t fend off a mere kidnapper.

			“I didn’t know what to think. I didn’t see you. I guess I never heard you calling. The wind caught your words, honey.”

			Strength returns in gentle currents. I want to throw up. Instead, I set Punkin on her feet and gather my core to do the same. “I’ll tell you what. Let’s drive down to the guardhouse and see if they know who he was. But first I need to figure out where I left my phone.”

			

			—

			My phone’s on the table near the coat rack. There are two calls from Ben, a text message.

			Hey where are you? Just arrived Boston. Try again later.

			It’s nearly three o’clock and already the sky is fading. I bundle Punkin in the car.

			At the guardhouse, Gary looks at me like I’m crazy.

			“Nobody came through here,” he says. “Not on my watch.”

			“Not even one of the residents?”

			“It’s almost Christmas, Miss Cooper. You’re the only ones here except the Adamses, and they haven’t been through all day. I can call down to the ferry dock for you.”

			“That would be great, thanks. And leave a note for the next shift, okay?”

			Gary diligently writes in his logbook. Watch for intruders, he mutters to himself.

			“See?” says Punkin cheerfully, as we drive back to the house. “Everything’s under control.”

			

			—

			Punkin makes hot chocolate while I debate ringing the police. Owing to a dispute between the Winthrop Island town hall and the county police on Long Island, to which Winthrop technically belongs, there is no active police presence on the island. Any help would have to come over on the ferry from Orient Point on Long Island to New London, and then the Winthrop Island ferry from New London. At this hour, they wouldn’t have a cruiser out until tomorrow morning, Christmas Eve.

			And I can just see the expression on the responding officer’s face as he writes up his notes on this all-day holiday morning callout, two ferry rides from home: So, you saw a man in the trees who might have been watching you. Then he got in his car and drove away.

			Punkin sets the chocolate in front of me. “Here you go, Mama. You’ll feel better.”

			The phone rings.

			“There you are,” Ben says. “I was starting to worry.”

			“Sorry about that. We went outside and I forgot to bring my phone.”

			“Everything okay? You sound a little funny.”

			“Do I?” I clear my throat. “Punkin had me running around a bit. We were hunting for the springhouse in the meadow.”

			“No way,” he says. “Your dad would be so proud. Did you find anything?”

			“Yeah, actually. I found a shovel.”

			“What?” Punkin puts down her mug. “You didn’t tell me that.”

			“A shovel?” says Ben. “I’ve been missing a shovel since last summer. I figured your dad borrowed it for one of his expeditions. I’ll pick it up from you when I get back.”

			“I kind of just left it in the meadow? But I’ll show you the spot. So how are things in Boston?” I cleared my throat. “How’s Laura?”

			“Laura,” he says slowly. “Laura is not here, actually. Couldn’t make the flights work or something.”

			I’m almost too stunned to reply. “Wow. Seriously? I thought Christmas was pretty mandatory for the Peabodys.”

			“Who knows. I’m sure she’ll be back for the wedding.”

			“Oh, the wedding! Of course. Sedge and Audrey. Only six weeks away. Probably didn’t want to make the trip twice.”

			Ben calls to someone. “Yeah, bro. On my way now. Sorry, Luce. Have to go. Already late for the carol thing.”

			“Carol thing?”

			“Some kind of Peabody tradition. Can’t sing for shit, so this should be good. Look, I miss you, all right? Can I say that? I do. Kinda wish you were here, to be honest. Give the kid a hug for me, okay?”

			“I will.”

			When I hang up, Punkin’s eyes are fixed on me over the top of her chocolate mug. A pair of suspicious eyebrows.

			“Are you boyfriend and girlfriend?” she asks.

			“Whaaat?” An octave high. I sip my chocolate. “Why do you ask that?”

			“The way you talk to him.”

			“I literally said nothing a girlfriend would say to a boyfriend.”

			“It’s the way you said it.”

			I set down the mug and wipe away a stain where the whipped cream overflowed the rim. “Would it be so terrible if we were?”

			She shrugs. “As long as you don’t spend all your time kissing in front of me.”

			“Yeah, that would be pretty awkward.”

			“So if he’s your boyfriend, why didn’t you tell him about the man?”

			“Punkin, honey. He’s not my boyfriend. Really. We’re just good friends.”

			“Okay,” she says. “So why didn’t you tell him about the man?”

			“Oh, you know Ben. He would freak out and get in his car and drive straight back here, and I think he needs to get off the island for a bit, don’t you? He needs to enjoy his Christmas break and not to worry about us.”

			She nods. “Okay.”

			“You know there’s nothing to worry about, right? This guy is not the kind of person who’ll try to hurt you. He’s just curious. Maybe a bit weird. But harmless.”

			“I know that.”

			“Anyway, Gary is on to him,” I tell her. “Gary is on the case.”

			

			—

			I make sure all four doors are locked that night—front door, back door, mudroom, cellar. All the windows. Then I get up at midnight and check them again, because I’m not sleeping, anyway.

			Our house is not as old as the caretaker lodge at Summerly, but it’s old enough to have grown a few creaks and groans of its own. Each one makes my heart thunder.

			The guys at the ferry dock said they hadn’t seen a car fitting that description aboard the last two boats off the island. I should have driven down to the village and scoped the streets and the few lots. The one at the marina. I should have looked in driveways.

			But I couldn’t leave Punkin. And it was getting dark.

			At two o’clock, the grandfather clock chimes softly downstairs. Punkin considers it her personal mission to keep that sucker wound.

			Three o’clock.

			Sometime after three, I must have passed out at last, because I woke at a few minutes before seven to a noise on the porch.

			Punkin comes into my room. “Mama,” she says sleepily—Punkin is not an early riser, thank God—“there’s someone at the door.”

			I fall out of bed and shove my feet into my slippers. We turn the heat off at night, because the furnace burns enough oil to fuel the Allied advance into Germany, and the air bites through the sleeves of my pajamas. I grab my glasses and my father’s old flannel robe and stumble to the back stairs.

			About halfway down the staircase, yesterday tumbles through the fog in my brain.

			I stop so short, I clutch the handrail to save myself from falling.

			“Punkin,” I call softly. “Could you stay in your room? I’m just going to look through the window and see who it is.”

			Punkin’s right behind me. “I already looked,” she says. “But they’re on the porch so you can’t see them.”

			“Did you see a car out front?”

			“I don’t know.”

			I steal back up the stairs and peek through the part in the curtains from Punkin’s room, which faces front. In the early gray light it’s hard to make out the shapes in the driveway. But I can tell there’s another vehicle parked next to the Volvo. A full-size black SUV. The plates might be Massachusetts.

			Or might be any other plate with a white background.

			Punkin comes up behind me. “Here’s your phone,” she whispers.

			“Thanks, honey. Stay here in your room, like I said. Just until I can see who it is.”

			I creep back down the stairs, avoiding the center of the ninth step and its haunted creak. Someone lets the knocker fall twice. Hard.

			A male voice calls out, Open up! In the name of the law!

			My shoulders relax. I turn and call up the stairs. “Punkin! You can come out now.”

			From atop the mantel in the parlor I lift the antique squirrel gun from its mounting. It’s not loaded and the trigger mechanism is missing, but who’s going to notice?

			Gun in hand, I make my way to the front door. Unlock it and throw the deadbolt. Ease the door open and shove the barrel through the crack.

			“Get off my front porch or I’ll shoot!”

			Someone gasps.

			Then—“Oh, for God’s sake, darling. Put that thing away and make me some coffee.”

			Punkin flies past me and throws herself into my mother’s arms.

			Matthias steps over the barrel of the gun and takes me into a suffocating embrace. “The Menagerie has arrived, Yank. Happy Christmas.”

			

			—

			Everyone’s here except the twins, who have had their passports revoked (all a big misunderstanding, Maman assures me; Sadiq is sorting it out with the Home Office) and Pandora, who’s in rehab.

			Amélie, our handyman, unpacks the espresso machine from one of the suitcases and gets it up and running. “Voilà! Your Christmas present,” she says. “The twins send you the beans. You cannot get the proper beans here in America, it’s a disgrace.”

			Once there’s coffee, there’s life. Maman had the presence of mind to stop at a Whole Foods in Dedham and fills the fridge with delicacies. “But of course we missed the last ferry as a result,” she says.

			“So we took rooms in Groton for the night,” says Amélie. “The sign said it is the world’s capital for submarines. Is that true?”

			“True,” I say.

			“Well, the hotel was terrible. There was a Keurig in the room. I couldn’t sleep.”

			“I can’t believe Gary’s still in his booth after all these years,” Maman says. “We had such a nice chat. He told me you had an intruder?”

			“More like a trespasser,” I say.

			“What’s this?” says Matthias. “Who is trespassing?”

			Punkin pipes up from the espresso machine, where she’s taken up barista duties. “A ghost,” she calls, over the noise of the milk frother. “The Dread Pirate Ned Ramsay.”

			Matthias looks at me. “I don’t understand.”

			“She’s joking. The man was watching us while we were walking around the meadow. Looking for the old springhouse.”

			Maman shudders. “And I thought I’d heard the last of the Dread Ned. Your father was obsessed with him. I wonder if this fellow was one of Dad’s acolytes.”

			“Acolytes?” I ask.

			“Oh, he used to correspond with all sorts of pirate enthusiasts. The way they egged each other on, like boys. I assume that’s all online now.”

			“That’s what Ben said,” I tell her. “Online pirate forums. He thinks—”

			“Ben again,” says my mother.

			“Ben is Mama’s boyfriend,” Punkin announces.

			The kitchen falls silent. At the stove, where Edouard is turning out omelets as fast as Tatiana can plate them with a sprinkling of snipped chives, there is a faint buttery sizzling.

			“She’s joking again,” I say. “He’s just a friend.”

			Matthias lifts his cappuccino. “To Ben.”

			“To Ben!” everyone replies.

			A voice calls from the doorway.

			“Hey. Lucy’s family. I’m Ben.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			Punkin sits Ben down at the kitchen table and takes his coffee order. Edouard cracks a couple more eggs for another omelet.

			“It was four in the morning and I couldn’t sleep,” says Ben, “so I texted Sedge to explain the situation—”

			“Explain how?”

			“Just that you and Elise were all alone for Christmas and I was worried about you, so I decided to jump in my car and see if I could make the early ferry. Only to find out that someone had already come to your rescue.”

			“Who? Oh, them.”

			“Yes, us,” says Matthias. “So if you break her heart again, you’ll have me to answer to.”

			Ben turns his head to my brother, who is about five foot nine and wears thick tortoiseshell eyeglasses like he just stepped out of a café on the Left Bank, poetry magazine tucked under his arm. “Bro,” he says, “trust me. You’re worried about the wrong heart.”

			While I am busy suffering a cardiac event, Maman raps the side of her coffee cup.

			“Can we return to the subject of the intruder, please? This is very serious.”

			Ben looks at me. “What intruder?”

			

			—

			We head outside. Ben wants me to show him exactly where the man stood. Which tree he ducked behind. Where he parked his car along the side of Club Road.

			“All right, DCI Ressler,” I say. “Are you satisfied?”

			“DCI?”

			“Detective Chief Inspector. Kind of a British crime show thing.”

			“You’re not taking this seriously.”

			“Trust me,” I say. “I took it very seriously at the time. I just don’t know what we can do at this point, short of a police investigation.”

			He pulls out his phone. “Then let’s call the police.”

			I grab his wrist. “Don’t be dramatic. Punkin’s right. It’s just some pirate weirdo. He literally bolted as soon as I started after him. He’s not…you know. An assassin or something. Plus, it’s Christmas Eve.”

			“What does Christmas Eve have to do with it?”

			I release his wrist and shove both hands into the pockets of my coat.

			“I don’t know. I’m just tired. Let’s go back inside, okay? Before the crew drinks all the wine? It’s freezing out and I need to get the dinner prep going.”

			We start back toward Windward. “Maybe you need one of those Ring cameras,” Ben says. “You’re at the school all day. Anyone could just break in.”

			I point toward Summerly. “Look. You have a clear view of the house from your place. Now that the trees are all bare. You would notice something going on.”

			“Luce, much as I’d love to spend my entire day staring at your window, I do sometimes have other stuff to do. Basketball. I don’t know why you’re not more worried about this. He’s a fucking stalker.”

			“I was worried. But now my family’s here. You’re here. Gary’s on the case. Plus, I have my squirrel gun.”

			“Oh. Bam. Forgot about the squirrel gun. I guess we’re good, then.” He bumps my elbow with his. “What about looking on his computer? Check out those pirate forums he was on?”

			“His computer?”

			“You know. His laptop. He was always on that damn laptop.”

			I come to a stop. So does Ben. We look at each other with puzzled faces. The wind blows in off the water and ruffles his hair.

			“Do you know where he might have kept it?” I ask.

			

			—

			Punkin is the one who invites Ben to sleep over. “Because it’s Christmas Eve,” she says magnanimously.

			“Girl, I’m right over there. Across the meadow. You can wave at me from your window.”

			“You want to wake up by yourself on Christmas? Are you crazy?”

			Ben looks at me. I look at the ceiling. We’re sitting around the dining room table for once, which Punkin and Tatiana have painstakingly laid with the china in the corner cabinet—the silver is long gone—eating duckling and Black Sea caviar smuggled in Tatiana’s suitcase, mince pies with brandy sauce, some extremely expensive Burgundy. Everyone except Punkin has eaten too much and drunk too much and slept too little—even Ben had a glass of wine—and a certain recklessness has entered the air.

			“Nobody wants to wake up alone on Christmas,” says Amélie, “so I am certainly sleeping with my sister tonight. But I think there are a dozen bedrooms upstairs, Ben. You will find an empty one, not a problem.”

			

			—

			When the table’s been cleared and the dishes washed and put away; when the beds have been fitted with fresh, aging sheets and everyone has taken a turn in the one working bathroom; when I have tucked Punkin into bed and smothered her with Christmas kisses, I tiptoe down the stairs.

			Punkin and I spent most of the day sneaking around the house, looking for items to wrap up as presents. Now I have a bag of them, ready to put into stockings and leave under the tree.

			In the darkness at the bottom of the stairs, I stumble into Ben.

			“Ouch!” he says.

			“What are you doing down here?” I whisper.

			“Just putting some stuff under the tree.”

			“Me too.”

			“Let me give you a hand,” he says. “It’s pretty dark down here.”

			We fumble our way to the front parlor. Ben carries the bag, an L.L.Bean tote on which the salt and sand and sun of a hundred summers has worked into the canvas. I find Punkin’s stocking above the mantel and fill it with candy and mittens and socks; together we put the rest of the presents under the small tree, decorated with ornaments we found in a box in the basement.

			“That was fun tonight,” Ben whispers. “Finally meeting the tribe. The Russian one cracked me up.”

			“Tatiana. She’s great. You were great. They can be a lot.”

			“There’s a lot of love there. They’ve got your back, for sure.”

			“They needed me,” I say. “And I needed them.”

			“Can I ask you a question?” whispers Ben. “Did your dad spend Christmas here by himself every year?”

			“Pretty much. I always invited him to join us, but he never came.”

			He doesn’t reply. I wonder what he’s thinking. Whether he thinks that if you’re lucky enough to have a dad who’s not in prison for attempted murder, you should find a way to spend Christmas with him.

			“I should have flown out here with Punkin,” I whisper. “I should have realized I was the one who had to come to him.”

			“Maybe,” he says. “Or maybe you just needed him to care enough to come to you, for once. It’s not like bro couldn’t board an airplane.”

			“Maybe we both needed the same thing from each other, and we never got it.”

			“This is getting pretty deep for Christmas Eve,” says Ben. “We should probably call it a night.”

			“We should.”

			We’re sitting on the rug next to the tree. My eyes are getting used to the dark and I can see his shape against the wallpaper. The glint of his eyes.

			“I can’t believe you’re here,” I whisper. “All those years.”

			“Yeah,” he says. “Makes you wonder.”

			“Wonder what?”

			“Nothing.”

			He climbs to his feet and reaches for my hand to pull me up.

			My mother’s voice sails down the stairs. “Lucy! Darling, is that you?”

			Ben swears softly and melts into the shadows. I call back, “Maman? Just putting the presents under the tree.”

			“I thought I heard someone.”

			“I was talking to myself. What’s the matter? Is Punkin still awake?”

			“No,” she says. “I just remembered something. You said something about a key.”

			“A key? You mean the key Dad left me? The one we can’t find the lock for?”

			“Do you have it with you?”

			“Not with me, no. It’s upstairs in my room. Maman, let’s talk tomorrow. We’re going to wake up Punkin and ruin Christmas forever.”

			She lands with a sightless thump at the bottom of the stairs and leans against the newel post. “Is it a key with a round head? Number engraved at the base? 8238, isn’t that it?”

			“That’s it!” I whisper. “Do you know what it’s for?”

			“It’s the key to the safe-deposit box at our old bank in New London.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			Summer 2012

			I wanted to know more. I wanted to know everything about him. Every thought.

			“What’s it like, though? In the middle of a game. Hitting people.”

			Ben took my question seriously. “You’re in a different state of mind,” he said. “You’re in the zone. There’s real life and then there’s football. In real life you carry in the groceries for your mom. In football you fucking pop the other guy. And the harder you pop him, the louder people cheer.”

			“Is that why you do it?”

			“No,” he said. “Maybe a little bit. Mostly I don’t notice the crowd, though.”

			“How can you not notice the crowd?”

			“Feels weird, I guess. Surreal. Like, why do they care so much? I mean, I care because I’m playing. Skin in the game. But sometimes—and I fully realize this is heretic talk, right, so you cannot tell a fucking soul—sometimes I think about that Seinfeld episode where he’s talking about some sports freaks screaming, We won! We won! And Seinfeld is like, No, man. They won. You watched.”

			“Humans are tribal,” I said.

			“Yeah, I know. I get it. Been a Steelers fan all my life. But still. Feels weird, being on the other side of it. People watching you play. Cheering what you do.”

			“Maybe they just watch you because you’re so good at it,” I said. “Because you’re amazing to watch.”

			Ben grinned and kissed me. We lay on the beach at Horseshoe Bay while the new sun drenched us in pale, clear light. He had finished his workout and plunged into the sea to join me as I finished my swim. Like a pair of dolphins, we’d played among the waves until we dragged ourselves onto the beach just like this—me on my back, hands shading my eyes; Ben on his stomach, stretched out into acres of taut, tanned skin.

			Every morning, we met like this. Every morning since that night walking home from Poseidon Beach, we rose at dawn and met at the corner of Plum Lane to bicycle down Club Road, racing each other to the meadow, where we laid our bikes in the grass and ran to the path that switchbacked down the hill.

			“Be careful,” he would tell me, when I stripped off my beach dress and waded into the water in my granny swimsuit of navy blue.

			“You too,” I would tell him, when he strapped on his backpack and picked up his weights.

			It was important to exhaust yourself before crawling up the sand to lie in the sun. That way you didn’t do anything stupid. Didn’t take things too far.

			Still, you could kiss. There was no harm in kissing, was there?

			I loved everything about kissing Ben. I loved the way he started, in gentle nibbles. I loved the slow deepening, the first brush of his tongue against mine. I loved how he tasted. How tender his neck felt beneath my fingertips. The groan he made just before he lifted his mouth away. The silent weight of his forehead in the hollow where my shoulder joined my chest. His short, hot breath on my breastbone.

			“I keep hoping this will get easier,” he said.

			“That what will get easier?”

			“Stopping.”

			It was almost on my lips to say Then don’t stop. Then I remembered Laura.

			My hand fell away from the back of his head.

			“I’m the worst friend ever,” I said.

			“You should just come clean. We can come clean together.”

			“I can’t. She’ll hate me. She should hate me. I hate myself.”

			Ben lifted his head. “We aren’t doing anything wrong, Luce. I am not into Laura. Have never been into Laura. Never gave Laura one single vibe that I was into her. Never gave her a reason to be into me.”

			“Except existing.”

			“Hey.” He fingered my hair. “I exist for you, okay? Nobody but you. If I can’t have you, I don’t want anyone.”

			“You can’t have me.”

			He rolled on his back and pressed his hands to his chest. “Then I guess I’ll just have to join a fucking monastery. At least my mom’d be thrilled.”

			“Please,” I said. “Once you go back to college, you won’t even remember my name.”

			He made a pencil with his finger and drew on his stomach. “Lucy. Lucy Lucy Lucy. Lucy Forever.”

			I laughed and grabbed his hand. He fought me for it. Back and forth until our hands settled together in the sand.

			I turned on my side and looked at him. “What’s it like? Being you. Taking up so much space. Just—I don’t know. Having all that strength.”

			“I don’t know. It just is. Like, a thousand years ago? I would have been fighting the guys from the other village. Raiding each other. I would probably be dead by now.”

			When I didn’t answer, he turned his head and gave our clasped hands a little shake. “Hey. You okay?”

			“I’m just trying to imagine you. Picture you on the field.”

			“Not working for you, huh?”

			“It sounds so brutal. And you’re so—I don’t know. Civilized.”

			He laughed. “Civilized?”

			“You know what I mean.” I let go of his hand and traced my fingers around the curve of his ear. “You and your Latin and your—this. Lying here, I can’t imagine you hurting anybody.”

			“I wouldn’t ever hurt you. You know that, right?” He took my hand from his face and kissed it. “Right, Luce? This is all for you. You’re the point of all of it.”

			“Ben, you can’t say things like that. I live on another continent.”

			“So come visit. Come watch a game. See for yourself.”

			“What, fly in from London and be your swooning girlfriend in the stands?”

			“I would fucking love that, to be honest. I would play my nuts off for you. Lay it all at your feet.”

			“And what about Laura?” I said. “How would she feel about that?”

			“At this moment? I don’t give a shit how Laura feels. I care how you feel.”

			“Well, I feel terrible. The most terrible friend in the world. Right now. Just listening to you say these things. Wanting them. Wanting you. So badly, Ben. And the worst is, I’m still here. I can’t help myself. I can’t not be here. And I hate myself for it. So yeah. That’s how I feel.”

			My voice cracked on the last few words. Ben looked stricken. He put his arms around me and drew me close, so my face rested against the bare, warm skin of his shoulder.

			“I’m sorry, Luce,” he said. “I don’t want to make you unhappy. I don’t want to make you feel bad about anything we’re doing. Because to me, it’s the best thing that ever happened. And I…”

			“You what?”

			“I guess I’m just selfish. I want this to be as special for you as it is for me.”

			I pulled away. His expression was so tender, my throat hurt. The sun glinted in his hair. Glowed on his skin. His splendid body, I thought. Sometimes I forgot. Sometimes I was so used to his power and beauty and proportion that I didn’t see. And then I saw all over again.

			I heard his voice in my head. All yours.

			“That’s not selfish,” I said softly. “That’s the opposite of selfish.”

			Then we were kissing again, kissing for real. Kissing harder than before. Purposeful kissing. He pulled me in his arms and rolled me over in the sand. Kissed the hollow of my throat and pulled down the strap of my granny swimsuit so my right breast popped out. He sucked the tip into his mouth and it was like fire, like honey melting down my skin. The rasp of his tongue. I thought maybe I was going to burn to death. I felt his erection against my leg. I felt him wanting me and the wanting echoed back from my own flesh, and I didn’t know what to do, didn’t know how you bore such a crushing weight of yearning without dying.

			“Luce,” he said. “Lucy. Wait. Look at me.”

			I opened my eyes. He was so close. His pupils black and huge in his blue-gray eyes. His hands on either side of me.

			Then he rolled away and stared at the sky.

			“I think we need to cool off a minute,” he said.

			

			—

			On the way back, we walked our bikes.

			“Are you mad at me?” he said at last, because I hadn’t said a word.

			“I’m not mad at you. I’m mad at myself,” I said.

			“I’d rather you were mad at me. I’m the one acting like a fucking idiot. I don’t even have any protection on me.”

			“At least you stopped. While I lost my mind.”

			“Maybe you’re right,” he said. “Maybe we shouldn’t be doing this.”

			I stopped my bike. Because the thought of not doing this—of not crawling out of bed and pulling on my granny swimsuit and stumbling out into the damp, warm dawn to find Ben waiting for me at the end of Plum Lane, poised on his bicycle, wide smile—left me unable to take another step.

			The thought of hanging out with Laura and Sedge and Ben on the Summerly beach, or at the Club for dinner, or bicycling down to the village for ice cream, or sailing on Sedge’s boat, without feeling Ben’s eyes linger on my skin—without knowing that his gaze, if I glanced in his direction, would hook on mine for just a thrilling, marrow-deep instant—it took the life from my body.

			But the break was coming, whether I wanted it or not. Ben was due in New Hampshire for preseason in four days. In another two weeks, I would fly to the other side of the Atlantic Ocean. We wouldn’t see each other for months. Maybe ever.

			And the rebellious thought rose in my head—fuck Laura.

			Laura who was born under a galaxy of lucky stars, nestled safe inside the heart of the Practically Perfect Peabodys. Laura who went to college an hour and a half away from where Ben went to college. Laura who could have anybody she wanted.

			“I don’t want to stop.” I looked up and met his eyes. “I want to be with you.”

			

			—

			We laid our plans with care. This was going to be special. This was going to last us until the end of December, the day after Christmas, when Ben promised he would fly to England and spend the whole week with me. Ring in the new year wherever it was you rang in the new year in London.

			Piccadilly Circus, I told him, and he kissed me and said, Piccadilly Circus it is.

			We decided it should be sunrise, his last day on the island. You never knew what the crew might be up to after dinner, and anyway people already expected Ben to rise at dawn and bicycle off for his workout. Besides, there was Laura and her insomnia. If Ben crept back to Summerly at two in the morning, she might be at her window to watch him.

			The evening before, it was Luau Night at the Club. The weather had been hot and humid all day, threatening rain, very Hawaii. Laura wanted us to wear matching muumuus, only wrapped different ways. She clipped beach roses to wear in our hair. We bobby-pinned them on each other, giggling. Laura’s hair was long, shiny brunette, like Kate Middleton; mine was curly and dark and held the bobby pins better. “Mine keeps slipping!” Laura complained, so I tried again, crisscrossing the bobby pins this time, until her flowers finally held just above her ear.

			“There,” I told her. “You look beautiful.”

			She did look beautiful. She looked cool and perfect, her muumuu wrapped over one shoulder and in such a way that you could glimpse her seductively concave midriff even though it wasn’t exposed, per se—a no-no at the Club. I wrapped my muumuu like a muumuu and looked like a circus tent with flowers on top.

			“You do not!” Laura said, as we bumped up Serenity Lane in the middle seat of the Club Car. Sedge Senior drove old Mrs. Peabody in the front seat—Laura’s mother had had some kind of ladylike emergency that called her back to Boston—while Sedge and Ben sat gallantly in the rear, facing backward and holding on for dear life. “You look graceful and…botanical.”

			“Botanical is the new black,” said Sedge.

			“Dare you to wear that in Piccadilly Circus,” said Ben.

			Laura shoved his shoulder. “What do you know about Piccadilly Circus?”

			“I know more than you think.” Ben’s gaze swept across me, so our eyes met for a split second that nobody could possibly have noticed except us.

			At the clubhouse, Laura went straight for the punch bowl. “Basically Hawaiian Punch and rum with a slice of pineapple,” she said. “Drink up.”

			There was a band playing island music and a man wearing coconut boobs over his jacket of Madras plaid. We took turns dancing with each other. At the Club, you only ever danced with partners. First Sedge danced with me while Laura danced with Ben, then I danced with Ben while Sedge danced with Posie Pinkerton and Laura danced with some guy I recognized but didn’t know.

			“Don’t drink the punch,” Ben warned me. “It’s pretty vile.”

			“I poured mine into one of those planters with the palm trees.”

			“I can’t believe I’m bringing this up, but doesn’t this party strike you as kind of awkward? Cultural appropriation or some shit?”

			“And you haven’t even seen the pig,” I said.

			“The what?”

			“Try to think of it as homage. That’s how I get through these things.”

			“Is it wrong to say that you look so fucking beautiful in that muumuu thing and I don’t know why?”

			“I love the way your lei accentuates your pectorals,” I said.

			His voice shifted into a midcentury drawl, like Mrs. Peabody’s. “An intriguing observation, Miss Cooper. May I have the honor of meeting you at the sixth hole green at, say, a quarter past nine, to discuss our costumes in more detail?”

			“I’m afraid that’s impossible, sir. The links and I are not acquainted, remember?”

			“Damn you for a vixen. Shall we say the corner of the pro shop and I’ll lead the way?”

			“Why, sir. What kind of a girl do you think I am?”

			He waggled his eyebrows. “The sporting kind, Miss Cooper. But I do have a serious question for you. As a native of these parts.”

			“Ask away.”

			“Can ‘Mele Kalikimaka’ really be considered a Hawaiian song? Isn’t it more of a Christmas song?”

			

			—

			“So? Did you two have a good time dancing together?” Laura wanted to know. We were picking at some roasted suckling pig and pineapple as we dangled our legs over the side of the stone wall that separated the terrace from the lawn.

			“What do you mean, a good time?”

			“You and Sedge. Did you see how I made sure he danced with you first? God, you make such a cute couple. We just have to find a way to get Nympho Nerissa out of the picture.”

			“Please,” I said. “Don’t waste your time.”

			“You have to be patient, that’s all. Like me with Ben. I’ll wait forever.” She placed a molecule of pineapple on her tongue. “Speaking of. What were you and Ben all giggly about?”

			“ ‘Mele Kalikimaka.’ ” I checked my phone—seven minutes past nine. “Does it give Hawaii or Christmas?”

			“I was thinking the same thing! So funny. What did Ben say?”

			“Definitely leans Christmas. I’ll be back in a minute. I have to use the bathroom.”

			She set down her plate on the stone. “I’ll come with you.”

			At twenty minutes past nine I rounded the corner of the pro shop. Ben snatched my hand, kissed it, and pulled me into a run. We sprinted laughing across the dewy grass and the dark, damp air until Ben stopped under the shelter of a tree and dragged me against him.

			“What took you so long?” he said, kissing all the way up the side of my neck.

			“I had to give Laura the slip.”

			We kissed and kissed until we were both out of breath. Ben’s mouth tasted of whiskey, not punch. I felt the raw joy sing through his body and into mine. The smell of crushed flowers rose from the conjoining of our leis. He pushed my hair from my face.

			“Do we have to wait until tomorrow?”

			“I think we do. We have about two minutes before we’re busted.”

			“Two minutes would not be a problem.”

			I laughed and kissed him again. He lifted me to straddle his hips and leaned back casually against the tree, as if kissing me was his only job in the world. I loved his effortless strength, his whiskey breath. I loved how he made me feel reckless and safe at the same time.

			Ben laid a last line of kisses down my neck and set me back on my feet. “Five o’clock at the top of Plum Lane. Drink lots of water tonight, okay? No hangovers.”

			He pulled the flower from my hair, kissed it, and put it in the pocket of his jacket.

			

			—

			I found Laura outside on the grass near the terrace, smoking. “There you are,” she said. “Have you seen Ben?”

			“Is that a joint?” I asked.

			“Topher gave it to me.”

			“Who’s Topher?”

			“Oh, you know Topher Dumont. The one I was dancing with.” She held out the joint. “Want some?”

			“No, thanks.”

			“I think he went off with Posie Pinkerton,” she said.

			“Topher did?”

			“No. Ben.” She dragged on the joint. “Posie’s a bitch. You know I caught her with my dad, once.”

			Laura dropped this piece of news so casually, so almost amused, that I needed a beat to process the words.

			“Your dad?” I said.

			She leaned back on her elbows in the wet grass. “He’s not the most discreet. Granny’s so pissed at him. That’s why Mom went back to Boston in such a huff.”

			“Because of Posie?”

			“No, stupid.” She gave me a little shove, like she’d given Ben in the golf cart. “That was a couple of years ago. When Posie was in high school. Nope. This was another one.”

			I took the joint from her and allowed myself a shallow but necessary hit before handing it back. “You don’t sound mad.”

			She shrugged her shoulders. The bare one gleamed in the gold light from the clubhouse. “My dad is an asshole. What can you do? It sucks for Mom, though. I don’t know why she doesn’t kick him to the curb. Probably keeping things together for the children.” The scorn she heaped on for the children could burn stone. “That’s what I like about Ben, though. He’s not going to fuck around behind anyone’s back, you know? He’s like, old-fashioned somehow.”

			“You just said”—I coughed, I wasn’t used to smoking—“you just said he went off with Posie.”

			“Oh, I don’t know. I was just shooting my mouth. I honestly don’t know what’s vibing me right now? I feel like I don’t give a shit about anything anymore. Except you. Sweet Lucy. Come lie down next to me.”

			She patted the grass at her side. I lay down gingerly. The dew was cold on my skin. She put her arm around me and hugged me close. Side by side.

			“This is what matters, right?” she said. “This is what lasts. Sisters before misters.”

			“Yes,” I said.

			“You’re like a sister to me, Lucy. You know that?” She kissed me where my hair met my forehead, where Ben had kissed me minutes earlier. “Do you remember last summer? Eating ice cream at the marina? It was the end of the season. I think it was your last day before you flew home. And I dropped my ice cream in the water.”

			“I remember,” I said.

			“And you wanted to give me yours. I said no but you kept insisting. You were like, Please, Laura. And I could see in your eyes what you meant. You thought I dropped it on purpose.”

			“Laura, I wasn’t trying to—”

			“I’m not anorexic,” she said. “I know everybody thinks I am, but I’m not. I just—it’s like a test, right? Does anybody love me enough to say something? Does anybody even notice that I’m not eating? Or do they let me starve myself because, you know, she’s just doing it for attention? That’s how it started, anyway. That level of not giving a fuck about myself. Not feeling like I was even worthy of food.”

			I started to interrupt, but she pushed on.

			“Except you, Lucy. You were the only one. You saw. And you tried. I could see it in your face. You were worried for me. And that’s why I took your ice cream that day.”

			“You didn’t really eat it, though.”

			“I ate a little. But that’s not my point. My point…” Her voice trailed away. “I don’t know. Maybe I don’t have a point. Just that it meant a lot, I guess. Like you’re the only one who really sees me. Who loves me.”

			“That’s not true. Your parents love you. Sedge loves you. Your grandmother. They’re all worried about you.”

			She kissed my hair. “I have a great idea, Lucy. How about we travel to South America together next summer? Instead of coming here?”

			“South America? Why?”

			“I’ve always wanted to go. Climb the Andes and everything. Patagonia. And there’s no one else I’d rather go with.”

			“Won’t it be winter there, though?” I asked.

			“There’s no such thing as bad weather. Don’t you know that? Only the wrong clothes.”

			Her skin smells like gardenia skin cream and pot smoke. “I need to tell you something,” I said.

			“Wait. Let me say something first.”

			“What’s that?”

			“I want you to know that nothing happened with Monk. That night at Horseshoe Bay.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“Remember how you left us there together? I could see it on your face. You were so disappointed in me. You can’t ever lie, honey, because everything shows on your face. But I want you to know that nothing happened.”

			“I didn’t—I forgot all about that, to be honest.”

			“I mean, we kissed a little,” she said. “I was so mad at Ben for going off with Posie. But I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t betray Ben like that, even when he was with someone else. That’s how much I love him.” She found my hand and squeezed it. “Now what were you going to tell me?”

			“Oh, you know,” I said. “Just that I didn’t really like the punch.”

			“You heretic,” she said.

			

			—

			The light was gray and still when I met Ben at the end of Plum Lane the next morning, the air cool on my skin. His face was serious when he kissed me. I asked him what was wrong.

			“Afraid you wouldn’t show,” he said.

			We set out toward Horseshoe Bay, cycling side by side. Waved to the guard in the booth. When we reached the meadow, we walked our bikes across the grass and laid them at the top of the bluff. Ben took my hand and led me down the path. The sun was glinting at the horizon now. The sky was turning pale. It was a somber, damp sunrise, a colorless changing of night into day.

			From his backpack Ben took out a blanket. He spread it over the sand, a couple of feet above the line of high tide, and pulled me down next to him.

			“You okay?” he said.

			“I’m okay.”

			“No, you’re not. Are you nervous? Worried about something?” He kissed the top of my head. “Hey. I brought protection this time.”

			“Wait, did you just casually walk into the Winthrop general store and ask for condoms?”

			“A gentleman never tells his secrets.”

			I laughed into the soft cotton of his T-shirt. His warm skin underneath.

			“Is this too weird for you?” he said. “Making a date for sex?”

			“It’s in my appointment calendar under Deflowering,” I said.

			He laughed. “And this is why I love you.”

			I poked my head from the cocoon of his enormous shoulder. “You love me?”

			“Yeah, I do. Is that a problem?”

			“No,” I said. “I love you too.”

			Ben put his other arm around me and we melted into each other. Became one body.

			“We don’t have to do this now,” he said. “We can wait. Find the right moment. I want it to be right for you.”

			“Ben, that’s the thing. I don’t know if it will ever be right for me.”

			Our bodies detach.

			“What are you saying?” he asks softly.

			“Laura,” I said.

			“Lucy. Respectfully. All the respect in the world. But fuck Laura. She has nothing to do with us.”

			“She has nothing to do with you. But she’s my friend. She trusts me. And this would break her heart.”

			“So we don’t tell her. We don’t tell her until she finds someone else to crush on.”

			“It’s not just a crush, Ben. She told me.”

			“She told you what? When?”

			“Last night,” I said. “I think maybe she saw us or something. She warned me off. In a girl way.”

			“Fuck her,” he said passionately. “Fuck her. She doesn’t get to decide for us.”

			It was funny how I could feel the emotions that sang through his body. Last night, the raw joy. Now the raw anger. Everything so visceral with him, so elemental. Life or death.

			“There is no way,” he said, “no fucking universe where I put my happiness in Laura Peabody’s hands. Only yours. Your hands are the only hands that get to decide for me.”

			He lifted my hand and laid my palm against the side of his face. He had taken the time to shave for me and his jaw was as sleek and tender as the skin of a newborn.

			“This,” he said. “You.”

			It had been so easy to make noble resolutions last night, as I lay alone in bed and listened to the throb of crickets outside my open window. It had been so easy to renounce Ben when Ben was not around.

			But when you were sitting on a blanket in Ben’s arms, his heartbeat crashing into your skin, your palm against his cheek, his words in your ears, nobility was a ghost. Pale like air.

			Only this once, I thought. I would never have another chance. He’d leave the island first thing tomorrow. I left a week and a half after that. By December this summer would be long gone. Would be another life. But I would always have this. I would always have my first time with Ben Ressler on a beach at sunrise.

			Surely Laura could allow me that.

			I turned between his arms. Climbed on my knees, my back to the sun, and laid both palms on his face.

			“It won’t ever be right,” I said. “But I want it anyway. I want you so much.”

			

			—

			He was so gentle. The way he kissed me, the way he touched me. I didn’t know you could be so passionate and so gentle at the same time. When I was ready, when he had unrolled the condom over his erection and balanced himself on his elbows above me, he asked for the millionth time if I was okay, if I was sure about this. He could stop, he said, in such a way that I could tell he was a tiny bit worried whether he really could. Whether it might not kill him to literally stop right there, on the brink.

			I knit my fingers around the back of his neck. “I will literally die if you stop.”

			“Not literally die.”

			“I literally might.”

			Our smiles locked. He went in slow, nudge by nudge. Does it hurt? he asked me. Face flexed with worry. Am I hurting you? I didn’t know how to answer him. Didn’t know how to explain how the steady invasion of Ben was pain and pleasure at the time, that the pain was part of the pleasure, I couldn’t tell them apart, and the more it hurt the better it felt. So I just gasped It’s so good and held on to his neck for dear life until I felt nothing but Ben. Was made of Ben. I felt what he felt; felt him hold back, hold back; I experienced him and me at the same time, not side by side any more but each inside the other. We went faster. Found a beat we liked, a beat we could stick with. Eyes on eyes. Unbearable. But we kept on bearing it, on and on into the forever, until he took my hands and stretched them high above my head and my orgasm rose like a tide. I thought, oh my God, I’m actually going to come, and then his expression when he saw it too, saw what I felt, felt what I felt, his joy, sudden incandescent crest, first me and then him, his back like a longbow, his face clenched, then his weight on my chest, his cheek next to mine, sweat and heat and panting and hard, slow thuds of the heart, the sunrise on his hair.

			I thought, Remember this moment. Carry it on your skin for the rest of your life.

			“Jesus,” Ben said softly. “So that’s what it’s like.”

			“Like you haven’t done this before.”

			“I haven’t done this. Coming inside the girl you love.” He kissed my cheek and lifted himself on his elbows. “I need to pull out, Luce. Before we spring a leak.”

			I didn’t want him to go, but he pulled out anyway, as slowly and carefully as he’d gone in. The air was cold on my skin. He worked off the condom and dropped it at the side of the blanket and scooped me close.

			“How do you feel?” he asked. “Everything okay?”

			“Kind of amazing. Like, how did we do that? It’s supposed to be awkward. The first time.”

			“Girl,” he said, “if you knew how many times I had sex with you in my head these past few weeks. Like I can’t even count that high.”

			“That’s your big secret?”

			“Like football. You run your plays all week so you can wow the crowd on Saturday.”

			I started to laugh. At first I tried to hold it in, but the giggles kept escaping and making me choke until I rolled on my back and laughed from my belly.

			“Oh, Ben,” I gasped, “I do literally love you. I do.”

			“Oh, shit,” he said. “There’s blood on the blanket.”

			

			—

			We swam in the sea to wash ourselves off, and that made us horny so we started making out again. The salt stung but I liked the sting. I licked the brine from his skin; then I licked him everywhere, went all the way down, because I didn’t want to fly across the ocean without knowing what Ben tasted like. He stopped me before he came and turned me over to return the favor. Under his mouth, I came so fast and hard, we both laughed afterward. Then he put on another condom and pushed back in with extreme care, because I was pretty tender, as you can imagine, but I wanted him anyway, wanted sex that was not the first time, and when we were done, finished, spent, eviscerated, we fell asleep and woke up dangerously late, full sun on our tangled bodies, lobstermen out on the water setting their traps. Ben helped me into my clothes and I helped him into his. My legs were so shaky that Ben carried me up the hill piggyback. Got my workout in after all, he said.

			I still think of the way we stood there at the top, meadow stretching before us, our bikes, our futures. Everything balanced to fall one way or the other.

			“Listen,” said Ben, as we walked to the road, “what about applying to American colleges?”

			I poked him with my elbow. “You mean like Dartmouth?”

			“Anywhere, as long as you’re on this side of the ocean. I’ll drive all night to find you. I mean, I’ll find you anywhere you want. But football, you know?” Ben looked at the sky. “That’s all I know how to do.”

			“Ben, that’s stupid. Look at you. You’re the kind of person who could do anything he wanted.” I steered the bike around a rock. “We’ll sort it out, okay? Lots and lots of time.”

			“Yeah,” he said, “but I want to spend it with you.”

			We reached the road. A car swept by on the way to the golf course. Somebody we knew, probably. I climbed on my bike and said we’d better hurry.

			Silently we pedaled up Club Road. My flesh hurt against the bicycle seat, every raw nerve. Past the houses, the guard hut, the long fairways, until we came to Plum Lane. Ben stopped his bike.

			“Don’t kiss me,” I said.

			“Why not? Why not, Luce? I’m your—We’re together now, okay? I’m not going to hide it. I can’t hide it.”

			“Please. Please, Ben. I’ll find you tonight. We can say goodbye then.”

			“Tonight is a long time away from you, Luce. Hours we could spend together.”

			His face was pink under his tan, his eyes longing.

			“Listen,” I said. “About December.”

			He held up his hand. “Not now. Please. I just want to enjoy this moment, okay? I just want to be in this moment, right now. Looking at you with my own eyes.”

			“After dinner, then. The beach roses. Where you kissed me.”

			The sun shone hot on the back of my head. Gleamed on the lenses of Ben’s sunglasses on top of his head.

			“You leave first,” I said.

			“You first. I’m not the one who wants to leave.”

			“I don’t want to leave you.”

			“Don’t choose her over me, Luce. I’m begging you. Give me a shot. I swear I won’t let you down. Never ever.”

			I put my foot on the pedal and stared at his lips. “This is me kissing you.”

			“This is me kissing you back,” he said.

			I pushed down on the pedal and the bike moved away.

		

	
		
			Excerpted from 
The Great Snow: A Romance

		

	
		
			The deer know something’s amiss. A pair of young bucks, maybe thirty yards away among the skeletal trees; one has three points to his antlers, the other two. Hephzibah chooses the three-point buck, even though he’s farther—he stands broadside, a cleaner shot, while the other quarters away.

			The air hangs still. Not a sigh stirs the branches; the thawing snow oozes around their shoes. Hephzibah holds her breath in her chest. Her arm aches from the weight of the musket. To her left—so quietly she feels the words rather than hears them—Ramsay says—Just behind the shoulder…wait…wait…

			Surely the buck sees them. Surely that watchful dark eye has taken in the man and woman who stand at the edge of the copse in the dying light. A muscle ripples across his side. The head starts to turn.

			Now, says Ramsay.

			 

			If only Silas hadn’t taken so ill at the end of summer and missed much of the harvest. If only Beulah, incapacitated by sickness at the start of her pregnancy, had been able to help Hephzibah in the garden.

			If only the hogs hadn’t eaten the ragwort, leaving only one for butchering in the autumn.

			If only Silas could manage the musket. Or the sloop that would carry him to the mainland to barter for supplies.

			If only a pair of hungry, full-grown men hadn’t turned up at their door.

			“It doesn’t matter,” says Ramsay, as they trudge back to the flock. “The snow’s already begun to thaw. An early spring.”

			“It’s usual at this time of year. The second half of January. A fool’s spring.”

			“A fool, am I? Why, it’s as mild as April. The snow will be gone by tomorrow, I wager. The rabbits will be out and about. I’ll show you how to fashion snares out of string. A nice rabbit stew—that ought to fill our bellies.”

			Who can resist his good humor? Hephzibah asks—grudgingly—“Where did you learn these things? Stalking deer and snaring rabbits.”

			“I was bred up in the Scottish borders. The gamekeeper used to take me about the grounds with him.”

			“Whose gamekeeper?”

			He hesitates. “My father’s.”

			“Your father?”

			“He and my mother were never married. She died when I was small. My father…”

			Hephzibah glances to her side, where Ramsay slogs through the melting snow, head bowed. He has tucked his empty sleeve into the pocket of his coat and by the expression on his face, she knows that every stride jars his chest that was split open, his scalp that was peeled back like the rind of an orange, his arm that was sawed off above his elbow. Bone and tendon and sinew still in a state of grave insult.

			Like the snow, she thaws. “What of your father?”

			Ramsay raises his head and stares at the thick gray horizon. “Oh, he did what he could for me. Had me conveyed to his hunting lodge to be raised by the local clergyman and his wife. I used to steal out when I was supposed to be studying my Latin and my arithmetic. Macdonald—the gamekeeper—he took me in hand. Taught me to fire a musket and stalk a deer and snare a hare and a thousand other things that have proved useful, in one way or another. Until my father found a berth for me in one of Her Majesty’s men-of-war and I went to sea.”

			“How old were you then?” she asks.

			“Eleven.”

			“How terrible. Such a life for so young a boy.”

			“Oh, it wasn’t so awful. My first captain was a decent man. The lieutenants tough but fair. We had an excellent master, a right seaman. I learned all my navigation from him. No, it wasn’t a bad life at all, that first cruise, once I got used to things. All the routine and discipline and useful employment a lad needs, to keep him out of mischief. My father was right to put me into a naval career.”

			Their footsteps slop in the snow. Hephzibah has only an old pair of leather boots, already soaked. She stops at the top of the hill and locates the sheep, huddled near the hollow where she and Ramsay spread some hay earlier in the day.

			“I’ll take the sloop to New London tomorrow,” says Ramsay, as they survey the flock.

			“It’s too dangerous. Someone might recognize you. Anyway, you can’t sail the sloop, not without your right arm.”

			“Elliott will go with me.”

			“The doctor doesn’t know a stern sheet from a mainsail, even when sober. He told me himself.” She adds absently, “Besides, Silas will never allow you to leave with his silver.”

			“And how does he think to stop me, pray?”

			Hephzibah turns to reply. Ramsay narrows his eyes to a point of focus just beyond her right ear. She follows his gaze out past the meadow and barren beach.

			“My God,” she whispers.

			 

			The doctor sits where they left him—at the board, drinking cider. Beulah on the bench by the fire with her mending. Both look up as Hephzibah and Ramsay duck through the doorway.

			“Why, what’s the matter?” asks Beulah.

			Ramsay slaps Elliott on the shoulder. “Doctor! Come quickly, man. Where’s your cloak?”

			“What the devil?”

			“It’s Harte. Anchored in the bay. Boat’s putting off now. We haven’t much time.”

			Elliott rises from the bench. “Time? Time? But where? Where shall we go?”

			Hephzibah seizes Silas’s cloak from the peg near the door and offers it to Elliott. “Beulah, I’m taking the men to the springhouse. You must put away the pallets, the bedclothes. Any sign of them in the lean-to. The officers will search the house, do you hear me?”

			Beulah rises from the bench, face ashen. “What about Silas?”

			“We must hope for the best. Doctor? Never mind the cider.”

			Hephzibah leads the two men along the well-trod path toward the barn and through the cow pasture, where their footprints will lose themselves in the muck. Sally and the heifer raise their heads in dull astonishment. The heifer bawls after them. Ramsay strides along at her side; the doctor staggers just behind, losing ground as they hurry up the slope to duck under the fence of split rails. His breath comes hard and fast. “Can they see us from here?” he gasps.

			“Not so long as the boat hasn’t yet rounded the point. Hurry!”

			Ramsay turns back to the doctor and swears. “He’s drunk,” he mutters to Hephzibah. “How much farther?”

			“The other side of the pond.”

			Ramsay swears again and steps forward to catch the panting doctor by the shoulders with his left arm. “Almost there, mate. Just over the top of that rise, then it’s downhill. What about our tracks?” he asks Hephzibah.

			“The sheep watered there this morning. No one will find your footprints in this light. Hurry!”

			The sun’s almost reached the horizon, behind the woolen sky, and the gray light flattens as they crest the hill, sheltered by a stand of short, scrubby birch, the apple orchard behind them, and start down the other side toward the pond that nestles in the hollow. The doctor slips on the melting snow and slides a few feet until Ramsay digs his heels and steadies them both. Hephzibah feels as if she’s choking on her heart. How does he keep his feet, when he’s missing his arm? When every step must be an agony to him?

			“That’s it, old friend,” he murmurs to Elliott. “Mind your step.”

			By the time they reach the pond, the gloaming settles around them—almost too dark to see. Good, she thinks. The rim of the pond is slippery with slush and mud. She can’t look back now or she’ll lose her footing. She makes her way to the right, where the slope is steepest. The stone entrance that looks like a natural stand of rock, half-hidden by a holly bush—the small cave inside, dug deep into the hillside to keep the butter and the cheese cool during the summer—the thick door to keep out the sheep and the vermin—there! Her fingers find a wooden plank, rough with splinters. She runs her palm along the surface until she finds the metal latch and forces it open. A cold damp smell of earth rushes free.

			She turns to the two men, a pair of charcoal shadows against the black landscape. The white curve of Ramsay’s cheekbone catches a remnant of light.

			“In here,” she says.

			Ramsay urges the doctor into the hole and turns to grasp Hephzibah by the elbow. Through the dusk she feels the fury in his face.

			“If he touches you,” he says, “by God, he is a dead man.”

			 

			Hephzibah smells the men even before she enters the house—sweat, rum, sea. A charge of masculine spirits. The light is nearly gone. A faint yellow glow seeps from the seams of the shutters. She can hear the voices through the walls.

			She stands at the door and gathers her thoughts. Gathers her heartbeat under her ribs.

			A sharp voice barks a question. Another answers in a whimper—Silas.

			Hephzibah puts her hand on the latch and opens the door.

			“Why, there she is,” says Beulah. “As I told you.”

			The four men overwhelm the room—one wearing a long scarlet coat, embroidered in gold at the sleeves and lapels, and a cockade hat; another at his shoulder in plain blue. The other two hang back in dull woolen coats and sullen expressions. In the corner stands Silas in his nightshirt over a hasty pair of breeches, a blanket around his shoulders—diminished, bewildered.

			“Ah,” says the one in scarlet. “Miss Sykes, I believe. We have been awaiting your return. My name is Harte, captain of His Majesty’s frigate Reckless.”

			Hephzibah makes a brief curtsy.

			“Your apron, Miss Sykes. Are you hiding something?”

			She unties the knot in the corner. “Eggs, sir. I have been feeding the hens in the barn.”

			“Your sister said you were milking the cow.”

			“I left the milk in the barn so the cream might rise. Can I help you, sir? Have you need of provisions for your ship? I’m afraid we have little enough to offer.”

			Harte is about fifty years old, she guesses—or maybe forty, to account for the weathering of a life at sea. His black, curling wig sets off a jaw hewn from a block of well-tanned wood and a pair of dark eyes set close together, so that his eyebrows almost meet. The effect is ferocious. He delivers this gaze straight and unblinking into Hephzibah’s eyes as if he might read the thoughts engraved on the inside of her skull.

			“We are not in need of provisions, Miss Sykes, or I should have sent my purser on my behalf.” His tone is sharp, with a hard emphasis on the word purser. “We are in search of a man. A criminal, a traitor. A low thieving pirate, a villainous devil of a man, a dog, contemptible. His name is Ramsay. I am given to understand that he and another fellow of his band—his ship’s surgeon, I believe, another villain—sought shelter under this roof not long ago.”

			Beulah pipes up. “And I told Captain Harte that we turned those men away directly they arrived, as we are a law-abiding household and do not truck with pirates.”

			Harte keeps his gaze on Hephzibah’s face. “I will ask you to remain quiet, Mrs. Winthrop, while I address your sister. Is this true, Miss Sykes? That you turned away these pirates?”

			“At once,” she says. “I have a particular disgust for sea-thieves.”

			“An opinion which does you credit, Miss Sykes, and one lamentably absent among your brethren on this uncivilized shore, who seem to share an unfortunate misapprehension that these murderous bandits are to be admired rather than strung from the nearest gibbet. A prejudice owing, I can only suppose, to the disgraceful number of them who have chosen this particular criminal trade—”

			“That’s true, your honor,” says Silas, from the corner. “Very true. Two of my cousins, now, distant cousins, a fishing family out of Truro—”

			“If you please, sir.” Harte tilts his head in Silas’s direction, without removing his gaze from Hephzibah. “As I said, I have had a devil of a time discovering any inhabitant of this district willing to do his duty and bring these dogs to justice. I had almost given up hope when a man—one man along a hundred miles of coast—stepped forward at last.”

			“How noble,” says Hephzibah. “But I’m afraid your informant was mistaken. We refused to allow those men over our doorstep.”

			“My husband chased them off with his musket,” says Beulah.

			Silas nods his head vigorously. “That’s right. Though I was sick abed, your honor, I knew my duty.”

			“One of the two was horribly wounded,” says Hephzibah. “I don’t see how he could have survived. His chest was split open from shoulder to belly, and his head was very near scalped.”

			A muscle shivers beneath Harte’s left eye. “Indeed. Indeed. Split open, you say?”

			“Just so, your honor,” says Silas. “From stem to stern, as you might say.”

			“Ah,” says Harte. “Ah.”

			Hephzibah stares at that ecstatic skin beneath Harte’s eye. In her mind she sees Ramsay—his pale ribs gleaming with blood, his scalp hanging over his ear. She hears the rasp of the saw, the long slow bellow that empties his lungs.

			She says, “I’m sure he must be dead, sir. It is impossible a man should have survived another day, so wounded. He was near death even then—insensible—his companions forced to carry him—”

			“Blood all over my nice clean floor,” says Beulah.

			Now Harte turns. “But your sister said he never crossed your doorstep, Mrs. Winthrop. Or did I mishear her?”

			“In a manner of speaking, your honor,” says Silas. “They crossed the threshold—forced their way, that is, the devils—before I and my musket was able to make matters clear.”

			Harte looks at Silas. “I have it on good authority, Mr. Winthrop, that as late as Christmas, you kept two men at board in this house. One badly scarred and missing an arm.”

			“And whose authority is that, sir?” asks Hephzibah.

			“Law, sir, do you mean my cousin?” says Beulah. “My cousin who came to stay with us all December, with his good friend the doctor?”

			“A strange coincidence.” Harte’s gaze roves the floorboards and across the wall, coming to rest on the door to the lean-to. His eyes narrow into slivers.

			“The pirate’s limbs were quite whole, as I remember,” says Hephzibah. “All attached, that is. Besides, there came three men that day, not two.”

			“Can you tell me, Mr. Winthrop, what lies behind that door at the back?”

			“Why, that? That’s the lean-to, your honor. For the storing of food and the hanging of game.”

			Harte turns to Silas and fixes his hat back on his head. “I’m afraid I shall have to order my men to search the premises, Mr. Winthrop. Lieutenant Waters will direct them. I shall reconnoiter the perimeter.”

			Silas shrugs. “Search all you like, your honor. If you don’t mind, I might return to my bed. I have suffered from a painful complaint of late, most painful, for which reason my wife’s cousin was so kind as to introduce his friend the doctor.”

			“And was this man able to provide you with any relief, Mr. Winthrop?”

			“Why, as to symptoms—tolerably, your honor, tolerably, though I fear the malady itself is beyond the reach of human skill. But it is my lot that the Lord sees fit to burden me with, in his perfect wisdom, and I don’t complain.”

			Harte turns to Hephzibah. A thin smile stretches his mouth to its limit.

			“If you would be so kind, Miss Sykes,” he says, “as to conduct me on a tour of the outbuildings. Mr. Waters? The lantern, if you please.”

			 

			The hens stalk the floor of the barn, scrounging corn. Captain Harte walks a circle past the ropes and blankets that hang from the pegs, the tools that lean in the corners. The buckets, the barrels; the hogsheads of cider, the bushels of corn. Hephzibah remembers the long golden days at the end of September, shucking corn next to Beulah on the bench they had carried outside to the sunshine. Hundreds and hundreds of ears until her arms ached—more corn, she thought, than they could possibly consume in a year. Now the bushels are nearly empty. Do they feed the chickens or themselves?

			Harte pauses before the hayloft and raises his lantern high. The loft is so empty, the light finds the shadows in the corners. “It is unfortunate, Miss Sykes, that the incoming tide prevented my ship from leaving harbor earlier in the day. It is impossible to conduct a thorough search in this darkness.”

			Hephzibah stares at the pitchfork that stands against the wall beneath the loft. She thinks of Ramsay, slinging it awkwardly in his left hand to pitch down the hay to the floor. “The tide past the southwestern point is uncommon fierce,” she says. “Not the mightiest ship can withstand it, even with the wind on your quarter.”

			Harte detaches his gaze from the hayloft and looks at her. “I am obliged to warn you, should I find evidence that you have given me false report, it will be my unfortunate duty to have you carried to the authorities under arrest, for the capital offense of harboring a criminal.”

			“Unless my chickens may be considered criminals, sir, I believe your duty has nothing to do with me.”

			“Your levity is ill-advised, Miss Sykes. I am in earnest, I assure you.”

			“And I assure you, Captain, that you will not find what you seek.”

			A long breathing silence. Harte steps toward her, so that only a few feet of space separate them. He is not a tall man. If he were to step forward once more, his nose would strike the middle of her forehead.

			In that instant, Hephzibah realizes they’re not alone. Ramsay is nearby. Where? She feels his watchfulness, his rising fury. His spirit on the brink of explosion.

			“You are all alike, in this damned savage land,” Harte says. “You think the law is like an article of clothing to be cast off if it doesn’t suit. That a man who plunders and robs the honest and dearly bought goods of another man has done you a service because he has carried his spoils to your doorstep. That the murder and mayhem he commits in this service are of no account because he has not murdered you.”

			“I think that a man who commits crimes in the name of the law is just as much a villain as the man who commits crimes against it.”

			Harte lifts the lantern so the glow strikes her eyes.

			“It would grieve me beyond words, Miss Sykes, to discover that you have fallen under the spell of this man. This pirate.” He snarls the word. “This practiced seducer. I have seen it with my own eyes. Like the devil himself, he will beguile you until you’ll commit any villainy for him. Until you have sunk into the same filth in which he wallows.”

			“I thank you for your concern, Captain Harte, but I believe myself capable to judge whether or not a man is a pig.”

			“Then you are a fool.”

			Hephzibah shrugs. “As you say.”

			“You had better watch yourself, by God. You had better watch your tongue. You’re speaking to a king’s officer, do you understand? A king’s officer.”

			“A king’s officer should remember himself, sir. He should not allow his temper to get the better of him.”

			Harte seizes her chin with his fingers.

			“By God, madam. If he has lured you into the carnal heat of his sinful bed. If he has bent you to his will, by God, you would do well to remember that it would fall to my unfortunate duty—mine, madam—to punish your wickedness without mercy.”

			Under every hair of her skin, she feels the fury that crackles from its hiding place. The violence on the brink of explosion.

			She grasps Harte’s wrist and pulls his hand away.

			“I will let this insult pass,” she says, “for I know that God reads what is written on our hearts. But I tell you this, Captain Harte. If you touch me again without leave, you will not live long enough to regret it.”

			 

			On the rim of grass that falls to the shore. The boat pulling hard for the ship that lies at anchor in the channel, before the tide makes its turn.

			“You shouldn’t have left the doctor alone,” she says.

			“It was the doctor or you.”

			“I can fend for myself, thank you.”

			“Yes,” he says. “I see that now. I should never have doubted.”

			The lantern blurs in the gathering fog. Still she feels Harte’s eyes, searching the dark shore. As if he can see the two of them, standing side by side in the night.

			“He will return with the light,” she says.

			Ramsay looks at his palm. “I could have killed him. With my one hand, I could have killed the bastard.”

			“Thank God you did not. It would’ve meant the end of us all.”

			“I knew that,” he says. “It’s the only reason he’s still alive.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			The window in the bank manager’s office faces southwest, so I can track the progress of the setting sun, minute by minute. It’s one of those cold, clear days at the start of January, the true breath of the coming winter. The oranges on the horizon are so pungent, my heart hurts.

			Or maybe my heart hurts because unless someone appears to escort me down to the safe-deposit vault within the next three minutes, I’m going to miss the four-thirty ferry back to Winthrop Island.

			But there’s no hurrying anyone around here. As you might expect, my dad entrusted his overdraft to the oldest bank in New London, and while it’s since been swallowed by larger and larger banks, working its way up the food chain until the sign above the door now reads Chase, the employees remain, shall we say, conscious of their dignity.

			I check my phone again. Sixteen minutes past four.

			I rise from my chair to stand at the door and search the soaring wood-and-marble lobby for signs of life. A single teller stands at her window, staring at the bas-relief above the revolving door. Even the dust motes hang in the air, too torpid to move.

			“Excuse me,” I call out. “Do you know where the manager went? She left me in her office and disappeared.”

			The teller picks up the phone next to her station and presses a few buttons. Smiles vacantly at me as she waits for an answer on the other end.

			I open my messages and find the chat with Ben.

			Hey there, sorry to bother you. Just a heads up that I might not make the 430. Can I ask you to keep P with you until I get back? TYSM

			(I debate adding an emoji, can’t decide which one, and leave it as is.)

			A few seconds later, the dots appear.

			Ofc. Hope all ok?

			I find the gif of the DMV sloths in Zootopia and send it. An instant later, the HA HA appears in a bubble atop.

			I’m so engrossed in this exchange that I don’t even notice the reappearance of the bank manager, until she clears her throat and says, “Miss Cooper? I’m sorry for the delay. There’s a situation we need to discuss with you.”

			

			—

			Because Maman couldn’t remember the name of the bank where the safe-deposit box was located—But darling, it’s been decades—I had to search for Dad’s financial statements until I finally discovered them yesterday afternoon in a metal box under his bed.

			As soon as school was over for the day, I caught the ferry to the mainland and walked into the Chase Bank at half past three, expecting to walk out no more than half an hour later with the contents of Dad’s safe-deposit box.

			Now here I am. Sitting in a hard plastic chair before the bank manager’s desk while she explains to me that somebody came into the bank last week, claimed to be Lucy Cooper, and demanded access to the box.

			“I don’t understand. I’m Lucy Cooper.”

			“Yes. Well. That’s what she said.”

			“You didn’t open the box for her, did you?”

			The manager’s name is Trudy and she has probably worked here since before I was born, when it was called the First National Bank of New London and my father’s account still showed a positive balance. She clicks her scarlet fingernails on the computer keyboard in front of her and sends me an offended glance over the top of her glasses.

			“Of course not,” she says. “There were irregularities.”

			“Yeah, there were irregularities! She isn’t Lucy Cooper!”

			“She forgot to bring her identification”—Trudy holds up her hands to place a pair of scarlet-tipped quote marks around the word forgot—“and she claimed the key had been lost.”

			“Who was she? What did she look like?”

			“We have security footage,” she says, “but I’ll need permission from corporate to share that with you.”

			“Excuse me, but I really think I should know who’s out there impersonating me?”

			“I understand, Miss Cooper,” she says, in that voice you learn at corporate service training seminars. “We’ll share that information with you as soon as possible.”

			“I don’t understand why that information wasn’t shared with me already.”

			Trudy pushes her glasses up the bridge of her nose and turns back to the computer. “Because we didn’t have any means of reaching you. We sent an email to your father—”

			“My father’s—” I hesitate. “Deceased.”

			“Well, you’re going to have to go through the process of closing his account, per our official guidelines. The good news is, he added you as an account owner, so you’re able to access the box. With the proper identification, of course. And the key.”

			“I’ve already given you my ID. And the key’s right here.” I remove it from my handbag and hold it up. “What I want to know is who’s been trying to get in there before me, and why. And how she knew my father had a safe-deposit box here to begin with.”

			“The authorities have been notified,” says Trudy. “We’ll be in touch with next steps.”

			“That’s great. In the meantime, is there any chance I can open up the box in time to catch the next ferry back to Winthrop Island?”

			Trudy gives me a pitying look. “We’ll do our best.”

			

			—

			At last aboard the six-thirty ferry. I hurry up the metal stairs from the car deck to the deckhouse and settle myself on one of the benches. Outside, the freezing air whistles along the sides of the ship. The lights of New London glow fuzzily through the silted windows. I set down my handbag and unzip my backpack.

			Okay, so maybe a tiny part of my heart harbored some hopeless romantic dream of opening that safe-deposit box to find a wooden chest filled with silver pieces of eight or gold doubloons. The lottery win that would solve all my problems at once—the financial ones, anyway.

			But when I turned the key in the lock and peered inside, I saw…a manila envelope.

			Inside, a thick packet of papers held together with a metal binder clip. On top, a handwritten note: For the exclusive use of my daughter, Lucy Cooper, and/or her heirs. B. Cooper.

			I pull out the envelope from my backpack. My heart aches as I thumb through the papers. Maps, notes, photocopied pages of ancient documents. A notebook, crammed with my father’s familiar old-fashioned handwriting. The sum of his life’s work. Every day of every summer flashes across my mind, all at once. This absurd hope that spun through his mind, this delusion he wove into the fabric of his life. False lead after false lead. Each one just promising enough to catapult him to the next. Going in circles. Going nowhere.

			What a waste, I think. What a waste of a man’s days.

			My phone vibrates.

			I reach for my handbag. There are four or five other people on the ferry at this time of the year, at this time of day. Winter night already solid black around us. Water like obsidian. I recognize a couple of faces—tired, unsociable. I pull the phone from my bag and read Ben’s name on the screen.

			“Hey. I’m on the ferry now. Is everything okay?”

			“We’re all good. Eating some leftover pasta for dinner.” He pauses. “We’re at my place, though. There’s kind of a thing with your furnace.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			“Look on the bright side,” Ben says, when I’m sitting at his kitchen table with a mug of hot chocolate. “At least the furnace itself is okay.”

			“As far as we know,” I say darkly.

			“Heating oil guys’ll be there tomorrow afternoon. Thursday morning at the latest, they said. Full tank of oil, it’ll be humming along like a—you know, like a thing that hums.”

			“A hummingbird?” Punkin suggests.

			“A hummingbird, sure.”

			“I’ll pay you back,” I tell him. “Just let me know how much Dad was in arrears. Not now, though? Tomorrow. I don’t think I can take another thing tonight.”

			“Understood. And, you know, you can take your time with that. No rush.”

			“Ben’s a real lifesaver,” says Punkin. “He even reminded me to pack my nightgown and toothbrush.”

			I look at her over the top of my mug. “I’m kind of hoping you’re smart enough to remember your own nightgown and toothbrush when you’re going for a sleepover.”

			“I’ve never had a sleepover before. I was a little excited.”

			“What?” Ben sets down his mug. “Never had a sleepover? Are you kidding me?”

			“Well, I go to stay with Grandmère, obviously. But she already has plenty of nightgowns and toothbrushes for me.”

			I check my watch and rise from the chair. “Speaking of nightgowns and toothbrushes.”

			

			—

			The bedding is old-fashioned but smells fresh. A single bed in a small, low-ceilinged girl’s room, all laces and peach and a curving wood-framed mirror atop the chest of drawers. I wonder who the girl was.

			The floorboards creak like old bones. I sit on the edge of the bed and smooth Punkin’s hair, the same way as every night.

			“We’re so lucky to have Ben next door,” she says. “He’s a lifesaver.”

			“You keep saying that.”

			“Because it’s true. I’m so glad that Grandmère and the aunts and uncles got to meet him. Can we do Christmas like that every year?”

			“Honey, nobody wants to have Christmas every year in our creaky old house.”

			“Not as creaky as this one.”

			“True. This one definitely takes first place at the creaky fair.”

			She snuggles under her covers. “At least Ben can come over. Are you two going to sleep together?”

			“What?”

			“Because there’s only one bed in this room.”

			“Oh.” I lean forward to kiss her good night. “I’ll probably just take the sofa, honey. It looked pretty comfortable.”

			

			—

			Ben’s still in the kitchen, finishing up the dishes.

			“Let me,” I say. “You’ve done enough already. Letting us barge in on you like this.”

			“Too late. Last mug right here.”

			He places it on the drying rack and turns around. A dishcloth hangs over his shoulder. He wipes his fingers and leans against the old wooden counter. Aside from a couple of midcentury appliances—real beauts, Punkin would have called them, before I arrived—the kitchen doesn’t look like it’s been renovated since the American Revolution. The table seats four if you squash together. A pair of gingham curtains hangs across the window over the sink. Thick black night through the crack.

			“Hey,” says Ben. “Tough day?”

			“Where do I start?”

			He nods at the mug. “You want something stronger? We could open up your Prohibition hooch.”

			“No, don’t do that. Save it for an occasion.”

			“Well, there’s got to be something around here.”

			He turns around and opens doors on the freestanding cabinets—a Welsh dresser on one side, a sideboard on the other.

			“Ben, it’s okay. I mean, I notice you haven’t been drinking. I don’t want to—you know.”

			“I haven’t been drinking,” he says, “but I’m not not drinking. Well, look here. The mother lode.”

			He turns back with two bottles—one cream sherry and the other rye whiskey.

			“Definitely the rye. But are you sure?”

			Ben puts the sherry back in its cabinet and pulls a couple of lowball glasses from the Welsh dresser. “Anything with it? Ice?”

			“Sure. Ice.”

			“Never been that big a drinker. To answer the question behind your question. And I never drank during the season. I just stopped because—I don’t know. I guess I didn’t want it to become a problem? Given what I was going through. I thought this was a situation I should probably try to handle with no alcohol involved.” He hands me the glass. Our fingertips brush. “To shitty days.”

			The rye is old and rough-strong. “Wow,” I gasp.

			Ben looks at the bottle. “Must be twenty years old at least. Last guy who lived here.”

			We sit down at the table. It seems safer, I guess, than the sofa in the adjacent living room. I tell Ben how grateful I am. He says don’t mention it. That’s what neighbors are for.

			“Besides,” he says, “the kid is good company, let’s face it. All those questions. You get over yourself pretty fast around a kid like her.”

			“Well, she adores you. And she does not adore everybody, trust me.” I allow a cautious sip that traces a silky, satisfying burn down my throat. “To be honest, I was kind of worried, moving here.”

			“Because she’s so precocious?”

			I nod. “She doesn’t always relate well to kids her age. She had to grow up so fast, you know? And outside school, it’s just her and me. After Arnaud died, the other mothers stopping calling. Playdates dried up. I guess I should have tried harder, but—I don’t know. I had so much to deal with already.”

			“Luce, she’s just smart. Really fucking smart. And you’ve done a great job feeding that mind of hers. That’s what she needs.”

			“The truth is, she needs siblings. But that’s not—”

			I realize what I’m saying and bite the words off.

			Ben sips his whiskey. “So tell me about your day, dear. Did you find the safe-deposit box?”

			I circle the ice around the glass. “I have a really stupid question for you. Did you happen to mention the key thing to anybody? The fact that my mother remembered it was the safe-deposit key, I mean?”

			“No. Why?”

			“Because someone went to the bank last week, claiming to be me. Asked them to open the box for her.”

			Ben sets down his glass. “Say what?”

			“I know. So many questions. That’s why I was wondering. If you happened to mention it somewhere? Just in conversation.”

			“Lucy,” he says. “Seriously?”

			“I know. I know you wouldn’t. I just. Can’t imagine how anyone would know.”

			He leans back in his chair. His hand dwarfs the glass, like it belongs to a doll’s set. A thought intrudes—that old saying about the size of a man’s hands. I lift my own glass to disguise the flush that’s rising to my cheeks.

			“They didn’t succeed, though, right?” asks Ben. “I mean, the bank didn’t let this rando into the safe-deposit box?”

			“No, no. Dad’s stuff was there. I have it in my backpack.” I force a smile. “No pirate treasure, alas. Or the missing laptop. Just his notebooks.”

			“He put them in his safe-deposit box?”

			“Yeah. I mean, God forbid anyone should steal his research notes. Swipe his treasure right out from under him.”

			Ben rises from the chair and brings back the bottle from the counter. Refills us both.

			“So that’s it?” he asks. “The treasure notes?”

			“That was it. That’s all he ever cared about, right? The fucking treasure.”

			“That’s not true, Lucy. He loved you.”

			“But he loved this more.”

			“Lucy—”

			“No, I mean it. He literally gave up everything for this. This delusion. It consumed him. He let us all walk out of his life, but he wouldn’t give up his treasure hunt.”

			Ben runs his palm along the thatch on his jaw. “I’m just saying the two things can coexist. He could love you more than anything and still not be able to let this thing go. Like an addict. Because what I saw was a man who loved his daughter. He talked about you all the time. And it lit him up, Luce. I’m not just saying that.”

			“All the time? I don’t know, Ben. Kind of sounds like you might have egged him on a bit.”

			A grin dimples the corner of his mouth. “Hey, how could I resist? The girl who got away.”

			“Ha. It’s not like you didn’t know where to find me.”

			The grin vanishes. Ben turns his head to the window above the sink. The faded red gingham curtains, like a pair of miniature picnic cloths. The whole house is too small for him. Built hundreds of years ago for people half his size.

			“This is kind of a big deal, Luce,” he says. “This safe-deposit thing. Did they call the police? Do they have a photo or video footage or something?”

			“They’re looking into it.”

			“I don’t know. I don’t think that’s good enough. I feel like there’s something missing here, you know? The whole why piece.”

			“Do you think someone thought he’d actually found something?”

			“If he went bragging on one of those pirate forums. Sharing info with each other.”

			“Great. My dad finally decides to join the modern age and overshares with the pirate nerds.”

			“You don’t sound worried,” he says. “You’re sitting over there in that house, all by yourself. With your daughter.”

			“Ben, it’s Winthrop Island.”

			“People do shitty things everywhere, Luce. People are capable of anything. I mean, look at me.”

			“You?”

			“If you look at what I did. What I’m capable of.”

			“You were playing a game, Ben. It was an accident. A freak accident.”

			“I think a lot about Ashley,” he says. “Ashley and the kids. I wrote her a letter.”

			“What did she say back?”

			“She didn’t.” He stares at his hands, knit together on the table before him. “Do you still miss him? Your—you know, your partner?”

			“Arnaud. Yes. I miss him all the time.”

			“That’s the thing,” he says. “It’s not something you can fix.”

			I stare at the end of the table, against the wall, where Ben set the two glasses. Next to them, a few books are piled up, like he reads while he eats. The rye is all over my head now. Loosening the screws. Don’t overshare, I think. Don’t let the booze talk.

			“Whatcha reading?” I ask.

			He lifts the book on top. The Swerve says the title. A stern Roman profile gazes from the spine. “Ever heard of Lucretius?”

			“He was a philosopher, right?”

			“Yep. Epicurean. Wrote this poem called De rerum natura—translates to On the Nature of Things, which, well, it’s kind of hard to summarize. Basically he counters the Stoic argument—you know, virtue is the only good? Happiness in adversity?—with this idea that the universe is eternal but the soul is mortal, dies when the body dies, and so we should spend our short time on earth seeking pleasure and avoiding pain. YOLO, in other words.”

			I smile. “And which side are you on?”

			“Ha. I guess it helps to be a Stoic on the football field. There’s this famous Epictetus quote about how you should be sick and yet happy, dying and yet happy—I can’t remember them all—in exile and happy. In disgrace and happy.”

			“So are you happy?”

			He finds my eyes. “I’m happy right now.”

			Some words jumble in my mouth. Something about whether that makes him a Stoic or an Epicurean, but I can’t put them in order. My brain is too exhausted for logic. Too fogged by old rye whiskey. I drop my gaze to the cover of the book on the table. In one corner, opposite the Roman, is the head of Botticelli’s Venus.

			“Sometimes I’m angry at him,” I say.

			Ben asks gently, “At Arnaud?”

			“Sometimes I don’t even know what I feel. I was only a few years out of uni when we met. He was ten years older. Everything happened so fast, like I didn’t want to give myself time to second-guess. And I don’t think he ever really showed me the real him. The person inside. Because after he died, I found out a few things that made me think I hadn’t really known him at all, you know? So it’s like trying to miss something that wasn’t really there. Or one of those pictures that changes when you look at it from a different angle. And I’m so mad at him. For not loving us enough. For not giving us all of himself, when I was giving all of me. And I can’t tell anyone. I haven’t told anyone. Not until this second.”

			“You didn’t tell your mom? Your siblings?”

			“I couldn’t. They’re sweet and I love them, but there’s this gap. They’re all rich. They lead these careless rich lives—”

			“Hold on. How can they be rich and not you?”

			I shrug. “Because I’m the stepkid. I got to live with them, in their nice houses. I went to nice schools. And I’m incredibly grateful for that, believe me. But once I left home, that was it. And that’s fair. I already had a father. They didn’t owe me anything.”

			“I’m just saying,” Ben says, staring at his hands, “if I had a stepdaughter—like, the daughter of the woman I loved enough to marry?—I would pretty much want to treat her as my own kid. Love her like my own kid.”

			Old houses are never quiet. Even when they are at rest, you hear the creak of settling wood and the gasp of some ancient appliance. It fills the yaw of silence between two people. The ache that hangs in the air.

			The leg of Ben’s chair scrapes against the floor. He stands and picks up the whiskey glasses from the table. “Anyway. You can sleep in my room. I’ll take the sofa.”

			“You don’t even fit on the sofa.”

			“Well, I already changed the sheets,” he says, “so you don’t have a choice.”

			

			—

			Unlike Punkin, I don’t have pajamas or a toothbrush. Ben rummages out a spare from the bathroom drawer and hands me a T-shirt that says NFC East Champions.

			I hold it out in front of me. “Nice flex.”

			“Forgot I still had it,” he says. “I’ll go find you some towels.”

			A moment later he knocks gently on the door. “It’s open,” I call.

			He stands in the doorway with a towel and washcloth. I’m wearing the T-shirt, which hangs almost to my knees.

			“Très chic.” He holds out the towels.

			“Thanks, Ben. For everything. I’m glad—it’s nice to have someone to talk to. Someone adult, I mean.”

			“Yeah, that’s the hardest part, right? The thing you miss most.” He turns away and stops beneath the hallway light. The hall is narrow and the ceiling is low, and the bulb is so close to his ginger hair that it turns him a fiery blond. He puts his hand on the back of his neck and says, “For the record, I did try to find you.”

			“What? When?”

			“Piccadilly Circus. New Year’s Eve. I waited all night.”

			“Piccadilly Circus? Are you serious? You flew to London?”

			“It was all I had. No other way to reach you, after you left. Short of stalking you all over the internet, I guess.” He looks at me. “I just don’t want you to think I gave up. Because I didn’t. Not for a long time.”

			I realize I’m still holding the towels, sandwiched between my hands. I stare down at the old terrycloth—a sage green that probably started out life several shades brighter—and stroke my palm along the grain.

			“Ben, she was my best friend. I just couldn’t.”

			“I know that. I understood that.”

			I look up. “It was for the best. We were kids. And were living on separate continents.”

			“A word would have been nice, though. Even goodbye. Some little sign that it meant something to you.”

			“It did mean something. It meant everything. You mean everything. That was why it had to be a clean break. Because if I left the door open, even a crack…”

			Ben’s mouth stretches into a sad smile. “Would that have been so bad, though?”

			I stand there in the doorway of his bedroom. His T-shirt swallows me. His scent drifts from the cotton—his skin, his soap. He takes up the whole hallway. I can’t see anything else.

			Piccadilly Circus, I think.

			He turns away.

			“Ben, wait.”

			“Luce, for God’s sake. I’m not made of stone.”

			“Well, I’m not made of stone either, okay?”

			“I don’t deserve you, Luce. I don’t deserve to—I shouldn’t even be standing here with you—”

			“Ben. Please. We have both made mistakes. We’re human beings. We screw up. But we’re grown up now. We can start over. And I’m standing here in this ridiculous American shirt that smells like you, and I haven’t had sex in three years, and you’re telling me these things, you’re turning me inside out, and I just—like, what do I have to do?”

			Ben stares at the wall. His head blocks the hall light. Behind him is the door to Punkin’s room and I’m thinking, possibly we said too much, just now. All that rye whiskey.

			“You don’t have to do anything,” he says. “That’s the problem.”

			The breath whooshes from my lungs. “Doesn’t sound like a problem to me.”

			He turns his head.

			The next thing I know, we’re stumbling backward into the bedroom. Ben closes the door behind him. His arms, his chest, his hands in my hair. My name in a whisper. Then his lips. So gentle it hurts. Gentle like the wings of a butterfly, and yet his arms are so strong. I can’t even move inside them.

			He breaks off the kiss and draws me against his chest. I love the violent thump of his heart under my cheek. The cold air in the room that makes his body feel like a furnace.

			“Luce,” he says. “Lucy. I fucked up. I made a mistake.”

			“Ben, it’s okay. Let’s put it all behind us. We’re here now. We can—”

			“Luce. Please.” His palm floats along my hair. “It’s not that.”

			There is something about the tone of his voice. I don’t know. Call it intuition.

			He says, “It’s about Laura.”

			At the word Laura, a vortex starts to spin inside each of my ears. Like from a wheel or a fan or something. Whirring, whirring. I detach myself from his arms and step back, so my legs bump against the edge of the bed.

			“What about Laura?”

			Ben closes his eyes.

			I whisper, “Oh, no. Oh, no.”

			“Last summer,” he says.

			“Don’t say it.”

			“It was July. When she came down from Boston. One night—you know, we got to talking, and I was so lonely, Luce, so fucking alone—”

			“Just once? Or more often?”

			“Does it make a difference?”

			“No. But I’d like to know.”

			He says, “A lot.”

			I force myself to stare at his face. At his eyes squeezed shut. “At Summerly? Or here in this room?”

			“Here.” He opens his eyes and reaches for my arm. “I’m sorry, Luce. I’m so sorry. Everybody said you were gone for good. I never thought you’d—”

			I pull my arm away and step from the bed. The bed where he fucked her, says a numb, detached voice in my head.

			He watches me as I reach for my clothes. I would rather sleep in my jeans and sweater than Ben’s T-shirt that smells of him.

			“I want to explain, Luce. I wasn’t—it was not—this is different, you and me—”

			“You should have told me,” I say. “You should have told me first.”

			“That’s what I meant. When I said I didn’t deserve you.”

			“Of course. I should have realized.” I step over the towels, which fell to the floor when Ben took me in his arms. “And if you’ll excuse me, I’m going downstairs to sleep on the sofa.”

		

	
		
			Winter
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			Excerpted from 
The Great Snow: A Romance

		

	
		
			Snowflakes blur the air on the evening of the eighteenth. Hephzibah shivers them off her cloak and hangs it on a peg by the fire to dry.

			The doctor sits at the board with his cider and the book still spread open. He looks up with dull eyes. “Any luck?”

			She shakes her head and sets the bucket on the floor. “The snares were empty. Beulah? The cow gave a little milk.”

			Beulah—round as a ball in her belly, gaunt everywhere else—sits in the spindle chair that’s been drawn up before the fire, mending a shirt. The shirt belongs to her husband, but since Silas spends most of his hours abed, it’s been made over for Ramsay as a spare. She raises her head from her work and says, “Oh, let the captain have it. He needs his strength.”

			Ramsay stands nearby, leaning his shoulder against the wall near the hearth. A cup of cider in hand. A smile on his lips. There is a smile on Beulah’s lips too. A flush of color on each thin cheek. As she speaks, she’s looking at the captain, not at Hephzibah.

			“No, no. The milk is for you, madam.” Ramsay raises his cup. “I shall do very well with this.”

			Beulah turns to Hephzibah at last. “Let’s mix it into the cornmeal for supper.”

			But there is so little corn left. Little of anything, except cider. After supper, Hephzibah shivers on her pallet and stares at the attic ceiling while the snow stings the shutters, while the rising wind whistles across the chimney, and makes her inventory.

			The squash and pumpkin, long gone. The ham finished weeks ago. Then the hens, once the ham was eaten. (The doctor had the duty of wringing their necks.) The last of the rye-n-Injun made into a pitifully small loaf this morning. The last barrel of salt pork so badly spoiled, they had dumped it into the sea. Beans, half a sack—enough for a week, maybe, if they’re lucky enough to discover that some rabbit has made its way into one of the snares. Sally gives a pint of milk a day, no more.

			If only they could get a deer. She and Ramsay leave at dawn each morning to make the attempt, but the deer are hungry and wary and the powder is bad. Ramsay is an expert on gunpowder, as you might expect, and when he inspected the contents of the horn he shook his head and pronounced it the lowest grade he had ever encountered—riddled with damp and impurities—the merchant who sold it to Silas should be forced to eat it for supper since you couldn’t blow him up with it.

			Ramsay. Hephzibah closes her eyes, but she can’t banish the image in her head—her sister blushing in the chair before the fire, Ramsay leaning against the wall with his cider and his smile. Scarred, maimed as he is. Thick bones propping up a starving hide. Hair a shocking, inexplicable white where it grows from the patch of sewn-on scalp. How can Beulah possibly find him comely?

			Beulah—smiling, blushing, while her belly swells with her husband’s babe.

			How cold the air grows. The wind sings through the cracks of the walls; the snow falls in a fury. Hephzibah can’t stop shivering long enough to fall asleep, even if her mind would quiet. The rattle of her teeth echoes in her skull.

			Beulah and Silas bundle together in their bed. Ramsay and the doctor huddle on the same pallet. Only Hephzibah sleeps alone. Only Hephzibah has nobody to lend her warmth as the winter howls around her.

			How she longs for warmth. Her toes, her fingers, her belly, her skin. How she yearns.

			Already she wears as much clothing as she owns. Her woolen stockings, her shirt, two dresses, her shawl. Both blankets. What else can she do?

			Her cloak. Hanging on the peg next to the fireplace.

			She rises from the pallet and crawls down the stairs.

			 

			They won’t run out of cider, anyway—no matter how much the doctor drinks.

			Who knows when the apple orchard was planted, or by whom. Silas is vague about the history of the island and how his family came to own it. Somebody who loved apples. For two weeks in the middle of September, Beulah and Hephzibah did nothing but pluck apples from the trees—a vast fragrant profusion of fruit, sweet and crisp like no apples Hephzibah had ever eaten. They sampled almost as many as they dropped in the baskets, until Hephzibah was sick of apples; or so she thought, until the next day.

			On the last day of the apple picking, as they sat on the grass in a pleasant silence, eating their thick fresh bread and good butter, Hephzibah was in the middle of admiring the blush on her sister’s round cheek—so like the apples they had just plucked from their branches—when Beulah turned to her and said, in a shy voice, I think—that is—I wonder if I am going to have a baby.

			Hephzibah took a bite of her bread and paid attention to the way the butter melted on her tongue. Then a bite of apple. Then—What makes you think so?

			Because—the blush deepened on Beulah’s cheeks and her lips, and she looked away toward the cornfield where Silas hacked away at the stalks with his scythe—because I have not had my courses since June, and you know I haven’t felt well all summer.

			Hephzibah agreed that this was true.

			But a frown began to crease Beulah’s beautiful, flushed face. Hephzibah followed her gaze to the cornfield, where Silas seemed to have vanished.

			Then she saw that he had fallen into the field half-tilled around him, beside the scythe that flashed in the September sun.

			 

			The ladder creaks as Hephzibah makes her way down, but the noise disappears into the wailing wind. Only when she reaches the floor and turns toward the hearth does she notice the candle flickering on the bench and the two people who sit there, side by side.

			Beulah rises first.

			“Sister! I didn’t—I thought you were—”

			Hephzibah turns her gaze away before she can see the expression on Ramsay’s face—whether he feels surprise or remorse or only disappointment at the interruption.

			She lifts her cloak from the peg and turns back for the ladder.

			“I was cold,” she says.

			As she climbs the rungs, she hears Ramsay say her name, but she doesn’t stop.

			When she reaches the top, she wraps the cloak around her shoulders and crawls into her pallet of straw. The candle appears on the floor next to the stairwell, then Beulah’s head.

			“Hephzibah,” whispers her sister.

			Hephzibah sits up. “What are you doing? You’ll hurt yourself!”

			But Beulah clambers up anyway, blows out the candle, lumbers to the pallet, and crawls in next to Hephzibah. The bulge of her stomach feels gigantic in the small of Hephzibah’s back, like she’s carrying a calf instead of a baby.

			“Don’t be angry with me,” she whispers. “I got out of bed for a drink of water and found him in the hall. His wound was hurting him, he couldn’t sleep.”

			“I’m not angry.”

			“Yes, you are.” Beulah stole her arm around Hephzibah’s waist, so they lay like a pair of spoons, except that the bowl of one spoon was so very full. “He never touched me, I swear it. He laid not a finger on me. It was only a minute or two, a few words.”

			“I don’t care. Why should I care? He’s nothing to me.”

			“He was so kind.” Beulah shudders. “I don’t know why—I began to weep—he was so kind.”

			Hephzibah turns to face her sister. In the cold black night, she can’t see a thing—not even the shadow of her sister’s face, or the gleam of tears on her cheeks.

			“He is not kind,” Hephzibah hisses. “Do you hear me? He’s a pirate. He steals things. He will steal your heart, your peace of mind, your everything—”

			“I can’t help it. I can’t. I love him, Hephzibah. I have loved him from the beginning. Oh God, what a sinful creature I am—so very bad, I pray to God for—for Silas to—to be freed of him, before the spring, before they leave—”

			Beulah gasps the words into Hephzibah’s shoulder, in between each sob that racks her chest. Hephzibah pats her back, the delicate curve of her sister’s spine—how, she wonders, can so delicate a spine bear so enormous a burden?

			“You don’t understand, Hephzibah—you can’t understand, you who are so very good—you who don’t know what it is, to lie with a man and feel such things. I can’t help it, he consumes me—oh, God will never forgive me—”

			“Shh,” Hephzibah whispers. “Shh. God understands. Darling girl. He hears you. He hears your prayers.”

			“He’ll punish me, I know it. He will send a terrible judgment. My child, he’ll curse my poor child. God will starve us all to death for my shame.”

			“Hush.” Hephzibah’s hair is wet with Beulah’s tears. “Hush, now. All will be well. Nothing will hurt you, I promise.”

			 

			When dawn lifts the air from purest black to charcoal, Hephzibah steals from the blankets and creeps down the ladder to the hall. The air is heavy with sleep; the wind still whistles against the clapboard walls. She works her feet into the shoes next to the hearth and makes her way to the door. A shadow catches her eye—the doctor, his head at rest in the seam of his book that rests open upon the board before him.

			Like an animal, he lifts his head when she spies him.

			“My dear,” he murmurs. “What do you do? It’s the middle of the night.”

			“It’s dawn, Doctor.”

			“Dawn?” He examines his palms in the gloom. “How strange. The strangest dream. I must have risen in the night.”

			She pats his shoulder. “I’m going to fetch water and bring in the cows. Check the snares, if the snow’s not too deep already. Go back to bed, Doctor.”

			“No. Wait a moment, pet.” He takes her hand from his shoulder and presses it to his lips. “How thin you are. Is there nothing left to eat?”

			“There’s enough, don’t worry. No doubt I’ll find a rabbit in one of the snares. A nice rabbit stew to go with our corn mush—won’t that be fine?”

			“Yes, pet. Of course it will. Only—”

			“Yes, Doctor?”

			He releases her hand and pats the bench. She sits next to him. He smells of cider, of sour unwashed skin.

			“There will be no rabbit this morning,” he says. “Will there, my dear?”

			“Of course I’ll find a rabbit. Nothing can escape Ramsay’s snares.”

			The doctor wags a finger. “For shame, now. You and I, we need not lie to each other, after all that’s passed. We can pretend all’s well to the others—your sister, my dear boy—but between the two of us, we must be perfectly honest. And it is tolerably evident even to my absent attention that if one of us doesn’t journey to the mainland for food, we shall presently starve to death. Isn’t that right?”

			“Of course not. If we must, we’ll slaughter a sheep or two.” She swallows. “Or the cow.”

			“No, no. We mustn’t do that. If we take the cow, you won’t have any milk. If we take the sheep, you won’t have any wool.”

			“We can buy another cow. Another sheep.”

			“How, pray? With what silver?”

			“Why, the silver your own shipmates will bring us, when they return for you.” She pats his hand and rises from the table. “Don’t worry yourself, Doctor. We will do what we must do. All will be well.”

			The doctor stares at his book. “It’s all because of us. Eating your precious store of food, putting you in the way of grave danger—that blackguard Harte—all because of us. All because of a pair of thieves, whom God in his fury sent to your doorstep.”

			“Nonsense.” Hephzibah picks up the bucket. “God in his wisdom sends us exactly what we need. Now do lay the fire, since you’re up.”

			 

			When she reaches the pasture gate, there’s no sign of either animal. The whole world is made of swirling white. She clings to the rail and calls Sally’s name. The wind swallows her voice.

			No need to worry, she tells herself. They’re likely hunkered down in the hollow, where the fence makes a corner before it heads back up the hill. A little more sheltered from the wind, though the drifts will be deeper. When the storm is over, they’ll make their way back.

			Unless the storm keeps going. One of those three-day blizzards that strike the coast from time to time. After a while, the snow crusts over the noses and mouths of the livestock, so they can’t see or breathe or eat. You find them days later, frozen or starved to death.

			The snow falls hard and thick. She hasn’t eaten since yesterday’s supper—a heel of rye-n-Injun, a knob of cheese. She imagines trudging all the way down to the hollow while this icy wind drives the snow into her face, while this hunger claws her belly.

			Well, what does it matter, anyway? A long cold slog over a hill to find a pair of cows. Maybe it kills her, so what?

			The latch is frozen shut. Hephzibah climbs over the fence and lands softly in a drift of snow, all the way up to her knees.

			She sticks her hands under her cloak and trudges along the line of the fence as it zigzags through the snow. The house and barn disappear behind her. Her cheeks are so numb with cold, she doesn’t feel the sting as the wind drives the flakes into her skin.

			At the crest of the slope, she squints into the flying lines of snow. Not a smudge of Sally’s russet coat exists; not so much as a shadow in the swirling gray-white world around her. Only the rails of the fence, zigzagging back down the hill until the storm obscures them.

			A shriek of wind catches Hephzibah by surprise and throws her against the fence.

			She steadies herself on the top rail but her legs, mired in snow, fold beneath her and she tumbles down. Snow fills her mouth and nose and skirts, under her woolen petticoats to engulf her legs in their stockings.

			She wallows up, grasping for the fence post to brace her. Her fingers won’t hold. She slings her arms over the bottom rail to heave herself up while her shoes scrabble for traction and her lungs saw for air. Black dots appear in the furious gray-white. Now she’s floating—dizzy—the sky, the ground—she can’t tell which is which—

			“Hephzibah!”

			An arm around her waist.

			“Hephzibah! Are you hurt?”

			Her feet plant at last on the frozen ground; she stands against some solid object, like a beanpole that holds her up as the world spins around her. Ramsay. A jolt—he shakes her.

			“Answer me! Hephzibah!”

			“Yes!” she gasps.

			“You’re hurt? Where?”

			“No! Cold, that’s all. I lost my footing.”

			The arm eases. A long breath wipes her cheek. Then his face appears, red with cold and knit with worry.

			“What the devil are you doing out here? By yourself?”

			“Sally. The heifer. I can’t find them.”

			He swears. “Hephzibah. We must go back to shelter, do you understand? Wherever the damn cows have gone, we can’t help them now. For God’s sake. There’s nothing you can do except save yourself.”

			The wind keens across the folds of her ears. The cold cuts through her clothes and into her empty belly. Ramsay’s blue eyes have faded to an unblinking gray. He grips her by the arm.

			“Hephzibah,” he says. “I’m not going back without you.”

			 

			By the time they reach the barn, sheltered from the brunt of the wind, Hephzibah can’t feel her feet. She slumps against the wall to catch her breath. Ramsay slumps next to her.

			“The cows? The damned cows? You’d risk your life for a pair of cows?”

			“If they’re dead,” says Hephzibah, “at least we’d have something to eat.”

			“You can’t eat if you’re frozen to death in a snowbank.”

			“Frozen! I fell, that’s all.”

			He turns to face her, bracing himself against the barn wall with his left shoulder. “If I hadn’t come to find you, you wouldn’t have come back.”

			“Better I should die than Beulah,” she snaps.

			“For God’s sake!”

			“It’s true. Her husband needs her, her child. My life is precious only to God, and he would as soon have me dead as alive.”

			A pair of lines crease between Ramsay’s eyebrows. “Hephzibah, what is it? What troubles you?”

			“I will not have you toy with my sister’s affections. In her—her delicate condition, with her husband unwell. She’s confused, she’s afraid. She has these romantic notions. When you leave—”

			“When I leave—”

			“If you’re lucky, if your men will return for you before Harte does. You’ll sail away, and then where will she be? Her heart broken. Her peace destroyed forever. All for the sake of a little amusement for you. To while away the winter nights.”

			A gust of wind slams against the side of the barn. The snow beats around them. Ramsay throws himself over her, shielding her body between himself and the wall until the gust eases and he lifts his head from where it rests, next to hers. His face is the same pallor as the storm around them.

			“Is this what you think of me?”

			She closes her eyes and draws a picture of Beulah in her head—Beulah, her small head in its white cap, nestled into the crook of Ramsay’s shoulder.

			She straightens from the wall and pushes him away. “You are nothing but a low and thieving pirate, Mr. Ramsay. I don’t think of you at all, except to wish you had found some other island to plague.”

			 

			When Hephzibah bursts back into the house in a swirl of snowflakes, the hall is empty. She looks at the hearth. The flames are dying, the wood spent.

			“Beulah?” she calls. “Doctor?”

			Her words echo from the walls. She climbs the ladder to the attic, but her pallet is empty. Blankets in a tangle. She straightens the blankets and climbs back down, calling her sister’s name.

			Beulah lifts her head when Hephzibah hurries into the inner room. Silas lies next to her on the bed, back turned, snoring softly. The air is dark and sour, smelling of piss. Of sweat. Of coppery blood.

			“Only a little rest,” Beulah murmurs.

			“Are you sick?” asks Hephzibah.

			“No—just this—ah.”

			Beulah’s face screws tight.

			Hephzibah has lost track of days in this dark hungry succession of dawns and dusks. She counts back in her head. The middle of February? Surely not yet.

			“What’s the matter? Beulah? Are you in pain?”

			Beulah stretches her hand. Hephzibah steps forward to take it. The palm is cold and damp; Beulah’s fingers tremble.

			“I’m so sorry, sister,” she whispers. “I think—I’m afraid I may have wet the bed.”

			Hephzibah looks down at the bedclothes and drops Beulah’s hand.

			“Doctor!” she shouts.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			On the way to Sedge Peabody’s wedding, my phone vibrates in my handbag. I hand it to Punkin in the back seat. “Honey, could you take a look and see who’s calling?”

			She pulls out the phone and looks at the screen. “Unknown caller,” she announces.

			“Reject,” I tell her.

			Every weekday, on our way to school, I cruise down West Cliff Road past the driveway to Greyfriars. But I’ve never turned down the lane until today. A pair of tasteful winter flower arrangements sits on either side of the lane to mark the occasion, and in case anyone was in doubt where to turn.

			Punkin practically bounces out of her booster seat. She’s never been to a wedding before. She wears a floor-length gown of sapphire velvet that we found on eBay for ten dollars. I’ve spent the past week picking it apart and sewing it back together to fit her, using YouTube videos for guidance and Punkin’s very specific instructions. I’m starting to think she may have a future in fashion design.

			The driveway is even and smooth and easy on the Volvo’s ancient suspension. All gravel raked in place. Several cars have already parked along the grass. I follow the drive around the Neptune fountain and find a place to angle in. When I take my hands off the steering wheel, I realize they’re trembling.

			You can do this, I tell myself. Watch the ceremony, raise a glass of champagne.

			You don’t even need to talk to Laura. You can shake hands and say hello. The polite things. Then walk away. Leave Laura to Ben. You’ll have enough to do keeping Punkin out of trouble.

			“Mama, what’s wrong?” asks Punkin. “They’ll start without us.”

			My phone vibrates again; I look at the screen and read two unanswered calls from the same unknown number. A new voicemail pops up.

			I play the voicemail.

			Hello, Mrs. Cooper. This is Sound View Computer Repair on Broad Street. We’ve been trying to reach you about the laptop you left here for repair. Could you please call us back at this number at the earliest opportunity. Thank you.

			“I didn’t know your laptop was broken,” says Punkin.

			

			—

			The first person I see is Sedge, greeting everyone in the hallway as they arrive. I kiss his cheek and tell him how happy I am for him. I ask how Audrey’s doing.

			“Audrey’s upstairs with her mom, getting ready,” he says. “Have you met Audrey’s dad? Mike, this is Lucy Cooper. You remember Bud Cooper. His daughter.”

			Punkin pipes up. “And his granddaughter, Elise!”

			I turn to the man standing next to Sedge—sparse carroty hair a few shades lighter than Ben’s hair, gray suit that sits awkwardly on his shoulders, big grin. He sticks out his hand. “Mike Kennedy. Father of the bride.”

			“Good grief,” I say. “Where have you been? I had to find us a new basketball coach at the school.”

			He kisses my cheek and winks. “Didn’t take you long, did it? Plus the fucker hasn’t lost a game. I mean, what the hell? Now he’s a fucking coaching genius?”

			“Excuse me, sir,” says Punkin, “but you shouldn’t use that kind of language in front of me. I’m only seven years old.”

			Mike looks down at Punkin and sticks out his hand. “You’re right, I shouldn’t. I apologize. What’s your name again, kid?”

			“Elise Frossard.”

			“I gotta be honest with you. I don’t think I can pronounce that,” Mike says sadly.

			She sighs. “You can call me Punkin, I guess.”

			“Will you save a dance for me in there, Punkin?”

			“I’m sorry, Mr. Kennedy,” she says, “but I promised all my dances to Mr. Ressler.”

			Mike straightens. “Cutting me out all over town. I need to have a word with that fu—with that guy.”

			

			—

			On our way to the sunroom at the back of the house, where the chairs are lined up in gracious rows to face a backdrop of sunlit February sea, I ask Punkin when she promised her dances to Ben.

			“At gym class,” she says. “He comes by to help out Coach Dylan.”

			“Oh. I didn’t realize.”

			“Well, he has to keep himself busy since you broke his heart.”

			“What? I didn’t break his heart. Who told you that?”

			“He didn’t have to tell me, Mama. I’m not a dummy.”

			I’m still not quite sure how I survived the next day after Ben told me he’d slept with Laura last summer. Work saved me. All my students with their fresh faces, their questions, their hearts that hadn’t been broken yet. When I got home a little after three, the heating oil truck was in the driveway and a small bunch of pale roses lay on the front porch. I snatched them up before Punkin could see them and carried them into the kitchen. There was a sentence attached. Please let me explain. Looking at the plain black letters, I realized I had never seen Ben’s handwriting until now.

			Punkin caught me as I was about to throw the roses in the trash.

			“Mama! What are you doing? Those are beautiful!”

			She snatched them from my hand and kissed the petals. She didn’t know who they were from, or why he gave them to me. She only knew that roses are beautiful and should be cherished.

			

			—

			Now she breaks free from my hand to gallop to the French doors, where Ben towers over Lola Peabody and her husband. Hair brushed and syrupy in the light. As I watch, he turns to her. He opens one arm just in time to catch her as she crashes into his side and wraps her arms around his middle.

			I feel as if someone has denotated a small mortar inside my belly.

			“Lucy?”

			I turn my head. A dazzlingly handsome man holds out his hand to me. “Hey there. You probably don’t remember me, but we smooched on a beach once? Monk Adams.”

			“Bloody hell,” I say. “So it is.”

			“Sedge told me you’d be here. You need to meet my wife, Mallory.” He turns to the gigantically pregnant woman next to him. “Honey, this is Lucy Cooper. Bud Cooper’s daughter?”

			Monk’s wife has striking green eyes and the kind of skin you normally see on a Renaissance painting. She smiles at me and holds out her hand. “Mallory Adams,” she says. “I met your father once. Such a gentle man. Did he ever find his pirate treasure?”

			“Sadly, no,” I tell her. “Lovely setting for a wedding, isn’t it?”

			“The best kind of wedding,” says Mallory. “Just close friends and family.”

			I say, a little too brightly, “Speaking of which, where’s the sister of the groom? I haven’t seen her in ages. Is she upstairs helping Audrey?”

			Mallory looks at Monk, who looks back. Some kind of marital ESP passes between them.

			“I understand Laura sent her regrets,” says Mallory. “Apparently she couldn’t make the travel work?”

			

			—

			As I watch Sedge and Audrey make their vows in the light-filled sunroom at Greyfriars, winter sea twitching in the distance, I remember something Arnaud once told me after somebody’s wedding. It was all very beautiful, he said, but in the same way an ancient cathedral is beautiful. They might take different sizes and forms, different styles of decoration, but they are fundamentally the same. You’ve seen one, you’ve seen them all. You observe with appreciation and maybe a little awe, but what’s the point of such things, in this modern age?

			I remember thinking Because they are still here.

			After the ceremony, we troop into the old Greyfriars ballroom for lunch while the chairs are cleared for dancing in the sunroom. There are champagne toasts and a selection of light, delicious bites catered by some famous chef friend of Audrey. Then we’re called back into the sunroom, now equipped with a small band and a dance floor. Monk Adams serenades the happy couple with “Horseshoe Bay”—still one of his biggest hits, and that’s saying a lot—and I lose Punkin for a minute, before I realize she’s dancing with Ben.

			“Don’t they make a lovely couple,” says Mrs. Peabody at my elbow, and at first I think she means Ben and Punkin. Then I see she’s watching her favorite grandson and his bride, who dance together in a universe of their own.

			“Very lovely.” I’m still a little woozy with relief that Laura isn’t here today—that I won’t run into Laura, Laura with Ben, Laura dancing and laughing with Ben.

			“Why aren’t you dancing? You’re much too pretty not to be dancing at somebody’s wedding.”

			“I might ask the same of you, Mrs. Peabody.”

			She laughs. “Oh, you’re good. Come sit down with me. All this sentimental music is giving me a toothache.”

			I pull out a chair for her and we sit like a pair of dowagers at the edge of the sunroom, watching the dancers. Monk starts a cover of “All of Me” with a couple of bandmates. Punkin has gone off somewhere and Ben is now dancing with Monk’s extremely pregnant wife. He must have said something funny, because she’s tilting her head and laughing.

			“Can I ask you a question, Mrs. Peabody? Do you know why Laura didn’t come to her own brother’s wedding?”

			Mrs. Peabody eyes me. She’s almost a hundred and her green-brown eyes have grown a little cloudy, but you can still feel their edge. “Now, why do you ask a question like that, Lucy?”

			“I just want to know. They were so close.”

			“Well, I expect you already know she was going to bed with Mr. Ressler. Right there in the lodge, all the month of July. I have eyes in my head.” She taps her temple. “He was banging her seven ways to breakfast, and I’ll bet she loved every minute. The way she walked around on air.”

			“I’m sure she did,” I say, “but that doesn’t answer my question. Why she isn’t here now.”

			Mrs. Peabody turns back to the dancing. “Knowing Laura, she has her reasons. Maybe you’re just asking the wrong question.”

			“Oh? What’s the right question, then?”

			“Well, if I were you, I’d want to know why Laura packed up and disappeared, the second week of August, when she had a strapping fellow like that between the sheets. But then, I’m just an old woman with a suspicious curiosity.” Mrs. Peabody jiggles the ice in her glass. “Do you mind fetching me another gin and tonic, sweetheart?”

			

			—

			At last I find a quiet corner to return the call from the computer repair shop. The woman on the line is relieved to hear from me.

			“It’s been sitting on the shelf since September,” she says, a little accusingly. “You haven’t replied to any of our emails.”

			“I’m guessing that’s because the emails all went to the laptop?”

			“Huh. Well, at least we tried the phone number. You’re lucky we didn’t just wipe the hard drive and sell it.”

			“I’m just wondering if there’s some mistake,” I say. “Are you sure it’s not my father’s laptop? Bud Cooper?”

			“The slip says Lucy Cooper. This phone number. Left here for repair on…September sixth, it says.”

			I’m standing in the Greyfriars library, a room that doesn’t seem to get much use. There are beautiful shelves of old, untouched books bound in leather, and some newer titles with peeling dust covers. You can smell the dust and the leather, the old wood. You can smell the quiet.

			I draw in a deep breath and ask what was wrong with the computer. What needed fixing.

			“You know, that’s the funny thing,” she says. “I’m looking at the repair slip here. Looks like we didn’t find anything wrong.”

			

			—

			On my way out of the library, I run smack into Ben’s chest. He grabs my elbows.

			“There you are. I was looking for you. Hey, what’s the matter?”

			I pull my elbows away. “Nothing.”

			“Doesn’t look like nothing,”

			I look up. Ben’s hazy blue eyes examine me like you would examine a broken vase, wondering how to put it back together again. We have scarcely talked since January. Have circled each other from a distance while I built up a wall, brick by brick, around my heart.

			Now he looks at me and the mortar crumbles, just like that.

			“I was on the phone with this computer repair shop in New London,” I say. “Somebody left a laptop there back in September. Under my name.”

			“What the fuck.”

			“I know.” I rub my forehead. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what to think. I’m picturing my dad taking the ferry to New London, two days before he died, leaving this laptop for me. Leaving the notebooks in the safe-deposit box. And then he goes and drowns himself.”

			“Hey. You need to sit down a second.” He draws me into the library and onto the leather chesterfield. “Can I get you something? Water? Booze?”

			I shake my head. He settles on the adjacent armchair, a few feet away. He wears a well-tailored navy suit with a white shirt and a wintry blue tie, and he leans his forearms on his powerful thighs to offer me the full weight of his attention.

			I attempt to put my chaotic thoughts into some kind of order. To sound reasonable when nothing here seems to obey the basic laws of reason. “What I don’t understand is if he thought he was almost there, after hunting his whole life—if he thought he was so close—why would he do this?”

			“You’re sure he did it on purpose? Drowned himself?”

			“It makes even less sense as an accident. He never went swimming, not in the ocean. I need to find out what’s on that computer. But they’re closed on Sundays, so I have to wait until after school Monday.” I stand up. “I’m okay. It’s fine. I just feel like he’s trying to tell me something and I can’t figure out what it is. And if he did want to die…”

			Ben stands up too. “I just can’t believe that. He was so excited, Luce. So excited you were coming to stay. It was all, Lucy this, Lucy that. Lucy and Elise. There was no way he was going to drown himself. He was walking on air.”

			An uncanny choice of words. I hear Mrs. Peabody’s voice in my head—He was banging her seven ways to breakfast, and I’ll bet she loved every minute.

			She was walking on air.

			I turn away. “I guess I’ll know more when I open up the laptop. Have you seen Punkin? It’s about time I hustled her home.”

			“Last I saw, Monk was teaching her a few chords on the guitar,” he says. “So, you know. I was going to find out if I could interest you in a little spin around the dance floor.”

			“Ben—”

			He holds out his hand. “Please. Give me a chance, Luce.”

			I stare at his palm, until he drops it back to his side.

			“Look, I want to tell you something,” he says. “And this is not to give you a sob story. I don’t need anyone’s pity. God knows I don’t deserve it. This is just to lay a little context on you. A little history.”

			“Okay,” I say.

			He closes his eyes, gathering himself. “You know my mom had a stroke the week after the game. My last ever football game. My fiancée had ditched me two days before. So I’m on my own. By the time I get to the hospital, a bunch of reporters and cameras are already outside. Yelling questions. Accusations. People were saying whatever shit they wanted, basically. Whatever shit gave them the story they craved from the whole thing. They ran slo-mo videos that supposedly proved this thing or that thing. Some asshole interviewed my dad in fucking prison. All these quote-unquote thought pieces popping up everywhere, Ben Ressler as the poster child for violence in sports. All this they’re yelling at me, cameras in my face. Finally I get inside the hospital to see my mom, talk to the doctors. And the doctors are telling me, Sorry man, it’s no good, we’ve been waiting for you to get here and say goodbye so we can pull life support. So I’m sitting by my mom’s bed, my mom who raised me, gave everything for me, working three jobs. I’m holding her hand while she dies—dies because of something I did to another man, playing the game of football—and that’s when Sedge Peabody calls me. I mean, I don’t know it at the time. I’m busy watching my mom die, you know? But when I call him back, he offers me a place to stay. Haven’t even spoken to this guy since we kicked the shit out of each other, that last morning on Winthrop. I literally transferred out of Dartmouth just so I wouldn’t have to speak to this guy ever again in my life. And he calls me. My darkest hour. Rock fucking bottom. He says Laura made him call. Laura saw me on the news and said We need to give him a place to stay. And I need to say one thing about last summer, Luce. One thing. There were only three people in the world at that point who didn’t treat me like some kind of wild animal, someone you should stick in a cage and leave alone. There was Mrs. P, God bless her. There was your dad. And there was Laura.”

			“I’m not here to judge you for sleeping with Laura Peabody,” I say. “You owed me nothing.”

			“I’m just trying to tell you that yes, I slept with her. I was lonely and she came on to me one night and it made me feel like a human being again. But the thing is.” He blinks at the beautiful plasterwork ceiling of the Greyfriars library. “The thing is, Luce—and maybe I’m only now admitting this to myself, because I’ve had a lot of fucking time on my hands, a lot of time alone with my thoughts—I think I’ve been trying for the past dozen years to get back what I had with you that summer. And I never did. And I thought maybe I never would. But then you turn up again, even more—even more you than you were back then. Twelve years ago. Which is a miracle. And maybe I’m no good for you anymore. I have screwed up and I have fallen. I have fallen hard. And yes, I have done a thing you may never be able to forgive me for. So I have nothing to give you. Nothing but my heart, Luce. My two hands. But they’re yours if you want them.”

			We stand there, not quite looking at each other. Surrounded by this smell of books and dust and cold quiet.

			“Ben,” I say. “Emily comes back from maternity leave on March thirty-first. At which point I will no longer have a job. As soon as the school year’s over, Elise and I are headed back to Paris. I don’t have a choice, Ben. I can’t afford to keep my dad’s house. Raise my daughter in my dad’s house. I don’t even belong here. So even if—even if you hadn’t had a thing with Laura, there’s nowhere for us to go. We had a moment, you and me. A perfect summer moment, when we were kids. A moment that I have treasured and honestly will treasure the rest of my life. I can’t even tell you how much. But now we’re grown up. We’ve made choices we can’t unmake. We can’t just follow our hearts. And letting you back inside mine, letting you into my daughter’s heart—I think that was maybe a big mistake. For both of us. I think our hearts have been broken enough, don’t you? I mean, I don’t even know if I can put mine back together anymore.”

			From the sunroom comes a shift in key. Monk is no longer singing. Just this local band, perfectly good sound, perfectly good vocals, that makes you realize why Monk Adams is one of the great singer-songwriters of his generation.

			And Monk Adams is right now casually teaching my seven-year-old daughter a few chords on his guitar.

			This island, I think. As I listen to the distant music, the distant happy wedding hum. This little island and its big people.

			Including the man standing before me. The man who has just chopped up his heart and offered it to me as an amuse-bouche.

			“All right,” Ben says. “I get it.”

			He puts his hands on either side of my face and tilts gently forward to press his lips against my forehead for a second or two that feels like always.

			“I’ll see you around, okay?” he says.

			Then he walks out of the room.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			I experience a brief, eviscerating panic before I locate Punkin in the kitchen, firebombing questions on the caterers, such that I pass by the iridescent mother of the bride in her gold lamé jumpsuit, flirting with Ben like her life depends on the outcome, without giving a single shit.

			Only later will I realize that the band was playing “Mele Kalikimaka.”

			Outside, the air numbs my cheekbones and the tip of my nose. A brief coastal thaw at the end of January has given way to another polar vortex or something. I make sure Punkin’s buckled into her booster seat and duck behind the wheel, only to find that the Volvo won’t start.

			“Come on, you’re Swedish,” I yell at the ignition. “You love the cold.”

			Monk Adams’s face appears at my window. I roll it down.

			“Need some help?” he asks.

			He spends some time poking under my hood and suggests a dead battery. “I can get out my jumper cables or give you a ride home. You’re on my way.”

			“I just want to go home,” says Punkin, in her tired voice.

			“I guess the boss has spoken,” says Monk. “Jump in.”

			Monk drives a vintage Jeep Wagoneer with original burgundy leather seats. Mallory has been waiting out the drama in the front passenger seat, warming her hands over the heating vents. She apologizes for the smell. Something about a load of lobsters for his sister’s engagement party.

			Punkin inhales deeply. “I love the smell of lobsters.”

			Monk smiles at me in the rearview mirror as we trundle down the winter-dark driveway. “You’ve got a great kid there, Mama. You done good.”

			Some tears pool in my eyes, like they do when somebody throws you a lifeline you didn’t realize you needed. “Thanks. She makes it pretty easy. When are you due?” I ask Mallory.

			“Like yesterday,” she says. “It was sweet of the baby to wait till after the wedding.”

			We pull onto West Cliff Road toward the private end of the island. The winter sun fell about an hour ago and the sky is dark around us, except for the sodium haze of New York City to the southwest and Boston up ahead.

			“What a beautiful evening,” says Mallory. “You know the little airport at the western tip of the island? Sedge is flying Audrey out tonight for their honeymoon. That’s why they held the ceremony so early in the day.”

			“Where are they headed?”

			“He won’t say,” says Monk. “But they have a whole two months before the Mo reopens for the season. I wonder if they’re meeting up with Laura somewhere.”

			My phone vibrates in my lap. A message from Ben. Seeing your car in the driveway. All ok?

			Mallory laughs. “I don’t know. I love Laura, but who wants your sister-in-law joining you on your honeymoon?”

			“Fair point,” says Monk.

			I type back. Car wouldn’t start. Adamses giving us a ride home.

			We turn down Plum Lane. I’m waiting for the three gray dots to turn into Ben’s reply. For some reason my heart pounds. My skin warms.

			“Honey,” says Monk, “do you smell that?”

			I raise my head.

			“Yeah,” says Mallory.

			“Me too,” says Punkin.

			We turn down the driveway to the house. The headlights illuminate a billow of gray smoke.

			Monk keeps his voice calm. “You got your phone out, Luce? I think you should call 911.”

			

			—

			The fire chief tells me we’re damn lucky.

			“Started in the basement. You caught it right away or it could have been a lot worse. Could’ve lost the whole structure.”

			“How did it start?” I ask.

			“Hard to say. It’s usually the electrical panel, but—” The fire chief rubs his upper lip with his gloved hand.

			“But what?” asks Ben.

			We’re standing in the driveway. The Adamses took Punkin back to their house as soon as the fire engine arrived—Monk didn’t want either his pregnant wife or my daughter inhaling any toxic smoke—so it’s just me and Ben. The fire chief seems to assume we’re a couple. He looks at Ben and says, “But there’s no burn damage on the panel itself, just the shelving next to the panel. So either you have a spark that jumped, which is unlikely, or…” He looks back at the house, then returns to Ben. “Did you keep any flammable materials on those shelves?”

			Ben looks at me.

			“Not that I know of,” I say. “It’s my father’s house.”

			“Oh. Right. Of course. Bud Cooper’s daughter, aren’t you? I’ll bet he had a lot of crap down there.”

			“He did,” says Ben, “but crap doesn’t just spontaneously combust on a cold night.”

			The fire chief says, “Nope. It generally does not.”

			

			—

			Monk and Mallory offer to put us up for the night, but Mrs. Peabody won’t hear of it. “You’re staying at Summerly, of course,” she says. “Poor Mallory’s got her hands full already.”

			Ben accompanies me into the house to pack a few things. The fire marshal will have to inspect the structure before we can move back in, and that might not happen until Monday at least. I throw some clothes and toiletries into an overnight bag, along with Punkin’s school backpack and her library books atop her desk.

			Under the library books, I find the envelope with my father’s notebooks.

			I slip those into the tote bag too.

			Ben drives me to Summerly in his truck. “I don’t like this,” he says.

			“I don’t like it either.”

			He looks at me. “You and Elise are staying at Summerly until we figure this out, okay? I don’t care what the fucking fire marshal says. And tomorrow I’m going over to the house myself to find out how the hell someone might have gotten in there to set a fire in the basement.”

			“We don’t know someone set a fire. I locked all the doors and windows. I checked before I left. It was probably—”

			“No. Lucy. Not this time. You can’t shrug this off as some careless freak thing. It was someone who knew you would be away today, someone who knew all of us from this end of the island would be down the other end at Greyfriars.” He strikes the steering wheel. “It could’ve been someone there today. At the wedding. Chief said the fire had only been going a little while. The same way that faucet flooded the house while you were at Summerly for Thanksgiving. That asshole coming by at Christmas. The safe-deposit box.”

			I stare through the window. The old canvas tote sits heavy on my lap.

			“And the laptop,” he says.

			“The laptop what?”

			“I mean why would your father hide the laptop?”

			“You’re saying you think this is all tied together? With my father dying?”

			“I’m not saying anything. None of it makes sense. But it doesn’t make sense together. If that makes sense.”

			We pull up in front of Summerly and look at each other.

			“So what you’re saying is someone other than my dad is convinced there’s something valuable on the property. Something valuable enough to do some pretty shitty stuff to find it. Maybe someone who lives right here on the island.”

			“What I’m saying,” he says, “is I want you and Elise to be safe. That is the beginning and the end of my interest in the whole fucking matter, to be honest. So I want you—I’m asking you to consider staying here with Mrs. P until…”

			“Until what?”

			“I guess we’ll know when we know,” he says.

			I lean across the bench seat and kiss his cheek. “Thank you.”

			“For what?”

			“For still caring. Even though there’s nothing in it for you.”

			He turns his head to face forward. His hands grip the wheel.

			“Luce,” he says, “that’s literally what love means.”

			

			—

			When I open my eyes the next morning, I experience a moment of total disorientation. The room is still dark with the haze of approaching dawn. The walls, the window, the ceiling, the narrow bed—where am I?

			Then—Summerly.

			I roll my head on the pillow to see the small lump of Punkin’s body in the other twin bed. Old-fashioned beds with old-fashioned white counterpanes and extra blankets to keep out the chill. And there is chill. Summerly was not built for winter habitation. The central heating must be taxed to its limit. I think I can see my own breath.

			I hear the familiar buzz of a phone vibrating against a wooden surface. Reach for the nightstand.

			Three missed calls from my mother.

			I hurtle out of bed and into the hall.

			“Maman?” I say, when she picks up.

			“There you are, darling.”

			“Maman, it’s six in the morning. You know I turn off my notifications at night. What’s going on?”

			“Darling,” she says, “I need your help.”

			“My help? Why? Are you okay?”

			A sob shudders into the phone.

			“It’s not me, darling. It’s your stepfather. And I’m going to need you to come to London, right away.”

		

	
		
			Excerpted from 
The Great Snow: A Romance

		

	
		
			The pirates appeared on a still-hot day at the beginning of July, during the summer that Hephzibah turned ten. Beulah was only four and claims she doesn’t remember any of it, but Hephzibah recalls each detail as if somebody had painted the scenes on the fabric of her memory.

			First she saw the sails. She was pulling weeds in the garden, enjoying the green smell and the warm soft earth on her fingers. The satisfaction when the roots slid free, whole and clean. Beulah played nearby with her doll made of rags and wool stuffing. Whether her sister made a noise, perhaps, or some other sensation quickened her instinct, she can’t say. She remembers lifting her head to stare at the profusion of snowy canvas billowing from the ocean to the east, where the tide had begun to hurtle through the channel into the sound. The sails made so pretty a sight against the blue haze of sky and sea that several precious minutes ticked by while she gazed in rapture at the noble way they skimmed across the water.

			Then she stood.

			Because she was bred on an island, she knew the difference between a square rig and fore-and-aft; she knew how to count masts and sails to sum up a ship. She dropped the weed in her hand and snatched Beulah’s wrist. Beulah burst into tears. Her fat little legs churned to keep up as Hephzibah dragged her sister through the rows of corn and the beans planted between them, through the pumpkin patch and over the fence that kept out the deer.

			“Mama!” she called through the open window of the house. “Mama! Pirates!”

			Her mother came running out of the house, wiping her hands on the apron tucked into her skirt. Her graying blond hair wisped from her cap. She squinted at the horizon and her mouth fell open to take in the horror of it.

			“Quick, girls! Into the house! Gather up the silver—the linen—no! Hephzibah! Run to the smith’s and find your father! Quickly, now! Oh, why should he have gone today!”

			Hephzibah ran across the yard and down the lane. For days now there had been no rain, only this dense hot immovable air, so thick you felt that you were drinking instead of breathing, like living inside a kettle that refused to boil. The dust flew from her bare feet. The sun burned the crown of her head. The smithy lay about a mile up the lane, halfway to the village. By the time she reached it, her lungs were as raw as the soles of her feet. She couldn’t speak—she gasped instead.

			Pirates! Four brigs—a couple of sloops—

			The smith lifted his head from the right hind leg of the cob, on whose hoof he was nailing an iron shoe. He was nearing forty years old and the noise of the forge had made him hard of hearing. Eh? he replied.

			But her father—lounging in the shade with a pint of cider—heard her well enough.

			“Where away?” he yelled.

			“To the east-southeast, and the tide a-making,” she said. “No more than a mile off by now.”

			Her father grabbed her by the arms and looked earnestly into her face. She remembers his kind brown eyes, his tanned cheeks. “You’re a good girl, my Hephzibah, a fine smart girl to run so far. Now do you run back to your mother, hear me, and hide in the cellar with the silver. I’ll gather the men in the village and come back as soon as ever I can. Do as your mother says, now. Do as your mother tells you, and all will be well.”

			All will be well—the last words her father ever said to her.

			Back she ran down the dusty lane, cutting her feet anew on the stones. Her thoughts bleached white with pain. After half a mile she could run no more. She slowed to a desperate trot. In the distance she heard shouts. The crack of a pistol. A woman’s keening scream. From the village or from the shore, she couldn’t tell. She was too dizzy from hurt and from want of air. She couldn’t see the road in front of her. Her toe hit a rock and she felt herself falling—falling forever—she still remembers how long it took before her ribs slammed finally into the rutted earth and the world disappeared. When she woke, the shouting had stopped. She picked herself up from the road and limped on. At last the house swam before her, the familiar garden. She scrambled over the wooden rails of the fence and crossed the yard, calling for her mother, for Beulah. Her sister wandered from the door. Her little white apron was stained with blood. Hephzibah seized her by the arms.

			“Where’s Mama?” she asked.

			Beulah didn’t say anything, just pointed inside the house.

			Her mother lay on the floor, face down. Blood everywhere. Blood pooled on the floor beneath her. Gently Hephzibah turned her over and saw she was dead. Her mouth hung open, her eyes rolled back. Around her the room was stripped bare—the candlesticks, the pewter cups, the silver spoons from the drawer, the food from the cupboard, the linens, the tools. Hephzibah remembers how she clasped her mother tight, calling her back, but her mother remained where she was, untouchable. Only Beulah was left whole, except for a small cut above her right ear.

			Probably it’s a blessing she doesn’t remember anything.

			 

			Now it’s Beulah whose skirts are bunched around her waist; now it’s Beulah who’s bleeding to death. Between her raised knees, the doctor mutters and swears. The snow batters the shutters. The wind wails down the chimney flue. A far cry from a hot July day, but the warm coppery smell of the blood is always the same.

			Hephzibah gathers the soiled linens to soak in the wooden bucket. In the keeping room, Ramsay adds wood to the fire. Silas sits at the board bearing his head on his palms.

			Ramsay straightens. “How does she?”

			“At least a month before her time. The doctor thinks—”

			She glances at Silas and turns back to the bucket, where the linens have already turned the water red.

			“There is no better physician,” Ramsay says. “If she can be saved, he’ll save her.”

			A scream floats from the other room. Silas lifts his head briefly, the way a deer might taste the scent of an intruder.

			“I must go,” she says.

			“Can I do anything for you?”

			“There’s nothing to do but pray to our merciful God, who directs all things. And fetch a fresh bucket of water.”

			Without a word, Ramsay lifts his cloak from the peg and walks out into the whirling snow. Silas crosses his arms atop the board and buries his head between them.

			 

			The placenta has already detached from the wall of the womb, Elliott believes. This is why there is so much blood. He attended such a case when he was still a student in Edinburgh.

			Hephzibah has never heard of a placenta. Is it part of the baby? Did the patient live? Will Beulah live?

			Elliott turns his head. A crimson streak smears his cheek; the wisps of his hair float in the draft that whistles through the cracks of the windows. “Listen, my dear. There is nothing to be done for her. We must take out the child before she dies, or the child will die too.”

			Hephzibah stares at his pale kind eyes, not understanding the words.

			Beulah—die? Nothing to be done for her?

			She thinks of her sister’s body curled into hers, the comforting bulge of the baby nestled in the small of her back. Only last night! Only hours ago, Hephzibah had kissed the woolen nightcap, had felt the warm living Beulah underneath, the beats of her heart, the sweetness of her longing, and wondered what would happen if God were to grant Beulah’s guilty wish.

			What if Silas were to die tomorrow? What if Beulah were free?

			Now tomorrow is the cold winter morning of today, and it turns out that God did not mark out Silas to die, after all.

			It’s Beulah.

			“Take out the child?” she whispers.

			“Think, my dear. The child must live, at all costs. When the father dies, he must have an heir, or we are all of us lost.”

			From the pillow comes Beulah’s watery voice. “Sister? Is the baby born?”

			Hephzibah reaches for her sister’s hand and squeezes it. “Not yet, darling.”

			“You must take care of him for me, sister.”

			“Don’t be silly. You’ll take care of him yourself. A beautiful little baby.”

			Beulah speaks in breaths, almost too faint to hear. Hephzibah leans close to catch the words.

			“You’ll—keep him—safe. Like—me.”

			Hephzibah strokes her forehead. “All will be well, darling. All will be well.”

			“Hephzibah,” says the doctor—low, urgent. “Come here.”

			Hephzibah lays a final pat on her sister’s forehead and steps to the doctor’s side and the carnage under his hands in the wavering light of the lantern.

			“My God,” she whispers.

			He grips her hand. “My dear. I need your help.”

			“What? What do you mean?”

			“To save the child,” he says.

			 

			Ramsay helps her clean the room afterward.

			Together they gather the linens and put them to soak in the buckets of cold melted snow. Ramsay brings ash from the hearth to clean the floor. He seems to know what to do. Probably this is not unlike the deck of a ship after battle.

			Every so often, the baby makes some noise from the cradle near the hearth. A puny bewildered boy child, swaddled now in the blanket Beulah knit for him. Hephzibah helped her mother care for the three babies that came before and after Beulah’s birth, so she knew what to do. Ramsay went to tell Silas the news.

			“What did he say?” Hephzibah asked, when Ramsay returned.

			“Too far in his cups to understand me,” said Ramsay. So he had made a pallet on the floor by the hearth and left Silas there to sleep until the doctor finished stitching Beulah’s corpse back together. Hephzibah had wanted to do it but Elliott pushed her gently away.

			“You may wash her afterward,” he said.

			So she cleans the floor instead. The ash soaks up the blood and creeps under her fingernails and turns them black, and no amount of scrubbing in the bucket will excavate every crevice in which the dirt nestles. She will carry her sister’s blood in her skin for some time.

			As will Ramsay. When the last rag has swept up the last of the ash from the floor, he takes the bucket out into the howling storm and empties the mess into the sea that beats against the snowy shore, while Hephzibah and the doctor move Beulah into the lean-to until the blizzard should abate.

			“What will we feed him?” asks Hephzibah.

			“For now, we will try him with pap. But we must find him a wet nurse, if we can.”

			“But how will we make the pap? There’s no milk.”

			“Why, has the cow gone dry? He won’t need much.”

			“The cow is lost in the snow,” she says. “We have only a little bread and water.”

			Elliott frowns at the bundle in the cradle. “I suppose that will do for a day or two, but it’s not enough to nourish him. Without the cow, we must have a nurse.”

			“How will we find a nurse? Who can make such a journey?”

			“His father, by God!” Elliott shoots a furious look through the wall that separates them from Silas’s snoring body. “The babe’s damned father can make the journey. It’s only a few miles of salt water.”

			“I’ll go with him, then.”

			“You will not!” says Ramsay, from the door to the hall. His head and shoulders are covered with snow; his face is furious. “You will not risk such a journey.”

			Hephzibah rises from her knees next to the cradle. “We have no choice. Should either the boy or his father die…”

			Ramsay looks down at the tiny face swaddled in its blanket. The slits of its closed eyes, the perfect miniature mouth that must be fed. This delicate half-finished creature that holds their fates in his hands.

			As if sensing the scrutiny, the baby screws his face into an exquisite grimace.

			Ramsay turns around and ducks back through the doorway. From the hall comes the angry noise of the front door as it opens and shuts behind him.

			 

			Elliott is sanguine. “There’s no cause for worry, my dear. He likes to keep to himself while he worries out a problem. The crew always knew better than to disturb him.”

			“It’s been hours. He’ll freeze to death.”

			“No doubt he has taken shelter in the barn. How does the little one?”

			Hephzibah sits in the chair before the fire, holding the baby close to her body. For some reason, while she clasps the child in her arms, she doesn’t tremble. Does not experience the sight and smell of all that blood, the scream of her sister as the knife cut into her skin, the thin ugly lines of gristle and of yellow fat that could not possibly belong to her beautiful Beulah. No—when she touches her fingertip to the baby’s soft brow, the nightmare swallows itself in her head.

			“He is well, for now,” she says.

			“And you, my pet? How do you do?”

			Elliott’s voice is so kind, so sad. Hephzibah remembers the way her aunt asked how she did, when she arrived on Block Island to take charge of Hephzibah and Beulah after the pirates had stripped the land bare. She remembers telling her aunt that she was well enough, thank you.

			“I am alive,” she says, “while my sister is dead.”

			 

			Only when the beans are eaten and the meager daylight fades does the doctor begin to worry.

			“Strange.” He goes to the window and cracks open the shutter to view the dark whirling landscape behind the oilskin. “Strange that he would not return to eat, at least.”

			Hephzibah walks across the floor and back with the fretful infant. Silas sits half-awake at the board; when she asks him what he will name the child, he mumbles that he will have to consult Beulah first. Beulah will know what to name her own baby, for God’s sake.

			Beulah who lies white in the lean-to, covered by a sheet.

			Hephzibah won’t think of that. She will not think about her sister. All her attention is gathered up in this creature in her arms, the sole purpose for which she now lives. They have mashed up a few beans—there is no bread left, and Hephzibah hasn’t had time to make another loaf with what little flour remains—and tried to encourage the baby to suck the mash from Hephzibah’s finger, but he only screws up his face and makes this mewling noise that might be a cry, from a bigger and stronger child.

			“He needs milk,” she says in despair. “He needs his mother.”

			The doctor turns from the window. “I do believe the storm is lessening. Perhaps tomorrow we can try for the mainland.”

			Hephzibah’s heart swells with anger. Ramsay will return from his wanderings with a fever, no doubt, and she’ll have to care for him too. Care for everybody, every single living creature under this roof—all of them dependent on her for food, for warmth, for the keeping of secrets, for everything.

			She can’t do it. She will buckle under this enormous weight that sinks her shoulders. That bends the muscles of her arms and back and legs. Her head, trying to make sense of it all.

			A nurse. Where will they find a wet nurse? How will they bring her here, pay her, keep her silent about what she sees, when there’s a reward on the heads of the men who inhabit the house with them?

			And Silas.

			She glances at Silas, who mumbles to himself at the board—mumbles into his cup of cider, chin unshaved, face pale and shot under the rasp of his beard. How much longer will he live?

			“Perhaps I should go to him,” says the doctor. “He must have something to eat, or he’ll make himself ill.”

			Hephzibah snaps. “He can do what he likes, for all I care! Why he should—”

			The door flies open. A tide of snowflakes bursts into the hall, followed by Ramsay, blue with cold, covered in white.

			He sets a bucket on the floor and shakes his cloak from his shoulders.

			“Milk,” he says.

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			By half past seven the next morning, I have cleared customs at Heathrow and the eternal Terminal 5 taxi queue.

			“Chelsea and Westminster Hospital, please,” I tell the driver.

			The quiet beige interior of the black cab is a relic of another life. I pull out my phone. There is a moment of shock as it awakens in a foreign country, scrambles for a host, gets its bearings. Then the notifications ping, one after another.

			Maman at 6:02 a.m.: landed? text me when you arrive at hospital

			Two missed calls from Pandora.

			Ben, yesterday at 8:56 p.m.: Punkin says goodnight. Safe travels

			Outside, the landscape crawls past, familiar and strange at the same time. All these cars. All these buildings, shrouded by drizzle. I’ve forgotten what it’s like to live among so many people. So much civilization crowding upon you.

			Pandora answers on the first ring and asks me where I am.

			“On the M4, stuck in traffic. Are you at the hospital?”

			“No, I’m still at the Priory.” Her voice is full of sobs, not quite broken. “Maman won’t let me check out.”

			“She’s right. You should stay where you are. There might be press, she says.”

			“But what if he dies? And I’m not there?”

			I glance at the rearview mirror. The driver’s eyes dart away.

			“Maman would never let that happen,” I tell my sister.

			“Promise me,” she says. “Promise me you’ll spring me out.”

			

			—

			Maman meets me in a private waiting room, a small strange oasis in the bustling hospital, and hands me a cup of Americano.

			“How was your flight?” she asks.

			“I can’t say I slept much.” I cradle the cup between my palms. “So how is he?”

			“Out of surgery. His secretary found him in time. Poor Annelise.” She squeezes her eyes shut for a second or two. “He used one of his hunting rifles. Awful mess. But the bullet missed his heart, thank God.”

			“Oh, thank God. Can I see him? What can I do?”

			Maman studies her coffee. “Were there any cameras out there?”

			“I didn’t see any.”

			“Good. I could use a little fresh air, if you don’t mind.”

			Outside, she opens an umbrella, hands it to me, and lights a cigarette. We start down the Fulham Road toward Brompton Cemetery.

			“Since when do you smoke?” I ask.

			“Since yesterday. When fucking MI5 stopped by to ask me their horrid questions.”

			“What? What does MI5 want with you?”

			Maman sucks on the cigarette. “They’re raiding the offices now. They’ve been investigating for months, apparently. Fraud, they say. Of course there’s some mistake. But you know what they’re like. Bloodhounds. They have to hang someone in the public square. Poor Sadiq.”

			We come to a stop at the curb. I turn to her. Her bare, sleepless face stares down the road at the thundering traffic. The rain crackles on the umbrella above our heads. Across the street, a woman struggles out the door of a Tesco Express with her bags of groceries dangling from the handles of a baby stroller.

			“I’m sorry about the flight,” my mother says. “Economy class. But they’ve frozen our assets. It’s gone, Lucy. All gone.”

			“Maman, you need to start from the beginning. You need to tell me everything.”

			Her eyes shift to mine. “There’s no time for long boring explanations, darling. I need you to do me a favor.”

			

			—

			I take the Tube to Holland Park. I make the connections by instinct, District Line to Central Line. The rattle of the train soothes me. The greasy tunnel air. The familiar, disembodied voice telling me which station this is, which station is next.

			I have never been that close to Uncle Sadiq. For one thing, I was heartbroken when Maman left Jean-Luc—who had shared my love of books and outdoors, who had been a consolation father to me, his chateau a castle of treasures—and I kept his successors at arm’s length.

			For another, Sadiq is not the fatherly type. He’s half a decade younger than Maman and the two of them collided eighteen years ago in a nuclear explosion of sexual energy. For once, the money was not the point. I remember flying back from Winthrop that first summer to join them in London—how her eyes never left him, how their libidos flexed and snapped in the air, how the clock existed to tick off the minutes until they could decently jump back in bed together.

			As far as Sadiq’s concerned, Pandora and the twins are the inconvenient but inevitable by-products of this conflagration, occupying a narrow gap of attention between Maman and career.

			To be honest, I don’t know what exactly Sadiq does for a living. Something to do with investments. Whatever it is, he’s good at it. An armor-plated black Mercedes sedan whisks him to the City each dawn and whisks him back again at night. He walks into a room and becomes the sun around which everything else revolves. He’s made masses of money, ridiculous money. Enough to buy and restore the decayed family seat of an ancient earl and staff it with a dozen gardeners. Enough to buy a villa in Holland Park as his London bolt-hole.

			Except it’s not his money, after all. He hasn’t made it—he’s stolen it.

			Of course there’s some mistake, Maman said. The same thing I said to the policeman who came to my door in Paris and told me Arnaud was dead.

			There must be some mistake, I told them. And the policeman said he was very sorry, but there was no mistake.

			My whole soul wants to text Ben, to ring up Ben and hear his voice saying my name, to pour all this misery into him. But I can’t. Don’t tell anybody, warned Maman, crushing out her cigarette. Not even that Ben of yours.

			

			—

			When I emerge from Holland Park station, the drizzle has turned to proper rain that slashes the pavement. I clutch the umbrella with one hand and my ancient Longchamps tote with the other and dash across Holland Park Avenue toward the rows of giant familiar villas where I used to live—at least during school holidays—with Maman and Sadiq and Pandora and the twins, between a convent and an embassy.

			Because of the umbrella and the determined rain, I don’t look up until I’ve reached the stucco balustrade that marks the entrance, so I don’t notice the police cars or the uniformed man who stands at the top of the steps, guarding the door, until I practically stumble over his feet.

			“Excuse me,” he says. “You can’t go inside.”

			“Yes, I can. It’s my house. My mother’s house.”

			“Name?”

			“Lucy Cooper.”

			“You’re not on the list, I’m afraid. You’ll have to—”

			The door flies open. Pandora flings herself on my chest. “Lucy! Thank God.” She turns to the policeman. “This is Lucy Cooper. My eldest sister. She belongs here.”

			The look on this policeman’s face is identical to the look on every man’s face, when Pandora strikes him with the chaos of her beauty.

			“I’ll just need to see some identification, then,” he says meekly.

			

			—

			In Maman’s study upstairs on the first floor, overlooking the gardens, I sit Pandora on the sofa and ask her how she escaped from her rehab facility in North London.

			She curls her feet under her long legs and twists her dark cascade of hair into a knot at the nape of her neck. “I walked out and called an Uber,” she says. “Like anyone was going to stop me.”

			Nobody ever does stop Pandora, which is ninety percent of her problem. She wound up at the Priory after failing most of her GCSEs and bolting from her posh boarding school to land at my doorstep last July with an alcohol addiction, an eating disorder, and a suspected pregnancy by her drama teacher. Maman took the situation in hand. The pregnancy was quickly sorted but the rehab needed some convincing, as the Parisian model scouts had already sunk their claws in her. Even now, makeup-free and dressed in a baggy jumper and leggings, she resembles nothing so much as a gamine, radiant clothes hanger.

			I put my arms around her. “How are you, Pan?”

			She pushes me away. Pandora does not enjoy hugs. “How’s Da?” she asks.

			“Out of surgery. They think he’ll be okay. Maman’s more worried about the other situation now. The legal financial situation.”

			Pandora stares emptily at me. Huge, glossy eyes the color of Turkish coffee.

			“Never mind,” I say. “Where are the investigators?”

			“Da’s office. What’s going on, Lucy? They won’t tell me anything. Is he in trouble?”

			“Maman will explain. Right now, I need you to help me out.”

			Pandora’s eyebrows are brushed upward in feathery spikes, au courant. She raises them both. “Help you do what?”

			“An errand for Maman. Just make sure nobody opens this door.”

			

			—

			While Pandora guards the hallway from a chaise longue, I hunt around the study according to Maman’s instructions.

			Unlike the rest of the villa, which was renovated along the same creamy, impeccable lines as one of those discreet spa hotels in the Cotswolds, Maman’s study is shabby and a bit cluttered, like an elegant flea market. So were the instructions she gave me. A book, she said. I think it’s in the bookcase to the left of the bow window, third shelf. You’ll need the ladder.

			I drag the library steps to the shelves on the left. Like me, Maman is a promiscuous reader—Elin Hilderbrand wedged between Fanny Burney and Arundhati Roy, Dorothy Sayers stacked atop Philip Roth and a thick biography of Longfellow. The latest Ann Patchett stuck somewhere in the middle of the Aubrey-Maturin novels, out of order. No room for the dust to settle. The drizzle rattles the windowpanes. Somewhere behind me, through the closed door of the study, voices rise. Pandora’s cheerful soprano; a brisk male reply.

			The book in question lies nowhere on the third shelf. I search the one below, the one above, running my finger along each spine to read the title in my exhausted brain. Testament of Youth. The Birth of the Modern. Gone Girl. Seabiscuit.

			Pandora laughs, a couple of octaves higher than her usual throaty, cynical mirth. Someone chuckles with her. My phone buzzes in my back pocket.

			Ben, I think.

			As I yank the phone out of my pocket, I realize it’s too early for Ben. Not even dawn on Winthrop. Disappointment crushes my ribs. I answer the call anyway.

			“Maman? I don’t see your book.”

			“Why are you whispering like that?”

			“Because there are policemen outside the door. Pandora’s holding them off.”

			“What’s Pandora doing there?”

			“Maman, please. Focus. Where else could the book be?”

			She sighs into the phone. “That’s why I called. I just remembered. I left it on the window seat.”

			I drop my gaze to the chintz cushions bordering the bow window. From beneath a small tasseled pillow pokes the corner of a paperback book.

			“Got it,” I say.

			I stick the phone back in my pocket and wobble down the steps. I am so tired, my brain aches even as it jumps about. I don’t want to fall. Don’t want to call any attention to this room.

			I slide the book from under the pillow. Trollope, Can You Forgive Her? Inside, nestled within the hollowed-out pages, lies a key, not unlike the one that unlocked the safe-deposit box at the Chase Bank.

			From the hallway comes Pandora’s angry voice. A knock cracks the door. The knob rattles.

			“Just a minute!” I call.

			“Miss Cooper! I’m afraid we require access to this room at once.”

			“I’m so sorry! I’m in the toilet! Number two!”

			There is a horrified pause. “One minute, then,” he replies.

			Inside the small water closet, my reflection stares back at me from the oval mirror—eyes bright, cheeks hollow, hair afrizz. I feel my way around the underside of the frame until my finger discovers the latch.

			It’s a bit tricky, Maman told me. You’ll have to press it just right.

			I press firmly. My fingertips, damp with sweat, slide off the latch.

			The policeman knocks again. “Miss Cooper!”

			“Almost done!” I yell.

			I wipe my finger on my jeans and find the latch with my nail. Remember to pull the frame as you press the latch down, Maman said.

			I set the key on the counter and grab the frame with my right hand as my left forefinger jiggles the latch. The mirror swings out to reveal the door of a safe.

			“Miss Cooper, we’re coming in!” shouts the policeman.

			I swipe the key from the counter. My hands shake so badly, I can’t get the key into the lock. On the other side of the wall, the study door bangs open.

			“I’ve got all this on video, just so you know!” shouts Pandora. “If you violate my sister’s rights, I’m going to make you internet famous!”

			The key slides in. I yank open the door of the safe.

			It’s nothing much, Maman said. The real treasures are at the bank.

			I reach for the loo handle and flush. The noise covers the sound of the jewels as they clink into the pockets of my jacket. I turn on the faucet, close the safe door, close the mirror, slide the key into my back pocket, against my phone.

			My eyes gleam like the eyes of a maniac. I wet my hands, turn off the faucet, wipe my palms on the dainty towel.

			Just in case, Maman said.

			In case of what? I asked her.

			She dropped the cigarette butt on the wet pavement and crushed it with her heel. In case I have to leave it all behind, she said.

			I open the bathroom door.

			“You see?” Pandora says, from behind her phone. “I told you she was just taking a shit.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			Maman rings me up on the way to Heathrow.

			“Just put them in your carry-on,” she says. “If anyone asks, it’s your personal property.”

			I grip the handles of the tote bag, where the jewelry sits inside a felt sack with my underwear. “Maman, you know I’m a terrible liar.”

			“Then they’re yours. I hereby give them to you. Just don’t lose them, for God’s sake.”

			“Don’t worry,” I say. “You could always find a new husband.”

			A distant siren keens into my ear. I realize it’s from her end.

			“That wasn’t very kind,” she says.

			“I’m sorry. That came out wrong. I meant to be funny.”

			“Well, maybe I am a gold-digger,” she says. “Why shouldn’t I be? You can’t count on a man, Lucy. Falling in love may feel like the best thing in the world. Nature makes sure of that. But sooner or later, he’s going to let you down. Even that Ben of yours.”

			“Ben is not mine,” I tell her.

			“Don’t think I didn’t notice you two down there together by the Christmas tree,” she says. “All those sparks flying around. I’m amazed you didn’t set the place on fire.”

			“Maman. My God. I was not having sex with Ben under the Christmas tree. I was wearing a flannel nightgown. No one has sex in a flannel nightgown.”

			“Whatever you were doing. You were certainly enjoying yourselves.”

			In the rearview mirror, the driver is grinning. I lower my voice.

			“Seriously, Maman. Can we return the conversation to your own monumental problems? My love life is none of your business.”

			“To be clear, I’m not saying you shouldn’t have your fun,” she says. “We’re here on earth for a minute, so make it count. Squeeze out all the fun you can.”

			I turn my head to stare out the window. Bleak rows of identical semis, same everlasting wet brown suburban brick, hunkered down in the dying winter light. I speak in a soft voice. “Let me ask you something, Maman. Have you ever considered that maybe you’re the one they can’t count on? As soon as the going gets tough—as soon as someone disappoints you—you’re out the door.”

			A gap of astonished silence. “I don’t know how you can say that. When have I ever walked out on you?”

			“Because I wouldn’t dare let you down. Whenever you need me, I drop what I’m doing and jump on the nearest airplane. I do whatever you ask.”

			“Exactly,” she says. “And I’d do the same for you.”

			

			—

			I sleep most of the nine hours back to Boston. When I wake, as the airplane descends through the frozen clouds off the coast of Maine, I hear the echo of Ben’s voice, like he’s been speaking into my dreams—Luce, that’s literally what love means.

			Under the clouds, the air is pure. I move my feet from atop the tote bag and its cargo of diamonds. I feel like there’s a balloon inside my chest, squeezing out my breath, and in that instant the clarity returns to me, the moment of revelation, and I realize that Laura no longer matters. What happened last summer doesn’t matter.

			I only care about Ben. About my daughter. About what lies ahead, not behind me.

			

			—

			The rush hour traffic clears south of Foxborough. A cold, blue-skied day. Ben drove me down to Greyfriars yesterday to jump-start the Volvo so I could make it to Logan in time for my flight, and now she hums along like that was all she ever needed—a charge of electricity from Ben’s old F-150. I look down at the speedometer and realize I’m driving too fast. Too eager to reach my destination. I lift my foot from the accelerator and my phone rings.

			I answer it on speaker.

			“Lucy,” says Bixie Huxley. “We have a nibble.”

			“Really? Are you serious?”

			“It’s just a nibble. I don’t want you to get your hopes up.”

			“From who?”

			“Whom,” she says. “I’m not at liberty to say.”

			“You did hear about the fire, right?”

			“Honey. A mouse doesn’t squeak on that island without my hearing about it.”

			“And you don’t think that’s a problem?”

			“Oh, Lucy,” she says. “I already told you. Nobody cares about your shitty house. It’s the land it’s on.”

			“Right. Well, let me know, okay? Motivated seller here.”

			Later, I will remember thinking, as I hang up—Things are looking up. The worst is behind you.

			

			—

			I reach New London just in time for the six-thirty ferry. A good omen, I think, as I sink onto a bench in the deckhouse. I text Ben.

			Made the 6:30. Be there in an hour. Cant wait to see you.

			Around the ferry, the air is black. The shore lights shimmer through the night—Groton to the left of us, Long Island distant ahead. I glance at my phone. No reply yet from Ben. They are probably eating dinner. Punkin takes up your whole attention at dinner. Peppers you with a fusillade of questions. Ben will answer each one patiently. Give her a serious reply. And Mrs. Peabody will have something to add.

			The longing to sit at that table, to be part of that dinner, hits me so hard that I reach for my tote bag. For some distraction to pass the next half hour, until I can roll off the ferry and drive through the village and up West Cliff Road toward Summerly.

			In the frenzy of packing, I threw in my father’s notebooks. I must have thought I could read them on the plane, maybe glean some necessary clue to untangle the workings of his mind in the days before he died. Of course I hadn’t. All my adult life I’d done my best to swerve away from Dad’s abiding passions. Even the word pirate gave me a low-key stress reaction.

			Now I stare at the marbled red cover before me. It’s one of those composition books you buy at the office supply store during back-to-school season. It looks new, pristine, like something he filled in recently. In the year before he died. The weeks or days before he died.

			He’s made a crude table of contents. MAPS, page 2. HISTORICAL NOTES (NAVY), page 8. HISTORICAL NOTES (COLONIAL PERIOD), page 11. GENEALOGY, page 15. BIOGRAPHICAL NOTES (WINTHROP), page 17. I flip through the pages and catch my breath at the sight of Dad’s familiar untidy scrawl, his haste to get his thoughts on paper before they unraveled.

			This is a summary, I realize. The doctoral thesis of his years of study.

			I turn back to the beginning. Of course, Dad would start with the maps—his true love, his lingua franca. A memory comes to me. I’m kidsplaining Google Maps on my shiny new iPhone, showing him all its fine, accurate, satellite-enhanced features. He nods patiently. Fair, feathery hair wafting in the draft from the window. This is remarkable, he says, when I’ve finished, but don’t forget it captures only an instant in time, a moment, our moment. Three hundred years ago, a hundred years ago, a hundred years in the future—these features might not exist. Might lie hidden forever beneath the earth, or whatever people build on top of it.

			If you want to see what was here before, you need to find the map that knew those days.

			At the top of the first map, my father wrote: c. 1717. I can’t tell whether he copied an old chart or drew one from his own memory. The lines are crude, hasty. A beat passes before I realize it’s our two properties, the Coopers and the Peabodys side by side, whole as they once were. There is Poseidon Beach, at the bottom edge of the map. The marshy inlet marking the boundary of the Summerly beach. Windward and Summerly don’t yet exist. But the caretaker lodge is marked HOUSE (WINTHROP). Nearby, at a spot approximately where the Summerly guest house now stands, is a building marked BARN. Up the slope of the hill is the apple orchard, much larger than it is now. Well to the left of the house marked WINTHROP, a pond—the pond that’s now the marshy hollow of the meadow between Windward and Summerly. And to the left of the pond, a rectangular building marked SPRINGHOUSE.

			An arrow points to this building. BURIAL SITE, it says.

			The second map has no label. It depicts a large swath of coastal New England—eastern Long Island Sound, Rhode Island, Massachusetts. A dotted line curves and swoops through the sea, connecting various points along the shoreline. New London, Winthrop Island. All the way up to Cape Cod, where my father has written a large X at Truro. Next to it, in parentheses, the word NYE.

			What on earth is NYE? I wonder.

			And BURIAL SITE? He can’t mean the treasure, can he? If he knew where it was, why hadn’t he already dug it up?

			I pick up the other notebook and open it to the first page.

			THE JOURNAL OF HEPHZIBAH WINTHROP DURING THE GREAT SNOW WINTER OF 1716–1717 (TRANSCRIBED BY B. COOPER)

			I picture the parchment spread out across the dining room table, all those years ago. Dad putting the papers in order, copying the spidery words.

			One by one, I fan through the pages. The daily entries. Weather and food and farming. The care of livestock. Exhortations to God.

			Beneath the final entry, my father wrote the words All is well.

			The engines grind. I look out the window, where the lights of Little Bay Point twinkle to the left. The ferry begins its turn into the harbor.

			I shove the notebooks back into my handbag and gather my coat and hat and gloves. As I pick up my phone, I see Ben’s reply, sent three minutes ago: Meet you at the front door.

			In my hurry, the message doesn’t strike me as strange.

			

			—

			Walking down the metal stairs to the car deck, I meet eyes with a woman who looks familiar. I realize it’s because she resembles her son, a kid in my class. One of those sweet, quiet, smart kids. Wears glasses and loves drawing magical animals.

			“Miss Cooper!” she calls out.

			I wave. “Hey there! Mrs. Sullivan, right? Luke’s mom?”

			“Cold night, isn’t it?”

			“Definitely ready for spring.”

			She’s making her way to the car next to mine, an old Ford Explorer. I must not have noticed her when we parked. She opens the door and pauses.

			“Miss Cooper, I just want to say how much Luke loves your class. He was saying some French words the other day, and I was like, honey, what are you talking about? And he said Miss Cooper teaches us the French words for things. And I just think that’s great.”

			“He makes it easy, honestly. I love his drawings. He’s got so much talent.”

			“You should see our fridge!” She laughs. “It’s like the cover of one of those Harry Potter books. I hope—you know, I hope it’s been a good experience for you? Island life is not for everyone, as we like to say.”

			“It’s been great,” I tell her.

			“I hope they find a permanent place for you. It’s so hard to get great teachers out here.” The boat clangs against the dock, making us lurch like a pair of marionettes. “And I just want to say. That Coach Ressler of yours?”

			“Yes?”

			“The kids all adore him. You can tell him that from me. I have two older girls on the team. They would walk through fire for him. We all—well, we’re grateful he’s here.” She gives me this look. “Seriously. Please tell him that, okay?”

			“I certainly will, Mrs. Sullivan.”

			“You can call me Ashley. My husband’s Jim. We live just over by the library? I’ve seen you around.”

			I smile. “Ashley. I’m Lucy.”

			The deckhands unhook the chains. I swing into the car and say a prayer as I turn the ignition. The Volvo turns over and over, roars obediently to life, thank God.

			A moment later I’m banging over the metal plates, turning left into the village, then up West Cliff Road through the cold, dark air toward Summerly. My heart leaning forward. Ashley Sullivan’s voice—That Coach Ressler of yours. The rhythm of the engine says I love you, I love you, I love you. The muscles of my abdomen urge the car onward, up the hill, past the driveway to Greyfriars, past the meadow above Horseshoe Bay, past the guardhouse, past Plum Lane until I turn down Serenity Lane, giddy with fatigue and hunger and anticipation. I swing around the circular drive and bring the Volvo to a stop next to Ben’s truck.

			For some reason, I don’t notice the silver SUV parked on the other side.

			The porch light is on. I grab my tote and hurry across the frozen gravel to the front entrance.

			The door swings open. Instead of Ben, there is Punkin, running down the steps and calling my name. Tears spring to my eyes at the innocence of her. I drop the tote and kneel to gather her up in my arms.

			“Mama! Mama! I have a surprise for you!”

			She tugs my hand. I rise and let her pull me up the steps, into the house. Through the entry, down the hall.

			“Where’s Ben, honey?” I ask.

			Ben appears at the end of the hall, swallowing the light.

			“Hey, wait a second,” he says. I don’t know whether he means Punkin or me.

			But Punkin will not be contained. She pulls me down the hall at a trot.

			“Come on, come on,” she says.

			She slithers past Ben. I am not so small. He puts a light, restraining hand on my arm and says, in a low voice, Luce, wait. I take the hand and kiss the fingers as I maneuver around his wide shoulders, impelled by Punkin’s persistent tugs. My stomach flutters at his proximity, his warmth. The anticipation of what will come.

			“One minute,” I say.

			I have time to catch his expression—grieved, tragic even. Maybe he heard the news. Maybe Maman already rang him up to tell him about Sadiq, while I was asleep in the air over the Atlantic.

			Then Punkin pulls me around the corner into the sitting room.

			“Look, Mama!” she says triumphantly. “It’s your best friend!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			I saw Laura Peabody for the last time on the steps of my front porch, the morning I lost my virginity to Ben Ressler on the beach at Horseshoe Bay.

			I remember she sat with her knees to her chest. Arms wrapped around her legs.

			“There you are,” she said.

			“Hey.” I climbed off the bike, hands shaking. “You’re up early.”

			“You too. Where’ve you been?”

			I couldn’t lie. “Horseshoe Bay. Early swim.”

			“Yeah? Ben likes to work out there in the mornings. Did you see him there?”

			“I saw him.”

			She unclasped her arms and stood up, holding the post for support. Her eyes looked bruised, her skin tired. “I didn’t sleep,” she said.

			“You should sleep. You should eat. Laura, I’m worried about you. I think you should—”

			“What, Lucy? You think I should what?”

			I shook my head and looked at the ground.

			“I had that dream again,” she said. “You remember? The one with you and Ben.”

			“You mean the one from a few weeks ago?”

			“Oh, so you remember. Thought you’d forgotten by now.”

			Her voice was wound tight. She stepped into the daylight and I realized she wasn’t sad at all. She was vibrating with anger. Scintillating with it.

			“No, I hadn’t forgotten.”

			“Yeah, okay.” Her mouth opened in an empty grin, like a skull. “So how was it? I want all the details. That’s what friends do, right? Tell each other everything?”

			“Laura—”

			“Like, how big was he? Did he make you come? Tell me, Luce. I have all morning.”

			“Stop it, Laura. Please. Don’t do this.”

			“Don’t do this, she says.” She walked up close. “You did this, Lucy. I just watched. Every morning this week, I stood at the window. The third floor. The turret window. You can see your driveway from there, you know that? I watched Ben leave on his bike. I saw you leave on your bike. Every morning this week. I thought, there is some explanation. You’re just early risers who like to exercise. All good. But this morning I thought maybe I would follow you.”

			“You followed us?”

			“Oh, Lucy. I saw it all. From the top of the hill. I saw the whole thing. My best friend.” She gasped for breath. “You had no right, Lucy. No right.”

			“You had no right to watch us!”

			“Are you kidding me? Don’t you dare turn this on me.”

			I stared at the pungent late-July sky and blinked away tears. This beautiful morning. This beautiful thing we’d shared, Ben and me.

			“Fine,” I said. “I was wrong not to tell you. We were wrong to sneak around behind your back. But—”

			“But? But?”

			“You have everything, Laura! You have this family, this house, you’re beautiful, you’re rich—”

			“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Did you just say it’s okay for you to fuck the boy I love because I have more money than you? Did you just say that, Lucy?”

			“You don’t get dibs on people, Laura! Human beings are not things you can buy and own. Just because Laura Peabody has a crush on Ben Ressler from Pittsburgh doesn’t mean he should be so damn honored that he has to love you back.”

			“I never said he did,” she said. “But you don’t need to go off and fuck him every morning. Knowing how much I love him.”

			“It wasn’t like that! I didn’t want to fall in love with him. I struggled so hard—”

			“Oh, please. You only want him because I want him. Admit it. You only went after him to hurt me, because you’re jealous of me—”

			“Jealous of you?”

			“Search yourself, Lucy. Just take a long fucking look at yourself.”

			“Yeah? Maybe you should search yourself, Laura. Check your own perspective once in a while. Because the thing about being a Peabody is you don’t know what it’s like to be an outsider. You don’t know what it’s like not to belong anywhere. You don’t know how it feels when somebody finally sees you. Sees you. What that means.”

			“If you think my life is so perfect, Lucy, you should try living in it sometime,” she said.

			In the hollow of silence, I heard my father’s voice float from somewhere inside the house. Some songbird made a racket about the morning, the morning, the beautiful summer morning.

			I said softly, “The thing is, Laura. He loves me back.”

			“Seriously? Is that what he said to you? Lucy. Girlfriend. You know who he is, right? He’s Ben fucking Ressler. All the girls want him. Even the ones who like to pretend they don’t go for the Chads. But he loves you? Right. Like I couldn’t just walk into his room and fuck him myself, if I wanted.”

			The front door swung open. We both turned. My dad stood with his old cordless phone in one hand, wearing his pajamas and a stricken expression.

			“There you are! Jesus Christ. Where have you been?”

			“Oh, Lucy? She’s been out on Horseshoe Bay,” called Laura. “Fucking Ben Ressler.”

			He looked at me. “What? Who’s Ben Ressler?” Into the phone—“Never mind. I’ve found her.”

			“Dad? What’s going on? You didn’t call the police?”

			“No,” he said. “That was your stepfather.”

			In a small voice, I said, “Sadiq?”

			“You need to pack, honey.” His voice broke. “Your mom’s been taken to the hospital. They can’t seem to stop the bleeding.”

			And the funny thing is, I don’t remember Laura leaving. I don’t remember my last sight of her. She must have walked across the meadow and back to Summerly, but I honestly didn’t think about Laura Peabody again until the next afternoon, gulping coffee in the waiting room at St. Mary’s Hospital in Paddington, when I realized I didn’t even have Ben’s number—we’d never texted each other because Laura might see our messages—so I found Posie Pinkerton in my contacts and asked if she could get a message to him.

			A goodbye message.

			Because I couldn’t ever see Ben Ressler again. Not now. That much was clear. My mother, the placental abruption, it was a sign from God, from the universe, whatever, that I’d done a terrible thing, a selfish thing—sleeping with Ben behind the back of my best friend who loved him. It wasn’t his fault. But I couldn’t ever see him again. And in a few months, maybe even a few weeks, he would move on and find another girl. Maybe even Laura. He would be just fine without me. He was Ben Ressler, after all, and I was only his summer fling.

			Posie’s reply came back within a minute.

			omg you will never guess the shit that went down this morning at summerly

			

			—

			Now this woman lifts her head from the sofa. She leans against some pillows. A blanket of thick plaid wool drapes over her stomach and legs. The face that turns toward me is nothing but precise, beautiful bones, wrapped in pale skin. Hazel eyes that could not possibly have been so huge when we were kids together, friends together, keepers of each other’s secrets. Her brown hair is twisted at the back of her head. A delicate oxygen tube threads along the base of her nose.

			Her voice is like sandpaper, but gentle. “Well, hello there, Luce,” she says. “We were just finishing up math homework.”

			

			—

			She was diagnosed last June, she says. Two days after school was out for the summer. The tumor in her lungs had already metastasized—she’s never been a big doctor person, missed some checkups, ignored symptoms. The cough that wouldn’t go away. My fault, she says to me, smiling. Smiling!

			“It’s not your fault,” I tell her. “It’s not like leaving the fridge door open. It’s cancer.”

			She shrugs her thin shoulders. “I don’t like being fussed over. I don’t like medical procedures. I hate hospitals more than anything else in the world. If I’m not healthy, I don’t want to be.”

			“You didn’t do any treatments? Nothing?”

			“Lucy, I don’t want my obituary to say I valiantly battled cancer for five years. Dragging this fucking oxygen tank around with me. That sounds like a terrible way to spend the rest of my time on this planet.”

			“Laura.”

			She reaches out to pat my ankle. We’re curled up on the sofa, one at each end. It’s a small sofa, though, so our feet carefully touch. I have tucked Punkin in the room upstairs with the twin beds, overlooking the sea. From the study comes the blurry sound of the television—Mrs. Peabody dragged Ben with her to watch the new season of White Lotus.

			“It’s my decision, Luce,” she says. “I don’t have a husband or kids. Nobody depends on me. That’s what I decided when I got the news. Just to live all I can, while I can, and then—poof! Go. On my own terms.”

			“You spent the first month at Summerly.”

			She meets my gaze. “I did.”

			“Like a bucket list.”

			“I guess you could call it that. All the stuff I wished I’d been brave enough to do before. Then you get a death sentence and you lose all your fear. I mean, what can hurt you? The worst has already happened.”

			“And you never told anybody.”

			“No,” she says. “Like I said. I hate being fussed over. Felt sorry for. If you start to cry, I’m sending you to your room.”

			“I’m not going to cry for you, bitch,” I say.

			“That’s better.” She pats my foot again. “Actually, it’s not true that I didn’t do any treatments. I had my right lung removed at the end of August. I tried a bunch of stuff over the fall. Not that I thought anyone could cure me. But just to try new things. New ways of looking at my body. I always hated my body. It was never good enough. Never perfect enough. I used to look in the mirror and pick out everything that was wrong. And now that it’s dying on me, I love it so much. I think it’s a miracle. I think it’s beautiful just because it exists.”

			I lay my hand on her ankle. “Like I always told you.”

			Laura leans forward. The bruises beneath her eyes are gone. Her skin is luminous. She’s dying and she’s never looked more radiant. “Right now my body says it needs some sleep. Can you find Ben for me?”

			

			—

			She can get around the main floor all right with a cane, but she wants to sleep in her old bedroom. I watch Ben help her up the stairs. He holds the oxygen canister with one hand and Laura’s waist with the other. At the first landing they turn and briefly I catch their faces before they start up the next flight.

			“Well, I certainly called that one wrong,” says Mrs. Peabody. “I thought she bolted because she was pregnant.”

			The words sound flippant, but when I turn toward her, there are tears in her eyes.

			“I should go back to my house,” I say. “Leave the three of you in peace. I’ll pack up tomorrow morning and—”

			“Oh, no, you don’t,” says Mrs. Peabody. “There are no cowards in my house.”

			“I’m not a coward. I’m in the way. She needs him.”

			“She needs you both, you ninny. If he can do it, so can you.”

			“I don’t know what she needs from me,” I say.

			“Think about it,” says Mrs. Peabody. “I’m sure it will come to you.”

		

	
		
			Excerpted from 
The Great Snow: A Romance

		

	
		
			Ramsay carries the doctor’s body back to the house over his left shoulder.

			Because Elliott wasn’t a large man to begin with, and he’s shrunk over the winter to the size of an adolescent boy, his weight hardly troubles his old shipmate. But since his body spent two days buried in a snowdrift, it’s frozen at a stiff angle.

			Though the weather remains cold, sweat gleams on Ramsay’s forehead. With Silas’s help, he lays Elliott awkwardly on the pallet in the lean-to. The body is bent forward at the hips and one arm thrusts above the head.

			Hephzibah hands the baby to Silas and kneels next to the doctor’s head. The eyes are closed, thank God. She touches his forehead, the tip of his nose. Tears stream down her cheeks. “Where did you find him?” she whispers.

			“Not far from the pasture gate. He must have lost his way back from the barn.”

			Hephzibah tries to move his arm, but it won’t budge. “And couldn’t dig himself out.”

			Ramsay’s sleeve has come loose. He tucks it back between the buttons of his coat and crouches low on the doctor’s other side. “It is an easy death, I’m told,” he says.

			 

			She was expecting this.

			She knew when dawn broke that first morning that the doctor must be dead, that there was no possibility he had survived the bitter night, so you would think this confirmation of his fate might ease her grief.

			Instead, it’s the opposite. The sight of his frozen body—his mouth ajar, his eyebrows slanted as if longing for some impossible object—kills all hope inside her.

			For two weeks now, they’ve lived like animals in a burrow—buried inside a mountain of snow that reaches the eaves. After each storm, Ramsay and Silas and the doctor dug a path to the barn to see to the cow, to bring back milk, but then another blizzard barreled along to bury them all over again.

			“Never seen anything like it,” Silas keeps saying, until Hephzibah wants to bash him over the head with the kettle. When he repeats it now, though, she hardly hears him. Her ears ring with grief. Her eyes sting with it.

			“It must stop eventually,” she says—her usual reply, which comes to her lips without having to think about it.

			“Once we’re all dead, starved and frozen. Like the poor old doctor, there.” Silas nods in the direction of the lean-to.

			Hephzibah stirs the pot. Once the first storm blew itself out, Ramsay and Dr. Elliott trudged through the drifts to bring back the heifer’s carcass from the hollow, where Ramsay had discovered both animals on the afternoon the baby was born.

			Sally hadn’t wanted to leave, Ramsay said. She had planted her feet and lowed over her dead daughter while Ramsay pleaded and tugged at the rope around her neck. Three hours it had taken man and cow to make it back through the drifts and the driving snow to the barn. Then with one arm Ramsay had milked her.

			Hephzibah hasn’t thanked him for it. Whenever she thinks about it, she can’t speak. The words pile up at the bottom of her throat, choking her until she thinks about something else.

			Anyway, there wasn’t much meat on the heifer—there is not much meat on anything right now—but at least it’s enough to make the beans last another week, maybe, until both beef and beans are finished. Hephzibah spoons today’s ration into the trencher and carries it to the board, where she and Silas repeat the words of prayer and lift their spoons while the baby frets in the cradle near the hearth.

			“Ought we to fetch the captain?” Silas asks at last. “He’ll be hungry, won’t he?”

			“He’ll come out when he’s ready,” she says.

			“He must milk the cow yet.”

			“I can milk the cow if I must.”

			“You can milk the cow, all right, but how will you get to the barn without losing yourself like the fool doctor? And then where will I be, with no woman to care for the babe?”

			The door opens from the lean-to. Hephzibah rises to ladle the remains of the beans and meat from the pot, but Ramsay waves her away and carries the pot to the board.

			“The storm is winding down, I think,” he says. “I should be able to bury him tomorrow.”

			“Never seen anything like it,” says Silas.

			 

			After supper, while Hephzibah feeds the baby the pap she makes out of milk and mashed beans and the few remaining crumbs of rye-n-Injun, Ramsay returns from the woodshed with several long green sticks and a few lengths of rope and settles himself next to her on the bench before the fire. Silas has already gone to bed.

			“What are you making?” she asks.

			“Snowshoes.”

			She watches Ramsay warm the wood while she dips her finger in the pap and puts it in the baby’s mouth to suck. The sensation of his desperate tongue on the pad of her finger pulls at her belly. He needs real milk, not pap. A real mother, not his barren aunt.

			“I had the idea to make snowshoes the other day,” Ramsay says. “These might have saved the doctor’s life if I’d done it.”

			“They might save your life, yet.” She watches him brace one end between his legs and bend the stick into a hoop with his left hand. “Can I help you at all?”

			“If you don’t mind.”

			When she’s finished feeding the baby, she swaddles him up and puts him in the cradle. He fusses for a minute or two. She pushes the cradle on its rocker with her foot and winds the twine between the rope and the bowed stick in the way Ramsay explains to her, while he holds the pieces in place.

			“And which knot would this be?” she asks, when some triumphant pull of twine secures the whole.

			He tests the knot and nods. “One of the hands showed me that one, when I was turned before the mast. He didn’t have a name for it.”

			“Turned before the mast?”

			“Stripped of my midshipman’s rating,” he says. “Forced to hang my hammock and mess with the regular hands.”

			“By Harte?”

			Ramsay picks up another length of rope. “Yes. By Harte.”

			“What did you do to anger him?”

			“Hold that end down here, will you?” Ramsay winds the end of the rope an inch or two below the knot holding the first one to the top of the bow and holds it in place for her to knot snugly. “It wasn’t what I did. It was what I wouldn’t do.”

			“Then what wouldn’t you do?”

			He says nothing while he stretches the rope to the other side of the bow for her to knot. He holds the two ends between his knees. They sit so close to each other, sharing this task, that the stump of his right arm brushes her left arm.

			“In the end, he did me a favor,” Ramsay says. “I learned more about seamanship than I ever did in the midshipman’s berth. And I learned something about your average sailor too. Most of them didn’t ask for a navy career. They’re pressed into it, from another ship or from land. Sometimes from jails or from the streets of some coastal town. From the madhouse and the poorhouse. And yet the hardest man among them was kinder to me than Captain Harte.”

			Ramsay reaches for a third length of rope. He takes some time selecting the right piece and winds it around the side in slow circuits before he hands Hephzibah the stick, now curved like a wishbone.

			“When the men came to me and asked me to lead them against Harte, I didn’t want to involve the doctor. If we didn’t succeed—even if we did, and were later caught—he would hang for it. We would all hang for it. For the rest of his life, he would be a marked man. And Harte never abused the doctor the way he did the rest of us. But Elliott came to me. He knew something was up. I thought we were done for. I thought he meant to tell me that it was his sad but unavoidable duty to report us to Harte. Instead he told me he would join us. To this day, I can’t imagine why. Why a man with a comfortable situation—comfortable, that is, for the navy—would sacrifice his life and his honor to follow us into a life outside the law. I told him no. I said I couldn’t allow him to do it. But he insisted.”

			Now there are four lengths of rope connecting the sides of the snowshoe. Ramsay slides it out from between his knees and holds it up to examine their handiwork.

			“What do you think?” he asks.

			“I think the doctor loved you very much.”

			Ramsay makes a strange, shuddering noise from his chest—like a groan, only deeper and more ragged. She touches his back, the nape of his neck. He drops the snowshoe on the floor and leans his face into her throat, the stump of his arm along her ribs. She lays her palms along the sharp bones of his back, his dear dear bones, and for the longest time there is only his weight on her breast, his warm breath on her collar, her chin nestled in his hair, the mewling noises of the baby in his cradle nearby.

			 

			It takes all day to bury the doctor next to Beulah, at the edge of the apple orchard on the hillside that faces the sea. They chose the spot for practical reasons, because it’s not far from the house and because the snow doesn’t drift as high, being so exposed, but Hephzibah likes the drowsy way it sits in the shelter of a pair of apple trees. When the sun finally comes out again, it will warm the earth around them.

			For now, though, they must light a fire to soften the earth. At first Silas helps Ramsay shovel the snow, until he tires and trudges back to the house. Hephzibah leaves the baby with him and carries the shovel up the slope to where Ramsay labors awkwardly away with his left arm. Without a word she starts digging into the snow. Since they buried Beulah, it’s piled three feet higher—like digging a cave. Every so often she stops for a mouthful to slake her thirst. When the brown winter grass appears, it’s like she’s never seen the turf before. A wonder.

			Now they drag the wood to the patch of cleared ground and start a fire with a torch lit from the hearth at the house. It takes some time to build. She touches Ramsay’s shoulder and tells him she needs to feed the baby. He nods. The snow has stopped but the gray clouds remain. Only his eyes are as blue as ever, glazed with grief.

			 

			By nightfall the grave is dug, the doctor laid carefully inside and covered with earth. Silas stumbles early to bed, leaving Ramsay and Hephzibah to eat their supper with the doctor’s gaping seat between them. She feeds the baby his pap, finger by finger until the cup is empty.

			He does not thrive, the doctor said to her, only an hour before he left to milk Sally and lost himself in a blizzard on the way back from the barn.

			No, Hephzibah replied. He needs a nurse.

			The baby doesn’t have a name. Every day, Hephzibah asks Silas what he wishes to call the child, and Silas says he’ll think on it. Sometimes Hephzibah tries to stick some kind of pet name on him, just for the sake of calling him something other than the baby, or occasionally Baby as if that were his actual name, but none of the words she tries seems to suit him—not Pumpkin or Little One or Bean. He doesn’t smile or cry or fix you with any particular expression. He makes mewling, bawling noises like an animal and roots desperately around your chest as if he knows there’s something important there, if only he can find it. When he’s done with the pap, he regards Hephzibah with an expression of wizened disappointment and belches in a way that his father, if he noticed at all, would approve.

			 

			Ramsay hangs the finished snowshoes by the fire to harden.

			“I’ll start for New London tomorrow morning,” he says.

			Hephzibah turns from the cradle. “What? New London? By yourself?”

			“There’s nobody else.”

			“In the sloop? How?”

			“I can manage, I think, if the wind holds true. If the tide leaves a channel through the sea ice.”

			“No. I won’t allow it. Even if you reach the shore, you’ll be seen. You’ll be recognized and captured.”

			He smiles. “You have little faith in me.”

			“I have all the faith in the world in your abilities. What I can’t—”

			The words stick in her throat. She turns away.

			“You don’t trust me to return,” he says.

			Silas’s long wet snores vibrate the walls. The baby makes a couple of gasps like he might wake up, then turns his head to the hearth and falls back to sleep.

			“Go, if you must,” she says.

			“If it’s the payment that worries you—”

			Hephzibah turns back to face him. “Keep your spoils! I never cared about that. Every penny of it plundered from some honest man—”

			“Yes, I know what you think of me! But I have never yet broken my sworn word.”

			“You owe us nothing. You owe me nothing. Your wounds have healed. You’re free to leave, as you like. Before the authorities can start against you.”

			“Leave you to starve? Leave you with only a dying man to protect you?”

			“As God wills.”

			How he fills the room, even wanting an arm. His wide shoulders, his broad jaw. His feet planted apart, his legs swollen with muscle from the daily trudge through the gigantic drifts of snow for wood, for milk. The sheer ferocious energy that throws from his skin.

			When he goes, what will fill the space?

			He says gently, “If only you had half the faith in me, Hephzibah, as you have in this God who takes everything from you and gives you nothing in return.”

			“Our reward is in heaven.”

			“I don’t believe that,” he says. “I don’t believe the good should suffer until they die. Why shouldn’t we know a little happiness here on earth? Why is it a sin to feel joy? To give joy and receive it? I spent seven years watching one man take the deepest pleasure in inflicting misery on every being under his power—tyranny, anguish, suffering beyond description. So you’ll forgive me if I cannot love a God who does the same. I’ll make no apologies for what I’ve done. I haven’t waited for God to give me what I needed. I take what I need.”

			She wets the roof of her mouth. “God has already given me everything needful.”

			“I have seen, Hephzibah. I have eyes in my head. I have seen how you watch and work and toil for others, how you care for every living thing under this roof. I may be a thieving murderous pirate, like the beasts who pillaged you as a child—”

			“How did you know that?” she cries.

			“The doctor told me.”

			She sinks onto the bench and stares at her hands. “He should not have said those things. He should not have broken such a confidence.”

			“Only because he wanted me to understand why you despise me. Why you look at me as if I were a dog.”

			“I don’t despise you.”

			“I have tried—in every way I have tried to show you—” He gathers himself. “There was a time I didn’t much care what I did. I thought I was cursed by God. I relished battle not because I wanted to kill, but because I wanted to be killed. And now I stand before you—a beast, I know. How I know it. I have only to look at this empty sleeve to know how unworthy I be. My sins carved on my hide. No longer fit to be seen by the world, not fit to be seen by you. But even so, I have tried. I have tried to give you what you need. To show you how I—my gratitude for—that I am still alive—though deformed and ugly—and your hands—” He drops to his knees in front of her and pulls her hand from her lap to cradle against his cheek. “At night, when I lie in despair, I remember that your hands have touched me, these sweet blameless hands have laid themselves on my body and made me whole, and I am not entirely abandoned by God.”

			Hephzibah knows she must speak. His warm jaw beneath her palm. All the rest of him, beneath her palm, if she will take him.

			“You’re trembling,” he says.

			“Because of the cold.”

			“Don’t be afraid.” He turns his head to kiss the hollow of her hand. “I would never hurt you. Not a hair on your head I wouldn’t protect with my life.”

			“I’m not afraid of you.”

			He looks up. His eyes, his blue living eyes.

			“Everything I love,” she says, “God takes away.”

			 

			Since the baby was born, Hephzibah has slept downstairs, on a pallet next to the cradle and the hearth, where the house is warmest. The doctor and Ramsay moved to the attic, because who wanted to sleep in the lean-to with the ravaged body of a dead young mother? When the storm finally ended and Beulah was buried, they remained upstairs. Maybe they were afraid of ghosts; maybe the attic was warmer.

			Each night Ramsay and the doctor climbed the narrow steps, one after the other, and disappeared through the hatchway. Hephzibah settled herself under the blankets and listened to the wood that creaked under their weight, the rustle of straw and cloth, the occasional words spoken between them. The pallets lay on either side of the chimney, directly above her. She would sometimes imagine how Ramsay lay so as not to aggravate his wounds—on his back, probably. She pictured his scars—the one that arcs across his chest, the one that swoops from his temple. The stump of his right arm, still healing after more than three months. Still tender, she knows, because she catches him wincing when he thinks nobody sees him. She paid attention to every noise, every vibration of timber, every word that had its source in his body.

			She stored them all like a squirrel stores acorns for the winter ahead, because when Ramsay left she would hear nothing more of him, feel nothing more of him, ever.

			She does the same thing now. She pays exquisite attention to each sensation, because tomorrow morning there will be no more of him, ever.

			Only this. She will carry this with her always. Not even God can take this away from her.

			She will remember the smell of his skin—woodsmoke and sweat, earth, cold winter air, the peculiar and inexpressible scent of snow that will, for the rest of her life, bring him before her.

			She will remember the scratch of blankets on her back. She will remember the stroke of his fingers—on her throat, her shoulders, her breasts, her stomach, her thighs. She will remember the lids of his eyes when her fingers trace the scars she carved on his skin, the sob when she kisses the stump of his arm. She will remember how astounded she feels at the beauty of each part of him—not because it is beautiful but because it is his.

			She will remember his weight. How mindfully he balances himself with his one arm. She will remember his voice—not the words, but how he said them. She will remember an excruciating pleasure too intense to bear; she will remember how her hips fit against his, how even his stomach caressed her. She will remember the sensation of his flesh sliding against hers, the sight of his heavy delirious face, the wisps of his hair falling forward to brush her brow. She will remember how he breaks apart at last, how he stifles a shout in his throat, how he lowers his head and weeps her name.

			She will remember, when there is nothing left of her and nothing left of him, how they lie joined at every possible point, every triangle of skin, as if merged into one spent beast, one creature, she inside of him as he is inside of her.

			 

			During the night, she rises twice to feed the baby. He is so tiny, so wrinkled and bony, his body not like a baby’s body, his cry not like a baby’s cry.

			“I’ll find him a nurse,” says Ramsay. “I’ll offer her every ounce of silver in my purse.”

			“If he lives so long.”

			“You’ve done everything you can. That he still lives is a miracle. It can’t be for nothing.”

			“I promised her. I promised my sister.”

			“You shall keep your promise.”

			She sinks back on the pallet—Ramsay has brought down the blankets from the attic—and curls into the shelter of his chest to warm herself.

			“God should have struck me down, to hold so innocent a babe,” she whispers. “And me new-covered in sin.”

			“If this be sin, then God himself should feel shame in it.”

			“I am not ashamed,” she says.

			They lie face-to-face under the blankets—he on his whole left shoulder, she on her right. She turns her attention to his right arm. It seems so natural to her, so right and perfect, that an arm should end in a round lumpy knob covered with pink skin. She traces her finger down its length, around the tender bottom, along the new scars.

			“I wish I might come to you whole,” he says. “I’m told I was not unhandsome, before this.”

			She kisses a circle around the wound. “If it weren’t for this arm, you should not have found me here.”

			 

			The next morning, the snow falls so heavily they can’t see the barn from the front door.

			“A reprieve,” Ramsay says. A smile in his eyes, a lightness she can’t remember on him before. “And I can’t say it grieves me.”
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			Chapter 26

			After school, I take Punkin with me on the ferry to New London to collect my father’s laptop. There is a two-hundred-and-sixty-two-dollar charge. I wince as I stick my credit card into the machine. Tapping seems too flippant for such a sum.

			“I don’t suppose you have the password, do you?” I ask.

			“Um, I think you’re supposed to know the password?” says the guy at the counter, who is about fifteen and a half years old with a bad case of cystic acne. “Since you’re the owner?”

			“My dad left it for me. It’s his laptop. He died recently?”

			He shrugs and says, “Only the technicians see the password.”

			“Don’t you even care that my grandfather died?” Punkin demands. “Can’t you even say sorry?”

			He looks down at her like he’s surprised it can talk. “I’m sorry for your loss,” he says.

			

			—

			I notice the banner as we roll through the village on our way to West Cliff Road. It’s hanging from the fire station roof and says GOOD LUCK PIRATES! flanked by a pair of lopsided, lurid orange basketballs.

			“What’s going on with the basketball?” I ask Punkin.

			“Moh-um,” she says, in two syllables. “Don’t you know?”

			“Did you just call me Mom?”

			“Whatevs,” she says. “The team was invited to a tournament in Providence because they won all their games. Everyone’s going.”

			“When is it?”

			“Saturday,” she says.

			I turn onto West Cliff Road. The Volvo coughs into a lower gear to tackle the grade.

			“Maybe we should see if Miss Peabody would like to go,” I say.

			“She told me I could call her Laura.”

			“Laura, then.”

			“Bet,” says Punkin.

			

			—

			I track down Ben in the old apple orchard, digging into the frozen ground with a large, shiny shovel. Chief sits nearby, tongue lolling.

			“People like you make me sick,” I tell him.

			He squints through the winter sunshine. “What did I do?”

			“You’re not even a basketball guy and you transform the Winthrop Island team into champions in just a few short weeks?”

			He grins. “They’re not champs. We don’t even play in a league. We’re too small.”

			“Quit with the humblebragging, okay? You said you barely knew basketball.”

			“The fundamentals of ball sports are all pretty much the same,” he says. “And it turns out we have a couple of serious players hiding in the ranks.”

			“But this tournament. Are you sure? You’ll blow your cover. There’s no way people won’t notice you.”

			He shrugs. “It is what it is. Can’t let the girls down. They’ve worked too hard. I can take a little heat.”

			“But you don’t have to.”

			“Luce,” he says, “what do you want? You asked me to coach some hoops, so I coached some hoops.”

			“For me?”

			He sticks the shovel into the ground and leans on the handle. “I never asked about London. How was it?”

			London seems like a year ago. I cross my arms over my chest and say, “Sadiq’s under investigation for fraud. So he locked himself in his office and shot himself.”

			Ben straightens. “He did what?”

			“He’s going to be okay. The bullet missed the heart, apparently. But God knows what’s going to happen now. He could go to prison. Lose everything. Maman’s pretty wrecked.”

			“Luce. Lucy. Jesus.” He starts for me and stops. “I’m sorry. I should have asked before. I was just—we were blindsided.”

			“Me too,” I say.

			“Are you okay?”

			“Me? I’m fine. I mean, there goes any possibility of my mother bailing me out of this mess, not that I would have let her do it. But it’s her I’m worried about. I mean, what’s she going to do?”

			With one arm, he draws me against his chest. This is the moment when I should finally cry, but for some reason the tears aren’t there. His coat of waxed canvas is soft under my cheek. His arm is thick and gentle.

			“How’s she taking it?” he asks.

			I let out a choked laugh against his coat. “She sent me to the house to do a little treasure hunt. Spirit some jewelry out of the country for her, just in case.”

			“Are you kidding me?”

			“Yeah. The police were already there, poking around. Pandora and I executed kind of a fire heist scene, not to brag. The goods are in my bag right now.”

			“Holy shit.” He pulls away gently. “And then you came home to this shit show. Just sat down with Laura like it was nothing.”

			“I mean, what else was I supposed to do? She’s dying.”

			Ben drops his gaze to his hand that remains atop the shovel handle, in its yellow canvas work glove. “She just turned up, Sunday afternoon. No warning. Drives up with a tote bag of pain meds and oxygen and a cane. I mean, poor Mrs. P. She almost lost it. Thank God for your daughter. That kid, I swear to God. She was the one who kept us together.”

			“She’s something.”

			“I didn’t know, Luce. Nobody knew. She didn’t tell anybody. Last summer, all that time we were—God, Luce. How did I not know she had fucking cancer? How did I not see it? That cough. She said it was allergies.”

			“Plus she was always pretty slender,” I say.

			“Then she takes off on this bucket list trip, pretending it’s just some kind of fucking Eat Pray Love find-yourself thing. You know she waited until Sunday to come back, just so she wouldn’t screw up her brother’s wedding?”

			“Sedge doesn’t know?”

			“And we’re not allowed to tell him. You only get one honeymoon, she says.”

			“What about her mom?”

			“Doesn’t want her around until the end. She brings a lot of drama.” He lifts the shovel and plants it hard. Chunks of frozen dirt fly free. “Fuck. Fucking cancer.”

			I nod at the turned earth. “Letting off some steam?”

			“Laura’s taking a nap,” he says. “Seemed like a good time to get some air. Also I wanted to check something out. Thought I might try to surprise you.”

			“With a hole in the ground?”

			“Just something I noticed a few months ago, when I was clearing the leaves. Forgot all about it until yesterday afternoon. Once we got Laura settled. She asked about you, about your dad, and your chatterbox daughter started going off about this stuff she’d read in your dad’s notebooks. The great snowy winter and this woman who died—”

			“You mean Hephzibah Winthrop?”

			“No, her sister. You’ll have to ask Elise for the details. But the sister died, and then her sister’s husband, and they were buried near the apple orchard. And that’s when I remembered.”

			He clears away the pile of dirt from a pair of low, narrow, oblong stones that stick from the ground. “Look. I saw the edges back in November and thought, you know what? Those might be tombstones.”

			I drop to my knees and wipe away the dirt with my gloved hand. Ben kneels to help me.

			“I think those are letters,” I say.

			“I think so too.”

			The stones are still half-buried. I plow my finger into the grooves to gouge out the grit. A damp, earthen, ancient smell rises from the ground. “I think this word is Winthrop. And these ones below, I think they’re numbers.”

			“The wind got to them before the dirt did,” says Ben.

			Side by side we carve out the letters and numbers until they read, faint but unmistakable:

			
				BEULAH WINTHROP 1699–1717

				SILAS WINTHROP 1652–1717

				JOHN ELLIOTT DIED 1717

			

			I take off my glove and brush my fingers along the names. “These people my dad used to talk about. I mean, they were really here. Some literal person stood right here in this spot and buried them. The old apple orchard.”

			“Not the same trees,” said Ben. “Apple trees don’t live that long. But they would have replaced the dead ones with saplings from the others. As the years went by.”

			I climb to my feet and wriggle my hand back into my glove. “We should head back before it gets dark.”

			

			—

			Chief lopes ahead as we return through the gathering dusk. “I have a question,” I say. “If they died during the winter when the ground was frozen solid, such that even a beast like you breaks a sweat digging through it, how did Hephzibah Winthrop bury three bodies all by herself?”

			“Excellent question, Sherlock.”

			“One,” I say, ticking it off on my finger, “is she waited until the spring thaw, which is kind of morbid.”

			“But possible.”

			“Possible. But even then, that’s a lot of work. Burying three bodies. Even for a badass colonial goodwife like Hephzibah. Option two is she had some help from another person living there at the time. A male person, most likely.”

			“But who?” asks Ben, dramatically.

			“There’s one way to find out. We have three names, right? Including one guy who wasn’t related to the Winthrops. So let’s see if the internet knows who he is.”

			“Careful, there, Luce,” says Ben. “You’re starting to sound like your father.”

			

			—

			Laura’s awake when we walk back through the door, shaking off the cold. Punkin sits next to her on the sofa, textbook open on her lap.

			“Where were you?” she demands.

			“Looking at tombstones,” says Ben.

			“Tombstones?” says Mrs. Peabody. “Where?”

			“The apple orchard. Beulah Winthrop, Silas Winthrop, and somebody named John Elliott.”

			“You don’t say! Are you sure? Old Silas Winthrop himself?”

			Laura rolls her eyes. “You and your family history, Granny.”

			“Family history?” I ask.

			“Granny was a Winthrop, before she married Grandad. Weren’t you?”

			“My father,” says Mrs. Peabody, “was the last of the original Winthrops on the island. Descended in direct line from Silas Winthrop himself. I grew up in the lodge before I married Laura’s grandfather.”

			I turn to her. “What?”

			“Dad sold up to the developer who sold it to the Peabodys and to your great-grandparents. Then he stayed in the lodge as caretaker. Didn’t you know that?”

			“I—I guess it was before my time.”

			“Mama,” says Punkin, “didn’t you read the notebook? It’s in the family tree. Emilia Winthrop Peabody, born 1925.”

			“Very good,” says Mrs. Peabody. “I like a kid who can read a genealogy chart.”

			Over dinner, Mrs. Peabody tells us about the Winthrops. How old Silas Winthrop lived just long enough to get a child from his young bride, Beulah Winthrop, who died giving birth to their son, Edward Winthrop.

			“They were shut inside the house all February, because of the snow,” she says, “so it would have been impossible to get a midwife for the delivery.”

			“But if Beulah was Silas’s wife and the mother of his child, who was Hephzibah?”

			“Beulah’s sister. Beulah died in childbirth, and Hephzibah married his brother, Enoch. The marriage contract ended up in the island archives. Hephzibah stayed on the island and raised her sister’s child as her own. A remarkable woman, Hephzibah. You ought to read that journal of hers.”

			“And John Elliott?” I ask. “Who was he?”

			“I have no idea. Never heard the name before. Very strange. You say his headstone was right next to theirs?”

			“Three in a row,” says Ben.

			“Doesn’t Hephzibah mention him in the journal?” I ask.

			“Not that I recall. I guess he must have been a family friend who happened to be staying with them. Or a laborer of some kind.”

			“Then why wouldn’t she mention—”

			“Are you okay, Laura?” asks Punkin.

			Everyone turns to Laura. She’s hardly touched her food; she sits in her chair with a clenched expression.

			“I’m fine,” she says. “I think I’ll go to bed early tonight.”

			Ben says, “You need to eat, Laura.”

			“I had lots for lunch. Didn’t I, Granny?”

			“She ate well enough,” says Mrs. Peabody.

			I turn to Ben. “I think you should help her upstairs.”

			Ben holds my gaze. It feels like an apology, like a plea for absolution. He rises from his chair and puts his arm around Laura. Her hand curls around the side of his waist.

			“Up we go,” he says.

			Gently he draws her to her feet. As they walk from the room, her head drops against his shoulder.

			Punkin turns to me. “Do they love each other?”

			“Of course they do, sweetheart,” I say. “He makes her happy. And we all want Laura to be happy right now.”

			“Can Ben tuck me in too?” she asks.

			“You’ll have to wait your turn, young lady.” Mrs. Peabody looks at me. “A man can only tuck in one woman at a time. Even a strapping fellow like Mr. Ressler.”

			

			—

			Ben remains in Laura’s room while Punkin bathes and brushes her teeth and changes into her pajamas. We pass the closed and silent door on the way to our bedroom and don’t say a word. Chief follows us on solemn paws and settles himself on the foot of Punkin’s bed like it’s his natural home. Punkin climbs in after him and says, “I know who John Elliott is.”

			I sit on the edge of the bed and tuck the blankets snug around her. “Oh? How do you know that, sweetheart?”

			She looks up at me with her shining dark eyes, Arnaud’s eyes. “From the book about Ned Ramsay. The one Grandad took from the library? He was the doctor on the pirate ship. He was Ned’s best friend.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 27

			Wednesday is my turn for lunch duty. The kids are all buzzing about the basketball tournament on Saturday. Luke Sullivan sits next to me at the cafeteria table and asks if I’m going to go.

			“Of course I’m going! I hear your sisters are on the team.”

			“Yeah,” he says. “They’re twins. They’re pretty tall.”

			“Well, when you’re older and taller, you can play basketball too.”

			“I don’t want to play unless Coach Ressler’s coaching. I only like gym class when he’s there.”

			“Really? What does he do that’s different?”

			Luke thinks. “Well, Coach Dylan only cares about the kids who are good at sports.”

			“Oh, Luke. I’ll bet you’re good at sports.”

			“I like floor hockey,” he says. “Coach Ressler showed me how to hit the puck better. He said I was really quick with the stick.” Luke demonstrates with an imaginary hockey stick, almost knocking over his water bottle.

			Katie Medeiro pipes up from across the table. “Miss Cooper, are you Coach Ressler’s girlfriend?”

			Twelve kids stop eating and turn to look at my pink face.

			“Katie,” I say, “that’s a very personal question.”

			She points her sandwich at Punkin, who sits at the end of the table with her best friend Avery and pretends not to notice me. “Because Coach Ressler gives Elise a ride home in his truck all the time.”

			“Coach Ressler is our neighbor and friend,” I say. “But Katie. What did we talk about? About gossiping about our friends?”

			“To not to.” She leans forward. “Is it true Coach Ressler killed somebody?”

			“That was an accident!” shouts Luke. “My mom said!”

			“Indoor voice, Luke. But your mother’s right. There was a bad accident playing football and another player died. It wasn’t Coach Ressler’s fault. And he’s very, very sorry it happened.”

			“See?” Luke says, in a voice carefully below a shout.

			“What about people we don’t like?” asks Katie. “Can we spill tea about them?”

			

			—

			After school, I drive Punkin to Windward.

			“Ben said we shouldn’t come here until after the fire marshal says it’s okay,” says Punkin.

			“We’re just getting our mail and some fresh clothes,” I tell her. “There’s nothing dangerous about that. Anyway, Ben can be a little overprotective sometimes.”

			“True dat,” says Punkin.

			“Where are you learning all these expressions, honey?”

			“Avery,” she says. “You know how it is with best friends.”

			The house feels strange as I walk through the rooms. The heat’s off and the air is cold and unwelcome, the furniture and the objects like something you might see in one of those still life paintings or a photograph. Like they don’t belong to me.

			Or maybe I’m just tired. I hardly slept last night. Every creak of Summerly’s old joints bolted me awake. At last I picked up the notebook that contained my father’s transcription of Hephzibah Winthrop’s journal and read it by the light of my phone flashlight, and in the strange liminal space between midnight and dawn it seemed like time had collapsed—that she was in the room with me, or maybe I was in the room with her—cold, dark, piled with snow so you couldn’t see out the window. Hardly any food. Her dead sister. Her sick father-in-law.

			But no mention of John Elliott. No whisper of Ned Ramsay.

			Of course she wouldn’t mention them, I thought. They were fugitives.

			Now my mind aches from the endless circling. From lack of sleep. I follow Punkin up the stairs to my room and stuff a few clothes into my tote bag for the rest of the week. Fresh underwear and jeans and my favorite cardigan of thick Scottish wool. We head into Punkin’s room and pick out some clothes for her. She wants the perfect outfit for the tournament on Saturday. Her sea-blue Winthrop Island School T-shirt with the pirate mascot.

			As we turn to leave, my phone vibrates in my pocket.

			“Bixie?”

			“Lucy. Honey. Are you sitting down?”

			“Do you need me to sit down?”

			“Well, brace yourself against something,” she says. “We have an offer!”

			I step back against the wall and lock eyes with Punkin. “An offer? But we haven’t even shown the property!”

			“They don’t care. It’s a cash offer. As is. Ten million.”

			“What? But that’s—that’s higher than the list price!”

			“With the condition that you take the house off the market right away and don’t entertain any other offers.”

			“What other offers?”

			“Exactly,” says Bixie. “Best of all, you don’t even need to pass inspection. You could have knocked me with a feather, to be honest. My advice to you is to take it. Right now. Before they sober up and reconsider.”

			Punkin is staring at me with her chocolatey eyes. Brows high. She shakes her head.

			“Wait a minute. Who’s the buyer?”

			“I’m not at liberty to say,” she says primly.

			“But the paperwork. For administration of the estate. The presumption of death. Can I even accept an offer yet?”

			“You can accept an offer,” she says. “You just can’t close on it. But I know some people on the legal side. I can make a few calls.”

			A knock on the door. Punkin and I look at each other.

			“Bixie, I’m going to have to ring you back,” I say quietly.

			I put the phone in my pocket while we listen to the cold, silent air.

			“Maybe we should call Ben,” Punkin whispers.

			“Ben is at basketball practice right now. You stay here. It’s probably the fire marshal.”

			I head back to my room first, so I can look out the window to the driveway. There’s a car parked next to the Volvo, but from this angle I can only see the roof and part of the hood. A silver SUV, like a million other silver SUVs.

			I hear a male voice call up from the porch. “Hello? Lucy? Are you there? It’s Topher Dumont.”

			“Shit,” I whisper.

			Punkin follows me down the stairs, dragging her backpack with her clothes in it. I open the door. “Topher. What brings you here?”

			“Sorry to bother you, Lucy. Hope you don’t mind. I was driving by and noticed your car in the driveway.”

			Right, I think. Just happened to be driving down Plum Lane.

			“You caught me at kind of a bad time, to be honest. I was just picking up a few clothes. I’m staying over at Summerly at the moment? I’m sure you heard, we had a little fire in the basement a few days ago.”

			“I did hear.” He’s wearing a navy puffer coat over corduroys. In one hand he carries a laptop bag. He unzips it now and pulls out a document that’s stapled together at one corner. “Look, I don’t mean to be a pest, but you haven’t responded to any of the communications from my lawyer about the loan? And it’s been some months now. Tried to give you some time and space to—”

			“Sorry to butt in,” says Punkin, “but I don’t like your tone, mister.”

			He looks down at her. “Excuse me?”

			Her hands sit on her hips. “You can’t talk to my mother like that.”

			“Elise, honey. Why don’t you go sit down in the parlor and work on your puzzle for a bit?”

			“I’m done with my puzzle.”

			“This is an adult conversation,” I tell her. “You need to let me handle it, okay?”

			She sends Topher a furious look and folds her arms over her chest like a small bouncer. “I think we should call Ben,” she says to me, in a stage whisper.

			“Elise. Please go to the parlor now.”

			It’s my serious voice. She walks to the parlor and sits on the nearest chair, back straight like a ruler.

			“Kind of a feisty one, isn’t she?”

			“You know what, Topher? Let’s leave my daughter out of this. And I want to be brief, because I do need to head back over to Summerly. The reason I haven’t responded to your lawyer’s queries is one, because I’m still sorting through my dad’s papers and haven’t found any documents that refer to this loan, so I’m unwilling to say or do anything that will affect my legal standing. And two, because we’ve just received a substantial offer for the property and any outstanding loans will be settled at that time.”

			“Wow,” says Topher. “That’s some serious language between a couple of old friends.”

			“We’re not really friends, though? And you’re the one who went legal.”

			“Look, we both know you can’t sell this property until your father’s officially declared dead. Rest his soul,” he adds.

			“My Realtor thinks we can speed that process.”

			He forces a smile. “Look, let’s restart the conversation, okay? I came by, as a matter of fact, to offer you an extension on the loan.” He shakes the papers. “I just need your signature and I’ll be on my way.”

			I hold out my hand. “I’ll look these over and return them to you when I’ve had a chance to show them to my lawyer.”

			“Oh, come on. There’s no need for that. You can have a quick look right now. It’s all in order. No one’s out to screw you, Lucy. I just want my money back, that’s all. I have my own obligations.”

			“Like I said. Give me the papers and I’ll have a look.”

			Topher lowers his hand. “We can do this the nice way or the hard way, Lucy. I’ve tried to be up front and friendly. We’re all neighbors, here. Nobody wants bad blood. But I will bring my lawyer into this if I need to. I’ll stop that sale.”

			“Why would you want to stop a sale, Topher? The sooner this house sells, the sooner you get your money back.”

			From the parlor comes Punkin’s voice. “I bet he wants the pirate treasure, that’s why!”

			Topher laughs. “She’s cute. Come on, Lucy. It’s cold out here and it’s cold in there. Just put your John Hancock on these and I’ll be on my way.”

			He thrusts the papers toward me. I look down at them and back up at his face, pink with cold under a crimson Harvard beanie.

			“You want to know something funny, Topher? John Hancock is an ancestor of mine.”

			“No kidding.”

			“Yeah. And I’ll bet he looked over the Declaration of Independence pretty darn close before he put his—you know, John Hancock underneath it. And I’ll also bet—I mean, I’m not a betting woman, but if I were? I’ll bet he’d advise me to do the same.”

			“Slay,” says Punkin, as I close the door behind Topher and lean back against it, arms folded.

			

			—

			“Tell me about Topher Dumont,” I say to Laura, as we curl up on the sofa after dinner with mugs of herbal tea. She’s feeling better today. Ate most of her dinner, joined the conversation. Ben’s still not back from basketball. There’s some kind of team dinner tonight, apparently.

			“Topher Dumont?” says Mrs. Peabody. “Phil Dumont’s kid? What about him?”

			“Apparently his dad loaned my dad a bunch of money and Topher’s trying to collect.”

			“I’m not surprised. I never liked him. The older one, that is. I don’t know the kid.”

			“I know Topher,” says Laura. She glances to the doorway, where Punkin disappeared a few minutes ago to brush her teeth and change into her pajamas, then gives her grandmother an apologetic look. She leans toward me and lowers her voice. “I lost my virginity to Topher Dumont when I was seventeen.”

			Mrs. Peabody sputters her tea. “To a Dumont? I thought better of you.”

			“You never told me!” I say.

			“Oh, Little Miss Romantic. Of course I didn’t. I might have been a little drunk at the time.” She shrugs. “Topher’s nice. He was in and out of rehab for a while. Last I heard he was clean. I think he divorced his wife a couple of years ago? She wasn’t from here.”

			“That explains it,” says Mrs. Peabody.

			“How is he financially, do you think?”

			“Fine, as far as I know.”

			“Because he seems pretty desperate to get this money. He came by the house today to—”

			Ben ducks through the doorway with Punkin on his shoulders. “Who came by the house today?”

			Punkin yells, “Topher Dumont!”

			“Who’s Topher Dumont?”

			“This creepy guy who wants Mama to sign some papers!”

			Ben looks at me, then at Laura, then back to me. “You didn’t sign any papers, right?”

			“Of course not. I told you about him already. He loaned Dad some money. He’s pretty eager to get it back, that’s all.”

			Ben swings Punkin down to her feet. She’s wearing a long pink flannel nightgown and a tiara. “Okay,” he says. “So what are you going to do about it?”

			“Bixie says there’s an offer on the house. Fingers crossed.”

			“That could take months.”

			Mrs. Peabody says, “I know Topher’s mother. I’ll have a word with her. She’ll bring him in line.”

			I set down the mug and hold out my arms to Punkin. “Come on, you. Time for bed.”

			When I return downstairs a half hour later, Mrs. Peabody sits by herself. Laura’s blanket hangs over the sofa arm, folded neatly. She pats the cushion.

			“Come sit with me for a moment.”

			Sometimes you forget how old she is. Her mind is so sharp, her speech so clear. But she’s ninety-nine years old. In July, Sedge tells me, the entire Peabody clan will gather here at Summerly for a heroic hundredth birthday party.

			I sit down next to her. “I haven’t really thanked you properly for taking us in like this.”

			“Oh, that. What are neighbors for? And your daughter’s the best entertainment around.”

			“Stop,” I say.

			She pats my hand. “I wanted to tell you something before I forget. When you get old, your damn memory gets these holes in it. Awfully frustrating. It doesn’t help that everybody who shares those memories is dead. Anyway. The sad fact is, I could go at any moment. No, no.” She holds up her hand to stop my words of protest. “I’m luckier than most. But since my husband died, why, I’m just keeping busy until I can join him. I only want to raise a point of housekeeping with you. To do with my effects.”

			“Oh,” I say.

			“Not money, I’m afraid. Too many grandchildren. Sadly, none of them has expressed much interest in the history of this island, except out of politeness. So I had planned to leave all the flotsam and jetsam of my own historical research to the Winthrop Library and Historical Society. But I’ve decided, on reflection, to give it all to you instead.”

			“Oh. Wow. That’s—that’s very kind of you.”

			“No, it isn’t. It’s going to be a lot of work. I stopped organizing years ago and just chucked everything in boxes. But I think your daughter would be the ideal heir to that task, don’t you? We had such a nice little chat today about your father’s work. These graves that Ben dug up—what a find. All those years I spent on this property, growing up, and I never stumbled on them. Why, I used to harvest those apples, during the war! My father used to farm these fields. I can remember, as a very little girl, watching the rumrunners unload their cargo on Poseidon Beach and haul it up to the springhouse on your great-grandparents’ property. The Peabodys were teetotal in those days, didn’t approve at all. But my father made a fair few dollars helping those fellows with their freight. Now, where was I? Yes. The papers.”

			“Excuse me a moment, Mrs. Peabody. Did you say the springhouse?”

			“Why, yes. Right there in the hay meadow. I used to watch from my window.”

			“But that wouldn’t be the old springhouse, would it? The one the early Winthrops built?”

			“Oh, dear. I don’t see why not. Your great-grandparents found it while they were hunting around for their treasure. Of course, it was all covered over by then. Hidden by the earth. That’s what I heard, anyway. But they put it to use, all right. Hiding booze from the Coast Guard and the Treasury agents.”

			“But where’s the springhouse now? Did they tear it down?”

			She laughs. “Darling, you couldn’t tear down the springhouse if you wanted to! It’s a sod house. Built right into the hillside. The door’s all grown over with grass. You had to know where the ring was to pull it open.”

			“Ring?”

			She makes a fist and pulls. “A big iron ring. I’m sure it’s buried by now. Like those tombstones. Nature. Nature always wants to reclaim its own. Remember that.”

			

			—

			Inside the bedroom I share with Punkin, the clear blue moonlight spills through the crack in the curtains onto my daughter’s sleeping face. I touch away the hair on her cheek. Sometimes it comes to you in an avalanche, just how much you can love a human being. What you would do for this person.

			As I stick the charger into my phone for the night, I notice a message from Ben lying atop the home screen: Can we talk tomrrw

			I turn the phone over and climb into bed.

			

			—

			By the time dawn steals over Punkin’s face and nudges open her eyes, I have already been awake for hours. I wait until she lifts her head before I speak.

			“Good morning, sunshine,” I say. “How would you like to go on a treasure hunt after school today?”

		

	
		
			Excerpted from 
The Great Snow: A Romance

		

	
		
			The seventy-ninth sheep comes out kicking.

			The unexpected movement upsets Hephzibah’s balance. She falls backward in the snow, still holding the sheep, which voices its outrage in a weak but indignant baaa.

			“It’s alive!” she gasps.

			Enoch wallows over and pulls the animal from her arms. “God be praised! Four solid weeks inside sixteen foot of snow. How didn’t she starve to death?”

			Hephzibah staggers to her feet and brushes the snow from the sheep’s matted wool. The creature wobbles, the way a sailor might wobble upon reaching land. Her peculiar human face regards Hephzibah accusingly, as if she should somehow have discovered this hollow weeks ago—should have known the flock would take shelter there, then lie helplessly buried as the snow piled up, storm after storm—should have risked life and limb to rescue them.

			The poor lifeless sheep now lie in piles around Hephzibah and Enoch. They will have to salvage what wool they can and salt the meat soon, now that the sun’s out and the snow is melting fast. Now this miracle—a live ewe.

			“Quickly!” says Hephzibah. “There might be another.”

			 

			Enoch arrived yesterday. Deeply, deeply sorry he could not make the voyage sooner—had to dig himself out of twelve foot of snow, right up to the eaves, and see after his own livestock. He was luckier than most. Only two head of cattle lost—the fool brutes suffocated when their noses iced over—and a few hens that had fallen victim to a desperate fox.

			The devil takes care of his own, Hephzibah thought.

			Now they trudge back to the house, sheep hanging dumbly over their shoulders. The melting snow smacks under their shoes.

			“Two sheep alive out of eighty-six,” he says. “A dreadful loss.”

			“Two are better than none. And the cow. She might calve any day.”

			“Sister, consider. Silas won’t last much longer. You cannot think to manage the farm by yourself.”

			“I have no choice in the matter. I must care for my nephew. It was my sister’s dying wish that I should.”

			“Have you not thought of finding a husband, then?”

			She laughs. “A husband? But who is there for me to wed, brother?”

			He pauses to adjust the weight of the sheep slung over his shoulders. “I will tell you something, Hephzibah. The law does require me to assume the guardianship of the poor orphan, until he comes of age.”

			Hephzibah keeps her pace steady, one foot after another. Her heart stings as if somebody slapped it. “Naturally. A feeble woman can hardly be expected to shoulder such a grave responsibility.”

			Enoch stops and turns to her. His face is ruddy with the effort of carrying the ewe. “And yet, where will you go? What will you do, cast adrift without a penny to your name?”

			“How good of you, brother, to sum up these misfortunes so perfectly. I have been far too busy even to consider the blackness of my prospects.”

			“Now, then. I never expected you would, sister, being so mild and dutiful a woman as you are. But I have given the matter some thought. Indeed, I have. I have always strived to do what is right and just, what God does will me to do, and what I have concluded after much thought, much prayerful thought, is this: I will marry you, Hephzibah.”

			The ewe slides from her shoulders. She catches the legs just in time.

			“Marry…you?”

			He reaches to brush some speck from the side of her face. “You are never so pretty as your sister was, ’tis true, nor yet so graceful, yet I reckon I will not dislike to share my bed and board with you. You will have a roof over your head and a respectable name, and I should be pleased to get a few children on you besides, if God wills. What think you?”

			Hephzibah straightens the ewe on her shoulders and resumes her floundering through the drifts of snow toward the house. “Brother, I think—I hardly think anything at all. I never—not once—such an idea as that never occurred to me before.”

			“Well, well,” he says. “I daresay you haven’t thought on these matters, at your age, and ’tis true some may call you a scheming hussy, for you know—as I say in perfect candor, without the least pride—I have the honor of being considered one of the most eligible matches in these parts, owing to my standing and prospects, and the gossips may say as you have looked too far beyond your station, but I think the match will answer well. And the nurse can look after my brother’s offspring.”

			 

			Humility Brown is her name. She happens to be nursing the baby in the chair at the exact moment Enoch and Hephzibah walk through the door, reeking of mud and sheep, and from her expression she doesn’t welcome the intrusion.

			She arrived two weeks ago. A boat landed her in the bay on the sheltered side of the island, she said, though she wouldn’t say who piloted this boat, or who had paid for her service. She claimed to be a recent widow who had lost her own infant, and while the infant must have existed—her breasts groaned with milk to rival Sally’s teats—Hephzibah had her doubts about the deceased husband.

			As soon as Mrs. Brown clapped Beulah’s baby to her chest, though, all was forgotten. The baby’s eyes flew open. His mouth worked in ecstatic pulls. He’s gained at least two pounds and begins to look like a human infant, and Mrs. Brown will not let anyone else touch him—not even his father.

			Especially his father.

			“Where is Silas?” asks Hephzibah, when she’s kicked the slush off her shoes and hung her cloak on the hook.

			“In the bedroom,” replies Mrs. Brown. She’s maybe twenty years old, with smooth olive skin and black, straight hair that parts down the exact center of her head. Enoch’s eyes linger on the enormous curve of her breast, on which the baby sucks as though his life depends on each precious squirt.

			Hephzibah warms her hands at the fire. The dough has risen beneath the cloth; the beans simmer in their kettle. She shapes the dough and sets it to bake, and while it’s baking she takes her journal from the chest and records the events of the day. A habit she began when she arrived on the island with her sister—something to do while Silas sported abed with his bride. She keeps each entry brief, for there’s little paper and less ink, and no money to buy more.

			March 28, 1717, she writes. The snow has now melted below the windows. This morning we discovered the sheep deep adrift in the hollow. Two survived by the grace of God, eating the wool of their less fortunate cousins. Twenty-eight days they lived thus, and by God’s grace they shall live still. In the morning Mrs. Brown brought the baby outside to see the sunshine.

			“What do you write, sister?” asks Enoch, from his seat before the fire. A tankard of cider balances comfortably on his knee.

			“Only a record of the day’s events, to keep account of the weather.”

			“A rare skill for a woman.”

			“My father taught me, when I was young,” she says. “For his own eyes were failing.”

			She gathers the papers and ink and puts them back in the chest. The bread is ready; the baby’s fed and sleeping in his cradle. Humility Brown joins Enoch at the fire.

			“Humility,” she says, a little sharp. “Will you go to rouse the master for his supper?”

			Mrs. Brown returns a moment later. “He says he’s not hungry.”

			 

			At night, in her pallet in the attic, Hephzibah composes another entry in her journal. This one she writes in her head. March 28. It is now twenty days since he left and the void in my heart is so great, it hurts me to breathe. If he does not return, how shall I live my days? If he dies, if he betrays me, how shall my heart continue to beat? I must submit to God’s will. I must submit to marry Enoch, to live my days with Enoch, to bear his children and tend the farm, for Beulah’s sake and the sake of her child. The child who must live. For that is all that matters.

			From the hatchway drifts the noise of Enoch and Humility Brown, coupling on the pallet in front of the fire. At first, they attempt to stifle the thumps and groans, the cries of pleasure, but soon they forget themselves. Ooh, ooh, ooh, chants Mrs. Brown, and Enoch grunts the countermelody. At each thrust, the rhythm escalates. The volume grows louder and louder until it becomes a frenzy, a wall of sound that cannot hold. Mrs. Brown succumbs first, with a wail like a catamount. Enoch follows her, shouting profane in a continuous stream. Then quiet. The creak of floorboards as Enoch rises to piss in the pot.

			How Silas sleeps through a racket like that, Hephzibah can’t imagine.

			 

			In the morning, she discovers the answer to this mystery.

			Silas is dead, cold in his bed.

			That morning, she helps Enoch to dig a hole in the ground next to Beulah. By afternoon, Silas’s body lies buried under the wet earth. Enoch shovels the last of the dirt and pats it to form a neat mound.

			When he’s finished, he sets the edge of his shovel in the slush and looks with satisfaction at Hephzibah. “Now, then. You and Mrs. Brown will set to air out my brother’s bed and wash the linens. In the morning, we’ll sail to the mainland so the magistrate can marry us.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 28

			On my way back into the house after waking the Volvo’s ancient engine in the frigid morning air, I bump straight into Ben walking out.

			“Hey,” he says. “Do you have a second?”

			“We’re headed to school right now. Can it wait?”

			“Luce, I’m worried about you.”

			“About me?” My voice is way too high. I shove my phone into my coat pocket and throttle down. “I’m fine. Go put a coat on before you freeze.”

			“I don’t need a coat, Luce. I need to know we’re okay.”

			“Ben. Seriously. We’re okay.”

			“Don’t give me that. Talk to me. Please. When I fuck up, you need to tell me. You need to give me a chance to make it right.”

			“You don’t need to make anything right. It’s just life. We’re all just doing our best here. Cancer sucks. You—you’re taking care of Laura. I get that. She needs you now. You don’t owe me anything. Okay? Are we good?”

			“Don’t owe you anything? Is that what you said?”

			“Ben, I really don’t have time to—”

			“No. Wait. Can I be clear here? I care about Laura. I am heartbroken for Laura. But you. Okay? You. You are—you are—Damn it, Luce.” He turns away, hands on hips. He’s wearing his plaid shirt unbuttoned over a white T-shirt. Sweatpants. Bare feet. Hair in all directions. “I can’t have this conversation. I can’t even put words together when you look at me like that.”

			“Like what? How am I supposed to look at you, Ben? How am I supposed to look at you when you’ve rolled right out of her bedroom to say hello?”

			He turns his head. “Say what?”

			“Ben. It’s okay. It’s what she needs. You’re doing the right thing. But I can’t just pretend that watching you take her upstairs every night, walking past that door on the way to my room, it’s not like a knife to my fucking gut. And she’s dying, and she has a right to you, and I wish you would just leave me alone to feel like shit in peace, okay?”

			He stares at me, fingers flexing. Walks a few yards away to the wall of the tool shed and punches a hole in it.

			“Ben! Oh my God!”

			He looks up at the sky and lets out a roar like a wounded lion. Before I realize what I’m doing, I’m springing toward him, reaching for his shoulders, his bleeding hand. He shrugs me away.

			“Don’t. Luce. Just. I can’t. Okay?”

			“Ben—”

			He turns to me. “When are you going to believe in me, Luce? When? I’m sleeping with Laura, is that it? I’m fucking Laura? Is that what you think?”

			“Not—of course not—not sleeping with her—”

			“Because I’ve been sleeping in a fucking chair for four nights now, Luce. Trying to sleep. Not sleeping. In an armchair. Because she doesn’t want to be alone. Has terrors, she says. So I give her the pain meds and her water and talk to her until she falls asleep and I grab a blanket and sit in that goddamn antique fucking doll’s armchair in the corner and I think about you. And I try not to wish for you too hard, because when Laura doesn’t need me in that room it means she’s dead. But for God’s sake, Luce. Don’t tell me this isn’t the hardest thing I’ve ever done. Don’t tell me I don’t owe you anything. I can owe you whatever the hell I want. You don’t have to take it. But don’t tell me I can’t give it to you. Don’t tell me I can’t be as true to you as I know how.”

			“Mama?”

			I spin around. Punkin in her pink down coat and her pom-pom hat. Her school backpack strapped like a turtle shell to her back. Her eyes open wide.

			“Ben, are you okay? What happened to your hand?”

			“Ran into a wall, honey,” he says.

			“Why aren’t you wearing any shoes?”

			“Because I ran out the door to talk to your mom before she takes you to school.” He walks past me to put his hand around the back of her head. Leans down to kiss her hair. “You’ll be late, sweetheart. I’ll see you in gym class, okay?”

			

			—

			Punkin and I make it to the school parking lot before she speaks.

			“I think you should say sorry to Ben, Mama.”

			I slide the car into my usual spot and cut the ignition. She meets my gaze in the rearview mirror. I focus on our eyes, because the rest of me feels deceased. Walloped. Like when a horse kicks you in the chest and your heart stops and you drop to the dirt and stare at the sky and wonder if you’re alive or dead.

			“I think you’re probably right, honey,” I say.

			“Text him now. Before you forget.”

			I pull my phone from my handbag and text: Just to be clear. I love you.

			I hold up the screen so she can see. “What do you think? Is that okay?”

			She nods. “That should do it.”

			I press send and open the car door. Cold air blasts my cheek. The three dots throb on the screen. Then disappear.

			Oh, shit, I think. I did not just do that, did I?

			

			—

			One of the great things about being a teacher is there is not one moment of the day when you can think about your own shitty problems. You need to focus on the kids from the second you walk inside the classroom until the second you walk out again and check your phone and find zero reply to the message you sent in the morning.

			“So,” I say to Punkin, “how was gym class today?”

			“Ben had a bandage on his hand. Everyone asked him about it.”

			“And what did Ben say?”

			She shrugs. “The same thing he told me.”

			I slow down to pass the guardhouse and wave. Gary is on duty this afternoon. He waves back. As I’m driving past Plum Lane, Punkin says, “What about our treasure hunt?”

			I hit the brakes. “Heavens to Betsy. How could I forget?”

			

			—

			“We’re looking for an iron ring, kind of buried in the grass somewhere,” I tell her. “Probably where I found that shovel last Christmas. I just can’t remember exactly where.”

			“So what’s so important about an iron ring?” she asks, as we make our way down the slope of the hill toward the muddy hollow.

			“It’s where the springhouse is. Mrs. Peabody told me last night. She said the rumrunners used to hide their bottles of liquor there. You know what a rumrunner is, don’t you?”

			“No,” she says.

			“It’s like a smuggler. Back a hundred years ago, when the United States passed a law that you couldn’t buy alcohol, people still wanted to get drunk. So these smugglers would bring in bottles of whiskey and brandy and champagne at night, from ships on the ocean.”

			“Like the ones you found in the basement?”

			“Exactly. They’re worth a lot of money now. So I was thinking…”

			“Maybe there might be some more in the springhouse? Bottles they forgot about?”

			“You got it, kiddo. Think of it as pirate treasure from a different kind of pirate.” I come to a stop about twenty feet above the hollow and stand in the grass, looking around me. “I think it was around here somewhere. Let’s walk side by side that way, then we’ll turn and walk back a little farther up the hill.”

			We tread along the grass. The ground is beginning to thaw after the cold snap, and our feet make squishing sounds as we walk. I keep my gaze on the brown stubble passing by my shoes. My hand on the phone in my pocket.

			“Mama,” says Punkin—and for an instant I reflect on the way that word has changed in the past few months, has Americanized, less Maman and more Momma—“isn’t it sad that Grandad died before he found his treasure? When he spent his whole life looking for it?”

			“I think it’s sad that he died at all, honey. I think it’s sad that he spent his whole life looking for something that maybe wasn’t there to begin with.”

			“Well, I think he was right,” she says. “I think there is a treasure. I think it was in the springhouse.”

			“Why do you think that?”

			“The map Grandad made. He drew an arrow to the springhouse and above it he wrote burial site.”

			“I saw that too, honey. But if that’s true, your great-great-grandparents would have found the treasure a long time ago. When they discovered the springhouse in the first place.”

			“Good point,” she says.

			We reach the end of the search area. I stop and turn to climb the slope a few paces. Punkin tags at my side.

			“You’re trying to find a way for that treasure to exist, Punkin. You want that story to be true. I do too. But that doesn’t mean it is true.”

			“It doesn’t mean it’s not true.”

			“Keep watching the ground,” I tell her.

			“I’m watching,” she says.

			I let my next stride fall and stare at the hillside before me.

			Until you’re right before it, you don’t notice the way the slope becomes acute for a couple of yards, then relaxes to a softer angle. Like there’s something shaping the sod from underneath.

			“Mama,” says Punkin, “is this it?”

			Punkin reaches out to touch a glint of wet metal in the grass to her right. I reach past her to pull it free from the tangle of vegetation.

			A round ring of black iron.

			

			—

			No amount of tugging will budge the soil. We start to clear away the grass and dirt and find the edge of the door with our fingers. Every so often I straighten and look around us. Nobody’s there—just the grass, the hollow, the leafless brown trees around my house. Summerly in the distance. The wind whistles in my ears.

			“We need something sharp,” I say.

			Punkin pulls her backpack from her shoulders and unzips it. “What about my ruler?”

			It’s thin and plastic and purple, but it might work. I start to chisel away at the sod until I find a line of torn grass. A fault in the hard-packed dirt.

			Like someone else had already done this work for me. Has already cut out the sides of the door.

			I run the ruler along the slit in the sod, clearing away the grass that’s grown around it. The door is sized for hobbits, not quite five feet tall. Not three feet wide. Once I’ve cut the perimeter, I put my hands on the ring again.

			My phone vibrates in my pocket.

			I drop the ring and pull out the phone.

			“Bixie?”

			“Lucy. Honey. My buyer wants an answer.”

			I glance back down at Punkin.

			“Can you hold on a minute, Bixie?” I press mute. “Honey, you know I have to accept. I’ll bet we can stay at Summerly until the end of the school year. We don’t have to say goodbye right away.”

			“What about the treasure?” she begs. Her eyes are full of tears. “What about Grandad’s dream?”

			“Sweetheart, it’s a wonderful dream, but it’s just a dream, okay? We need to pay off his debts so we can start fresh. On our own two feet. You and me.”

			She turns her head to the iron ring and blinks her eyes. “Okay.”

			I unmute the phone. “All right, Bixie. We’re in. How soon do you think we can get that death certificate?”

			“I’ll make some calls,” she says.

			

			—

			Punkin insists that we keep trying to open the springhouse door.

			“Honey, it’ll be dark soon. We need to get back to the house. Ben’ll be back from practice before long.”

			“But this might be our last chance!” she says.

			I heave a sigh and turn back to the ring. Put both my hands on it and pull.

			It budges a few millimeters.

			“Look, Mama! It’s moving!” she cries.

			“All right, all right.” I brace my legs and focus on my core. Resettle my hands around the ring.

			“Come on, Mama! You can do it!”

			“Maybe we should ask Ben to help.”

			“No,” she says. “I want to surprise him.”

			I pull again, straining with all my might, and it gives way—so suddenly, so easily that I fall straight back on my bottom while the door swings open.

			A putrid scent wafts out.

			I stagger to my feet. “Hold on, Punkin! We don’t know what’s inside.”

			I pull my phone from my pocket and turn on the flashlight. Poke through the doorway and cast the light inside. The space is not large, maybe two meters square. Not quite square. Deeper than it is wide. Cut into the hillside. Cool and rotting.

			“Ugh,” says Punkin. “It smells like…like…”

			The flashlight beam falls on an object lying along the back wall. A tuft of pale hair. A yellow plane of bone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 29

			When I spoke to Detective Jackson over the phone back in September, after my father presumably drowned off Poseidon Beach, I formed this picture of her as a towering Black woman who played college basketball before retiring into law enforcement. I guess it was her voice, which is resonant and self-assured and takes no bullshit.

			In reality, she is small and wiry and wears her hair in short, natural iron-gray curls. She is both sympathetic and down to business.

			“Due to the advanced state of decomposition,” she tells me, “we won’t be able to formally identify the body for another day or two. I understand you’ve given a DNA sample?”

			“Yes,” I say.

			“Good. Any dental records?”

			“Haven’t seen any. To be honest, I don’t think my father was much of a dentist guy.”

			She makes a note on her iPad. We’re sitting in the front parlor of my father’s house, which has turned into the command post since the state police arrived about an hour ago on the four-thirty ferry from New London. I’ve turned on the heat but the rooms are still chilly. Outside the window, the dusk deepens. The floodlights cast pale arcs where the forensics team has set up around the springhouse.

			“As you know,” says Detective Jackson, “we’ve already investigated the circumstances of your father’s disappearance five months ago, with the presumption of suicide. Now that we have a body on our hands, the tenor of that investigation changes.”

			“You’re saying you think he was murdered?”

			“Again, until we can formally identify the body and establish a cause of death, I can’t comment on that. But I do have a few questions, if you feel up to answering them at the moment. Can you tell me what prompted you to open up that outbuilding?”

			“I was just curious, that’s all. I heard from my elderly neighbor that rumrunners used to store liquor there, back during Prohibition. And I had already found a crate of hundred-year-old whiskey in the basement. So I thought I’d see what was there.”

			“So it was your belief that the structure had been left untouched since that time?”

			“I didn’t know what to think, to be honest. I know my father knew it existed and had been looking for it. He—well, I think you know. He had a kind of hobby going, looking for buried treasure on the property.”

			“So he didn’t know the rumrunners had already opened it up?”

			“No,” I say. “I guess he didn’t.”

			“I see.” She makes another note in her iPad and looks up. “What can you tell us about Mr. Benjamin Ressler?”

			“Ben? Why?”

			“We’re just interested in learning more about the relationship between the two men. We understand they were well acquainted. According to my initial interview notes, Mr. Ressler indicated he was involved in your father’s search for—er, for the buried treasure, and—”

			“Excuse me,” I say. “Hold on a second. Are you suggesting that Ben—that Mr. Ressler is a suspect? In my father’s murder?”

			She regards me steadily. “As I said. We haven’t yet established that the body belongs to your father, or that the subject was murdered. Mr. Ressler is not a suspect. We would consider him a person of interest, however. He was the last man to see your father alive. The man who discovered your father’s clothing on the beach on the morning of his disappearance. Naturally we want to know a little more about him. About the relationship between the two of them.”

			“This is ridiculous. Ben would never hurt my father. Ben wouldn’t hurt anybody.”

			Her mouth stretches into a steely smile. “Actually, Ms. Cooper, that’s not true. As I’m sure you know, Mr. Ressler recently retired from professional football after hitting another player so violently, that man was killed.”

			“You’ve got to be kidding me. They were playing football. This is real life. I know Ben. It’s just impossible he would hurt anyone on purpose.”

			“Nobody said your father was killed on purpose,” she says. “We’re just looking at all the angles right now. You say you know Mr. Ressler?”

			“We’re neighbors, yes.”

			“Friends?”

			“Yes, friends. It’s a small island.”

			“Would you say that a romantic relationship exists between the two of you?”

			“What? What does my relationship with—with Mr. Ressler have to do with this?”

			The detective shrugs. “We’re just gathering information at this stage, that’s all.”

			I look her in the eye. “Mr. Ressler is a friend of mine. He had nothing to do with my father’s death, accidental or otherwise.”

			“Well,” she says, “I look forward to hearing what he has to say. My colleagues are bringing him in now.”

			“Can I speak to him first?”

			“I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” she says. “One more thing, though. Before you leave. I have a report here from the fire chief over at the station. He and his colleagues carried out an inspection of the premises this morning, following a fire in the basement. Were you aware of the contents of that report?”

			“No. But I haven’t checked my messages in a minute.”

			“So you’re not aware that a remote listening device was discovered in one of the downstairs rooms?”

			My veins turn light with adrenaline. “No. I wasn’t aware. Which room?”

			She turns and points her iPad pencil to my father’s study. “Right over there.”

			

			—

			Punkin is back at Summerly, eating dinner with Laura and Mrs. Peabody. She jumps from the table to fling herself into my arms, and for once Mrs. Peabody says nothing about manners.

			Punkin looks up from my ribs. “Laura says the police are talking to Ben right now.”

			“He texted me,” Laura says. “I’m so sorry, Luce. What a shock.”

			I stroke Punkin’s hair. “Definitely not on my bingo card.”

			“To think,” says Mrs. Peabody. “If I hadn’t dropped that hint about the rumrunners.”

			I give Punkin a last kiss and let her slide to the floor. “About that. The detective said something that got me thinking. Did you ever tell my father that the springhouse was in use in the 1920s?”

			“Your father? Oh, my. I can’t recall. But I think it must have come up. We talked about the island’s history all the time.”

			“Because why would he have been searching there, if he knew that any treasure—if there ever was any treasure—would have been removed a long time ago?”

			Punkin tugs on my arm. “Mama, why are the police talking to Ben? They don’t think he put Grandad in there, do they?”

			“Of course not, sweetie. They’re just trying to find out what happened. How are you doing? That was kind of scary, wasn’t it? Scary and sad?”

			“I’m okay, I guess,” she says. “I just wish stuff would stop happening.”

			“Me too,” I tell her.

			

			—

			By eight o’clock, when I put Punkin to bed, Chief curled at her feet, Ben is still not back.

			“Come upstairs with me,” Laura says.

			“Do you want me to stay with you tonight?” I ask her.

			“I mean the third floor. The tower room. We can watch what’s happening from there.”

			I put my arm around her waist, like Ben does, and carry her oxygen in my other hand. Side by side we make our way upstairs to the second floor, then up the last flight to the third. The tower room is on the southwest corner, overlooking the driveway and lodge and over the stone wall, over the tops of the trees to the meadow between our houses, now floodlit at the spot where the springhouse lies. The forensics team moves about in their white suits. The mobile police unit has arrived—a tricked-out trailer like they’re making a movie or something. It sits in the driveway of my house, which is now dark.

			“Ben’s in there,” Laura says, pointing.

			“This is so stupid. They should be questioning Topher Dumont.”

			She frowns at me. “Topher? Topher wouldn’t kill anybody. He’s kind of a tool but he’s basically harmless.”

			“Well, we know it couldn’t have been Ben.”

			I drag a pair of armchairs over to the window so we can look out. Ask Laura if I can get her anything. A blanket or some water.

			“It’s time for my pain meds, actually,” she says. “Do you mind? They’re in the yellow canvas bag on my nightstand.”

			I head down the stairs and into Laura’s bedroom. It’s tidy and cozy and not very girly, done up in spare blues and whites—a double bed, a desk and rush-bottomed chair, an old wing chair in the corner with a blanket slung over the arm. How Ben wedged his body in that chair for an entire night, I can’t imagine. The yellow bag sits on the nightstand, like Laura said. I fill a glass of water in the bathroom and gather the blanket and the bag of meds.

			Laura’s curled up in her chair. Her hair is still dark and thick, framing her fragile face. She swallows the meds and thanks me when I tuck the blanket around her.

			“This is where I used to come when I couldn’t sleep,” she says.

			“I remember. You told me.”

			“Watching you and Ben sneak off together. God, I was so jealous. I was demented.”

			I drop into the other armchair. “You had a right to be demented. It was wrong, what I did. You deserved better from me.”

			“Oh, you were young. You were in love. If I’m honest, I probably would have done the same.” She turns to me. “I guess I did do the same. Last summer.”

			“He told me.”

			Laura looks back out the window. “I just didn’t want to die without ever knowing what it was like to sleep with someone you loved.”

			Under the garish white light, the meadow looks like it belongs to another planet. My father lay there for months, and I never knew. Never knew I was walking right past him.

			“I hope he died right away,” I say. “From the blow to his head. I hope he didn’t wake up and realize he was trapped. Thinking nobody cared.”

			“Luce, don’t do that to yourself. It’s already done. You can’t torture yourself over the past. Trust me.”

			I gather my legs and rest my chin on my knees.

			Laura stares out the window at my side. “Did you ever see the movie Love Story?”

			“The one from like 1970? With Ali MacGraw? And whatshisname. Curly blond hair.”

			“Ryan O’Neal,” she says. “My dad used to love that movie. And there’s this scene where Ryan O’Neal goes to apologize for being an asshole and Ali MacGraw looks at him with her gigantic brown eyes and says, Love means never having to say you’re sorry. That was my dad’s favorite line. He’d pause the movie and be like, totally unironic, See, kids? That’s what love means. And you know what, Lucy? That is literally the worst line ever in the history of movies. It is the literal exact opposite of what love means.”

			I think about what Ben told me when he drove us to Summerly, after the fire. “I guess that explains why your mom left him.”

			“Right? Anyway, my point is, now that I’m dying of fucking cancer, like Ali MacGraw in the movie, I want to say sorry.”

			“Sorry? To me?”

			“To you. First for what I said to you that last morning, when we were kids. I was pissed off. I wanted to hurt you.” She lets her head fall to the back of the chair. “And because that night, after you were gone, I did what I said.”

			“You what?”

			“Ben was crushed you’d left. Obviously. He went to bed early, said he had to pack. And I went into his room and I—God, I can’t even think about it now. It’s so humiliating, the way I acted.”

			“So what did Ben do?” I whisper.

			“He told me to fuck off, basically. Said he was in love with someone else. And I tried to get him to admit it was you but he wouldn’t. Which was almost worse, you know? That he protected you like that. That he cared that much.”

			I look at my hands, clenched in my lap. “Laura, you know the story going around was that you slept with Ben that night.”

			“I know it was,” she says. “It’s the story I put out there. What I told Posie, knowing she’d tell you. I didn’t think you’d believe it, though. I thought you knew Ben better than that.”

			I burst out, “Because why else would they fight? Sedge and Ben. Didn’t Sedge break his hand? And Ben—it was so toxic, Ben transferred to another college.”

			“They didn’t fight over me, honey. Over you.”

			“Over me? Why?”

			“Because the next morning I told my big dumb brother that Ben was sneaking off with you to fuck on the beach, and my big dumb brother thought he had to defend your honor or whatever.” She turns back to the window. “Jealousy does some shit to you. You break things. You do things you can’t take back. And that would be fine if it’s like they say, that the only one you really hurt is yourself. But that’s another one that’s not true. I hurt you, and I hurt Ben. Your whole lives would have been different if I had been a better person that day.”

			“Maybe,” I say. “But I wouldn’t have my daughter.”

			“Well, there is that. She’s pretty cute.” Laura sips her water. “But I’ll bet you would have had a bunch of equally adorable kids with Ben. Probably there are a million parallel universes where we made different choices. Where our parents made different choices and we don’t even exist.”

			“Maybe,” I say again. “Or maybe we are who we are, and we were never going to choose any differently.”

			We stare through the glass at the lights and the white ants moving around the springhouse.

			“Why did you leave?” I ask. “Last summer. If you finally had what you always wanted. You could have spent all this time with him.”

			I listen to the rustle of her remaining lung in her chest. She knits her hands in her lap.

			“Because I knew, I guess. Deep down. After a while, I realized he was just doing it to make me happy. To be nice. And it wasn’t enough anymore. And I was getting sicker, and I knew if he knew how sick I was, he would stick by me because of that. And I didn’t want him to stick by me because I had fucking cancer. I wanted him to stick by me because he loved me. And he never would. So I left.”

			“South America, though?”

			She reaches out to take my hand. “Always wanted to go.”

			A pair of headlights flashes through the gaps in the rhododendron. Ben’s truck appears and rolls to a stop in the parking area near the lodge. The lights go out.

			Together, Laura and I watch the door of the truck. At last it opens. Ben steps out, more weary than I ever imagined him. Like he’s just played four quarters of football and lost the game.

			He slings a backpack over one shoulder and walks to the front door of Summerly.

			Laura braces herself on the arm of the chair and creaks to her feet. “Tell him I went to bed, will you? He’ll be mad I’m still up.”

			

			—

			Ben stands at the foot of the stairs, like he’s waiting for someone. “How are you, Luce? How’s Elise?”

			“Okay, I guess? She’s sleeping now. Chief’s with her. But you. What happened in there?”

			He shrugs. “They had some questions. There’s not much they can do until formal identification and cause of death. But they’re probably going to ask for search warrants and all that shit. Take me in for questioning.”

			I burst out, “But that’s ridiculous! They have no proof! No evidence.”

			“Don’t need evidence to question me. It’s all circumstantial. Just a pretty shitty set of circumstances. I mean, I was the last one to see him alive. I found the clothes. I killed a guy already. Can’t blame them for making me the prime suspect, can I?”

			“What about a lawyer? You need a good lawyer.”

			“Already called mine. That’s the reason I’m even here. They were going to take me in. They get forty-eight hours before they need to charge me with anything. My lawyer worked something out. But I can’t leave the island.”

			“What about the tournament?” I ask.

			He looks at his hand on the newel post. The white bandage wrapped around his knuckles. “Except for the tournament. That was the deal. I said I had to go. I said it was a public event, I’m not going to abscond or anything. I mean, how could I? Everyone knows what I look like. Look, before I head back to the lodge and get some sleep—”

			“You’re not staying here? Laura—Laura’s already gone to bed.”

			“Tell her I can’t stay. I’m sorry. My lawyer says it’s best if I have as little contact as possible with—with anyone here. I don’t want you sucked into this.”

			“I’m already sucked into it,” I say. “He’s my father.”

			Ben looks at me with a sad, heavy face. “I think you know what I mean, Luce.”

			From somewhere in the house, a clock chimes. Half past nine.

			“I guess you’d better get going,” I say. “Get some sleep.”

			“Thanks for your text this morning, Luce. I should’ve replied.”

			“Don’t worry about it.”

			“It meant a lot, though. I kept thinking about it while I was sitting there in that trailer. It meant everything.”

			I shake my head. “I’m going to see if I can get into my dad’s laptop. I’m going to figure this out. There’s no way I’m going to let them do this to you.”

			Ben wraps a hand around my shoulder and kisses my cheek. “I’ll see you around, okay? Give the kid a hug from me.”

			He turns and walks out of the living room. I listen to his footsteps down the hall. The squeak of the front door hinge, the soft lock as it closes behind him.

			I turn to climb the stairs. Mrs. Peabody stands on the landing in her nightgown and quilted robe. Her eyes brim with compassion.

			“For God’s sake,” she says. “Go after him.”

			

			—

			I catch up with Ben as he’s opening the front door of the lodge. I tell him to wait.

			He waits, facing the door. One hand on the latch. The porch light is off; it’s just us and the dark.

			When he speaks, his voice is hoarse. Like he’s been shouting all day.

			“Luce, I can’t do this right now. I can’t talk.”

			“I don’t want to talk,” I tell him.

			His breath turns shallow. I watch it hang in the frosting air. I put my hand on his waist, under his coat. Under his sweater. His skin is hot against my fingers.

			“I am so sick of death,” I whisper. “I want life.”

			He takes my hand from his waist and opens the door. Pulls me inside after him. As soon as the door clicks shut, I’m in his arms. His kiss has no beginning and no end. He lifts me on his hips. My legs dangle in the air as he carries me up the narrow stairs, down the hall to the small square bedroom, still kissing.

			The coming together is so intense, it’s almost a relief when we finish. When we can curl under the old blankets and lay our burnt skins against each other and just be. Hours or minutes, who knows. Ben’s heart thuds under my hand. The old house creaks around us.

			Ben says softly, “That text you sent.”

			“You didn’t reply.”

			“I was afraid it wasn’t real.”

			I turn my head on the pillow to look at him.

			Ben, I think. Ben’s broad, blunt, living face, warm under his cinnamon beard. His soft eyes swallowing me. His bare chest, winter-pale; the old quilt that crosses his ribs.

			“It’s you,” I whisper.

			He brushes his knuckles along the side of my face. “It’s me,” he whispers back.

			He’s still hard. Still rigid against my hip.

			I sit up and lift the quilt away. Climb over him and bring him in. He closes his eyes, like it’s too much for one man to bear, and then opens them again to fix on my face, on my eyes. His hands glide up my thighs to my hips. We begin a slow, gentle cadence. Now that the first fury is over, we can get down to the real business of the night. He explains to me how miraculous I am, each piece of me, my eyebrows and my ears, the color of my eyes, the hollow of my throat; my breasts, my belly, the curve of my bottom; my hair down my back, my hair in his hands. How it feels to be inside me. He describes these sensations in precise, visceral, anatomical detail. I drown in his voice. In the rhythm of him, the substance of him; Ben filling me at each stroke, bringing all his might to bear on me. It is happiness distilled to its purest form, its animal essence, the physical expressing the metaphysical. He rolls us over and reaches deep. We come closer to the thing we want, not the orgasm itself but the thing that contains it, the moment that is the heart of us, the part and parcel of us, the one inside the other inside the other. It is so close. I feel it approach from both ends, him and me. Luce, he says. Lucy. Not a shout but a plea—am I still me or am I you too. Ben, I tell him. Now come, he whispers, staring me down, and inside the touch of his gaze I obediently come in colossal surges. He pulls out and comes on my belly. Forever and ever he lies atop me, massive and weightless at the same time, and in the middle of so much raw joy I can hardly breathe, a thought comes to me.

			That there is this glorious climax that lasts a moment and then expires, and around that moment, in it and of it and yet itself too, exists the intercourse that goes on and on. That goes on as I fall asleep, fully contained by Ben, fully containing Ben.

			

			—

			It’s not quite dawn when I crawl out of sleep and into the present. Ben is wrapped around me—arms, chest, legs. I love the asleepness of him, the dead rest. To stir is desecration.

			You would think that I’m stuck fast. No match for arms like this. But I slip from them without a whisper, into the pure cold dark. Find my clothes by touch, one by one, in piles around the room. Draw them back over my skin.

			I don’t look back. I can’t see him anyway, but even if I could, I know better. I know my Lot, my Orpheus. If you look back, you won’t get home.

		

	
		
			Chapter 30

			The other teachers are surprised to see me at school. When I walk into the faculty lounge and refill my coffee tumbler with some Donut Shop Blend, needs must, a current of shock hums the air. Nobody says anything, though. On an island, your business is your business. Even if everyone’s burning to know all about it.

			My mind is clear, my focus sharp. During lunch I sit at my desk with another watery cup of Keurig and open my father’s laptop. I erase all thought about last night. You can’t look back. You can’t think about that third and final time you had sex, when the two of you stirred half-awake at the same instant, opened your eyes and saw each other and did it again, half-awake, tender at first and then primal as cats, and when you reached the end you yowled at him to come inside you, come inside you, because—remember, now—you wanted life. You said it yourself. You wanted stakes, you wanted some skin in this game, you wanted all of Ben. You wanted Ben to remain even when he was gone. He looked in your eyes and came obediently. He gave you his all. But you can’t think about that. You can’t caress that moment in your memory. First, you need to find your way home.

			You need to figure out this password.

			I stare at the screen and channel my father. I am Dad. I am creating a password for this machine I don’t understand. A password I must somehow remember, all on my own, because I’m not going to trust my passwords to the goddamn cloud, whatever that is.

			I type: password

			Nope. Worth a shot, though.

			I drum my fingers against my coffee cup. If I were my father, I would have written down this password. I would have written down this password somewhere my daughter could find it, like the other things I left her to find.

			Like in the notebooks. The notebooks sitting on the bedside table at Summerly.

			“Lucy?”

			I startle from the laptop, almost spilling the soi-disant coffee on the keyboard. “Principal Ferguson!”

			He sidles the rest of the way into the classroom, clutching a mug of his own that says WORLD’S BEST PRINCIPAL. He wears a plaid shirt and fleece vest, the Winthrop winter uniform. I am conscious of Ben’s salt on my skin, Ben’s sperm on my cervix.

			“What’s up?” I ask him.

			“I just want to express our sympathy,” he says. “We are all devastated by your loss. How is Elise doing?”

			“She’s doing okay, thank you. She’s a strong kid. It was a shock, obviously. We already knew he was gone, but…yeah. Still a bit surreal, to be honest.”

			“If either of you wants someone to talk to, a professional counselor—”

			“Oh! No. I mean, yes. I’ll let you know. Thanks.”

			He holds the mug to his fleece chest and squints toward the window, where you can just make out the corner of the ferry building. “About Coach Ressler,” he says.

			“What about him?”

			“He came into my office this morning and offered to resign.”

			“Well, I certainly hope you didn’t let him do it.”

			Mr. Ferguson looks at me. “I’ll tell you exactly what I told Coach Ressler. We stand firmly behind him. In fact, I want you to remind him of that, in case he forgets. Every single one of our teachers, and some of the parents too, they have come to me in my office and said we stand behind him and what he’s done for these kids. We are all go for Saturday. You can tell him that again, from me.”

			“I will. Thanks. He’ll appreciate that.”

			He lifts his fist. “Go Pirates.”

			

			—

			Ben does not touch the Summerly doorstep that evening.

			After the team’s final practice, he drives straight to the lodge and walks inside and closes the door. I know this because I’m working upstairs in the tower room while Laura and Mrs. Peabody and the housekeeper take care of Punkin for me. Parsing every word of my father’s notes. I watch Ben climb from the cab of the truck and hoist his backpack. I feel his weariness in my bones, his hope. His determination not to look back, over his shoulder, at the big house with me inside it.

			You don’t need to look back, I say in his head. You know that I’m here.

			The door closes behind him. I return to the notebook in front of me.

			The last entry in Hephzibah’s journal. March 28, 1717. The snow has now melted below the windows. This morning we discovered the sheep deep adrift in the hollow. Two survived by the grace of God, eating the wool of their less fortunate cousins. Twenty-eight days they lived thus, and by God’s grace they shall live still. In the afternoon Mrs. Brown brought the baby outside to see the sunshine.

			According to the earlier entries, Mrs. Brown was the wet nurse who came from the mainland to feed the baby. But who brought her? Surely not Hephzibah herself.

			A memory returns to me—my father, speaking about his research. About historical documents. Sometimes, he told me, it’s the unsaid that’s the most important. The implied fact that lies beneath the words.

			The unsaid that lives inside Hephzibah’s words. The thing she doesn’t mention. The person who dug those graves, who fetched the wet nurse because the newborn baby was starving to death without any milk.

			Outside the window, across the meadow, the forensics team still works at the springhouse. A couple of small white ants, collecting evidence in the gathering dusk, under the glare of the floodlights.

			I turn the last page. My father’s block letters: ALL IS WELL.

			All is well.

			I lift the laptop’s lid and type into the password field: alliswell

			The home screen opens before me.

		

	
		
			Excerpted from 
The Great Snow: A Romance

		

	
		
			For a week, Hephzibah has invented reasons why she and Enoch can’t sail to the mainland to be married. The wind is in the wrong quarter. She needs to help him carve and salt and store the mutton before it spoils. There is bad weather.

			But on the seventh of April, the air is clear and sharp and the tide turns brisk. Enoch tells her to stop her foolishness and put on her best clothes. Tonight, he’ll show her the delights of wedlock, he tells her. All her qualms will be gone by morning.

			They stand by the door. Hephzibah wears her cloak, bucket in hand. Near the hearth, Humility Brown sits in the chair and nurses the baby. We will call him Edward, Hephzibah announced yesterday. Edward Winthrop.

			She puts her hand on the latch. “Your pardon, sir. I must fetch the water.”

			 

			Outside, she breathes the chill, damp air and climbs the slope to the well. To her right lie the new-turned graves of her sister and brother-in-law, of Dr. Elliott. Beyond them, the apple orchard. On her left, the hill slumps toward the pond and the springhouse on the other side.

			She cannot marry Enoch.

			If she doesn’t marry Enoch, he will turn her away. Will her aunt take her in again? Put her to work in the chandlery? Is that so much better than bed and board with Enoch Winthrop? What about her promise to her sister, to watch over the baby?

			She reaches the well and fixes the bucket to the rope.

			“Hephzibah.”

			She turns.

			She has no time to breathe before she’s snug against his coat, his arm strong about her. His breath in her hair. She drops the bucket. “Ah God, ah God,” she sobs.

			“Hush, now. Did you think I wouldn’t return for you?”

			She shakes her head against his chest. The worn, soft wool; the horn buttons. “I thought you were dead. Captured.”

			“I’ll teach you to have more faith in me. Now come. My boat lies in the cove a mile or so down the shore. Fetch the babe and we’ll be off. I spent last night in that miserable cave of a springhouse, thanks to that brother-in-law of yours, God rot him, and I’m bound to spend this one in your arms.”

			“But Mrs. Brown,” she says. “Edward needs his nurse.”

			He palms her cheek. “Edward, is it?”

			“I promised my sister. I promised her to look after him. He’ll die without milk, at least until he’s grown.”

			“Then we’ll take her with us. There’s room enough in the boat. I’ve found a cottage for us in Truro. With my share of the treasure—”

			“Treasure?”

			“Yes, Hephzibah. That’s what kept me. I had to rendezvous with my crew. Collect my captain’s share, a fair sum. It’s in the springhouse now. I slept with my head on it. Go now, sweet.” He kisses her forehead, her cheeks, her lips. “Quickly. Go. Before somebody sees the boat. Meet me at the springhouse.”

			 

			In a daze, Hephzibah starts down the hill. She thinks of what she must do—collect her things, her clothes and her journal, the lock of Beulah’s hair sewn into her handkerchief. Swaddle baby Edward and gather his linens. Persuade Humility Brown to throw in her lot with a pirate and his mistress.

			For that’s what she is, isn’t she? Ned Ramsay’s mistress.

			He said nothing about marriage. And who would wed them? A pair of fugitives. The notorious pirate and the woman who shares his bed.

			The enormity of what she’s doing staggers her to a stop. She stands on the grass, panting. Ahead lies the fence, the pasture, Sally picking her way through the slush to find bits of grass. Her belly swollen with the calf that’s due soon, by God’s grace and Enoch’s bull.

			Hephzibah puts her hand to her own belly. Those days before the weather cleared at last, before Ramsay left for New London. Their sinful congress, throughout the night and in the morning too—inside the barn in the middle of the day, while Sally looked curiously on—the hunger that would not be satisfied, even unto the last minute of his parting. And she has not seen a speck of blood since.

			Longing and terror and love bloom along her skin. Mostly terror.

			She turns to her left and plows through the mud and slush until she reaches the cleared earth where her sister lies. Marked now by a pile of stones, one at each grave. Enoch has promised to order headstones from the mason in New London.

			She kneels to kiss the dirt. “Give me your blessing, sister,” she whispers.

			A hand lands on her shoulder. Ramsay, she thinks.

			She rises and turns to tell him that she only wanted to say goodbye, she will make haste.

			But it is not Ramsay.

			The cold metal of a pistol barrel pins her cheek.

			“Miss Sykes,” says Captain Harte, in his silky voice. “Since your brother is in no condition to direct me, alas. Suppose we go for a walk, you and me.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 31

			Early the next morning, we drive to the school. I sit behind the wheel; Ben sits silently in the passenger seat. Punkin and Laura in the back. Laura has her meds, her cane, her water, her oxygen. Her bamboo containers of organic nuts and dried fruit. Mrs. Peabody waves us off from the Summerly doorstep just as the first fine pink lines appear above the eastern sea. Chief sits next to her, aghast at being left behind.

			Once we pass the Greyfriars driveway and start down the hill, Ben turns to me and says quietly, “Just so you know, there may be some cameras there today.”

			“Cameras? What kind of cameras?”

			“Media,” he says. “Looks like the story’s starting to leak.”

			“What? Who leaked it?”

			He shrugs. “Honestly? It’s a miracle I’ve stayed under the radar this long.”

			“Are you going to be okay?” I ask.

			“Me? I’m used to it. It’s you I’m worried about. If you want to stay behind, I understand.”

			“Don’t you dare try to ditch me, Ressler. We’ve come too far.”

			He doesn’t smile. “Just keep your distance, okay? Incognito. I don’t want this to spill over on you.” He looks over his shoulder at Laura. “You too, understand?”

			“Please,” says Laura. “I’m the cancer girl. Good for PR.”

			I turn the corner into the village. “Like hell I’m keeping my distance. Literally nobody knows who I am. Anyway, if you can deal with it, I can deal with it.”

			“You don’t know, Luce. You have no idea what it’s like.” He looks at Punkin. “You keep an eye on your mom and Laura for me, okay? Make her text me if things get out of hand.”

			She reaches forward to bump fists. “I’m on it.”

			The single Winthrop Island school bus already sits in the parking lot, surrounded by cars and sleepy parents and kids. No TV vans, thank God. I park the Volvo near the end. Laura says she’ll stay in the car. Save her energy.

			We climb out into the chill dawn. I take Ben’s right hand; Punkin takes his left. As we walk down the center of the lot, someone in the small crowd gathered around the bus spots us and starts to clap. By the time we reach the door everyone is clapping, cheering. Breath pale in the cold morning air. Somebody shouts, Go Pirates! Ben takes his hand away from mine to wipe his eye. He turns to Punkin and lifts her up into one of his full-body hugs, so that she almost disappears inside his arms. He kisses her temple and shifts her to his hip so he can lean forward and kiss me on the lips, short but hard, right there in front of everybody. In front of Laura, if she’s watching from the car.

			“See you soon,” he says.

			The team is already on the bus. You can hear them yell when Ben swings up the steps to join them. You would not believe that a dozen teenage girls could make so much noise.

			

			—

			The tournament is taking place at a college campus outside Providence. It’s one of those invitationals for small regional schools—not a state championship, not a big deal in the scheme of things, except to the kids who will go on to graduate and get jobs or go to college and never again play basketball in front of so many people, never again form so vital a part of something bigger than themselves. Because it takes place over a single day, the games are short—only two twenty-minute halves, eight teams, three rounds. The boys’ teams play tomorrow.

			We roll off the ferry in a convoy, following the team bus. The weather is thawing nicely, the sun rising strong. Some of the parents have painted their rear windows and the sides of their cars—GO PIRATES! PIRATE HOOPS! The winter landscape rolls by in beige and gray. The miles of interstate. The gathering Saturday morning traffic.

			When we arrive at the campus, the parking lot is jammed. The school bus trundles to the front entrance while I careen down the aisles, looking for a spot. “This is ridiculous. It’s just a high school basketball tournament, for God’s sake.”

			“No, it’s not,” says Punkin, from the back seat. “It’s Ben.”

			I tilt to Laura. “I’m going to drop off you and Punkin at the front, okay? There’s no way you can walk this far.”

			I cut in to the curb and put on my flashers. The Winthrop bus sits in the line, waiting its turn. I try not to look for Ben in the window as I help Laura out, hand Punkin the backpack with the oxygen. “I’ll bring the rest of the stuff myself, okay? Just go wait over on that bench. Punkin, give her a hand.”

			“Look at all those news vans,” Punkin says in awe.

			I glance to the curb and see the reason for the jam in the bus queue. There are, in fact, at least a dozen media vans parked near the entrance, partially blocking the route. A woman in one of the news crews notices the Winthrop bus. “That’s him!” she calls.

			By the time I’ve found a parking spot and jogged back to the entrance, the Winthrop Island school bus sits at the front of the queue, mobbed by cameramen, by people with microphones, by curious onlookers. Someone jumps off the bus—Principal Ferguson. Starts shouting at the crowd to make a lane, make a lane. A security guy comes up and pushes away all the people to clear a path to the bank of glass doors.

			I reach Laura and Punkin at the bench. A roar wells up, a tide of voices. Shouted questions, jostling and swearing.

			Is it true you’re the person of interest in the murder case on Winthrop Island?

			Is it true you’ve been in hiding there since the killing?

			What’s the motive, Ben? Is it true you’re in a relationship with the victim’s daughter?

			Are you aware that Miss Cooper’s stepfather is currently under investigation in a billion-dollar fraud case in London?

			Above the crowd floats the top of Ben’s cap. His head snaps at the last question. Pale, angry eyes.

			I hear a loud No comment!

			But something’s shifting in the crowd. A line of people—familiar faces, green quarter-zip Winthrop Island Pirates fleeces—forms to push back the cameras and microphones. I recognize Avery’s dad, Luke Sullivan’s mom. The team files off the bus and forms around Ben. The Sullivan girls stand at each shoulder. Ben turns back to the rest of the team and raises his hand. His familiar voice. “All right, Pirates! Let’s head inside, okay?”

			“Hey, Miss Cooper?”

			I turn my head to a tall man in glasses, wearing one of those school fleeces. He smiles at me. “Jim Sullivan. I’m the twins’ dad.”

			“Jim! Of course. What a circus, right?”

			“Just thought I’d hang around a bit until it passes, if you don’t mind.”

			The team heads for the doors, pushing aside the reporters like a truck plowing snow. Laura grabs my arm and hauls herself to her feet. Ben’s head bobs above the crowd. As he passes me, he finds a gap between the bodies and nods—not to me, I realize, but at Jim Sullivan.

			“He put you up to this, didn’t he?” I say.

			“Might have had a word.”

			Then Ben is gone, swept inside with the rest of the team, with the parents who form a phalanx around him, and a strange feeling comes over me—that this is not Ben at all, it’s somebody else, and the real Ben—my Ben—has been swallowed up inside him.

			

			—

			They win the first game easily. I know little about basketball except that you try to put the ball in the basket—hence the name. But the longer I watch, the more I’m hypnotized by the rhythm of it, the way the ball moves from player to player, the way the beat slows and picks up, slows and then rushes to climax in some sudden, miraculous athletic feat that sometimes slices a ball straight through the metal hoop to swish the net beneath, faster than the eye can follow.

			And Ben. The way he tracks each player, everyone all at once. The purposeful way he moves. The way he speaks to each girl, concentrates his attention for those moments so that this girl is the only kid on the team, the only kid in the court, the only kid in the universe, and then the girl goes off and performs some miracle.

			With two minutes left, the opposing team calls a time-out. I turn to Laura. “I can’t believe he can do this. After everything that’s happened to him.”

			“It’s sports,” she says, in her slow, breathless, oxygenated voice. “That’s what he does.”

			The team breaks. The clock starts. Anna Sullivan grabs the ball and thunders down the court. Next to me, her dad jumps to his feet. I look to the row behind me, where Punkin stands next to Avery, clapping hands in some kind of Winthrop cheer. The entire Winthrop section, right behind me.

			And behind them, at the edge of the bleachers, Detective Jackson.

			I turn back just as the clock runs out. The Pirates win, 48–35. The team mobs Ben. People rush onto the court. I turn to Laura and say, “Could you keep an eye on Punkin for me? I need to use the bathroom.”

			I lift my handbag to my shoulder and head out the doors of the gym, while pandemonium breaks out behind me.

			

			—

			“Thanks for meeting me here,” I tell Detective Jackson. “Apologies for the chaos.”

			“No apology needed,” she says. “I wanted to speak to you anyway. There’s been an unexpected development at the scene.”

			“Oh?”

			“Last night, the team found another body buried at the site. An adult skeleton, possibly male, probably there for some time.”

			“By some time, you mean maybe a few hundred years?”

			She looks surprised. “That’s supposed to be under wraps.”

			I pull the manila envelope from my handbag and hand it to her. “It’s all in here.”

			“What’s this?” she asks.

			“From my father’s laptop. I dug around all last night and turned up some interesting information about his activities in the days before his death. I printed out some of the relevant emails and other documents so you can follow up on the people involved. Specifically, a man my father met online. He’s named Stephen Nye. He lives in Cape Cod and a few years ago he reached out to my dad, claiming to possess a document handed down in his family that pinpointed the exact location of the treasure supposedly buried on my father’s property. He was going to share it with my dad under the condition that they split the loot between them. My dad wouldn’t agree to it. As you’ll see, the last email is dated three days before my father’s death, and it’s pretty threatening.”

			By the time I finish this little speech, I’m feeling kind of triumphant. Like a scene in one of those movies where the amateur sleuth announces whodunit. The dramatic flourish. I fold my arms and smile expectantly at Detective Jackson.

			“Well,” she says, “that sounds like an interesting lead. I’ll have someone follow up.”

			“Follow up? It’s obvious! I mean, take a look at that email there at the end! He literally threatens to—and I quote—blow your fucking head off. Says my dad stole all his research and then ghosted him so he could keep it all for himself. Which is bullshit, obviously, because Nye says the treasure’s in the springhouse, and my dad already knew what was in there. Namely, the body you just found. Anyway, right after that email, my dad started hiding his laptop and all his notebooks for me to find later. And then he disappeared. So there you have it.”

			“Ms. Cooper,” she says patiently, “in the law enforcement business, we call that circumstantial evidence. We will absolutely take a very close look at all this information. In fact, we’d be thrilled if you handed over the laptop itself and any other pertinent documents, physical or electronic, in advance of any potential search warrants we’d be issuing for said evidence. But if you’re hoping this lets your boyfriend off the hook, I’m going to have to disappoint you. We’re taking him in for questioning as soon as the tournament’s over.” She tucks the envelope under her arm and offers me a kind smile. “We do wish him the best of luck, however. Go Pirates.”

			She turns to walk away.

			“Wait a minute!” I call out. “There’s one more thing.”

			“Yes? What is it?”

			“The security footage. From the bank. The bank where my father kept his safe-deposit box, where he stashed his notebooks for me to find? Right before I went to check it out, some woman pretending to be me tried to get the bank to open it for her. I asked them to send me the photograph to see if I could recognize her? And they sent me this.” I flip through the photos on my phone and show her the blurred black-and-white image. “I ran it through one of those face-identifying apps and one of the matches was a woman named Jennifer Nye of Truro, Cape Cod.”

			“Well.” Detective Jackson frowns at the image and looks back at me. “That is interesting. Why don’t you forward me that email and I’ll have my team follow up the lead.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 32

			When I walk out of the bathroom five minutes later, recomposed after a short but productive cry in one of the stalls, someone grabs my arm. I jerk away from the hand and whirl around to face the skinny, horrified features of Sabrina Allen, freshman point guard.

			“I’m so sorry, Miss Cooper! Coach sent us looking for you.”

			“What?”

			Her voice slides around a couple of different octaves before it settles on the higher one. “Your daughter said you went to the bathroom twenty minutes ago? And never came back? Coach got a little freaked.”

			“Oh. Right. Sorry. I ran into a—a friend. On my way now.”

			Sabrina yanks a phone out of her sweatshirt pocket. Thumbs flying all over the place as we walk toward the gym. “Just texting? So he knows we found you?”

			“Congratulations, by the way. That was a great win.”

			She looks up from her phone. “Thanks, Miss Cooper.”

			“When’s the next game?”

			“In an hour? I think? In the other gym.”

			We walk through the doors of the main gym. A couple of teams are already warming up for the next game. Punkin spots me and bolts down the bleacher steps to fling herself into my arms. Her face is streaked with tears.

			“Honey! Oh my goodness. What’s wrong?”

			“You were gone! I was so scared!”

			“But I was only gone for a little bit!”

			“Ben said—” She sniffs. “Ben said—”

			“Lucy! Thank God.”

			I turn just in time to see Ben’s chest before I’m crushed up against it. “Whoa,” I say.

			“Whoa?”

			I pull back. “What’s going on here? What’s with the search-and-rescue operation? Am I not allowed to leave for a bathroom break around here?”

			“A bathroom break? You were gone for half an hour!”

			“And? I should have sent text updates, is that it? What’s going on here? I come back to find kids looking for me, my daughter scared to death, you acting like I’ve been abducted by aliens—”

			“Luce, I was out of my mind! I turn around to find you after the game and nobody knows where you are, you’re not in the bathroom, place is swarming with—with reporters—”

			“Reporters? You freaked out because of—” I catch myself and look down at Punkin. She stands a couple of feet away, ashen. Behind her, a couple of people watch us furtively. One pulls out a phone.

			I turn back to Ben. “So much for incognito.”

			“That horse left the barn a while ago, Luce.”

			“Agreed. So let’s talk about this later, okay? How about I promise to stay right next to Laura and Elise for the rest of the day, and you promise not to panic if I’m out of sight for a couple of minutes?”

			He focuses that intense concentration on me. That chill ferocity. “Lucy, I’m not overreacting here. You haven’t dealt with the media before. You have no idea. And we have a situation right now with a literal murderer. So. Please. Okay? Humor me?”

			“Ben. I get it. I do. But nobody’s going to attack me in a public gym, all right? Just go do your coaching thing and don’t worry about me. I can take care of myself.”

			He gazes at me like he’s trying to read something behind my eyes. “If Laura needs somewhere to rest,” he says, “take her to the men’s locker room. It’s empty. You can lock the doors.”

			He turns around, where the dozen or so members of the Winthrop Island girls’ basketball team have gathered sheepishly, pretending not to watch. He holds up one hand. “Girls! Team meeting in five at base camp. Make sure you hydrate.”

			“Yes, Coach!” they call out.

			I take Punkin’s hand and climb up the bleachers to plop next to Laura, who sits with her arms crossed, face inscrutable. From the gym floor, a woman in a sweatshirt points her phone at me.

			“Mama,” says Punkin, in a small voice, “it’s just because he cares about us.”

			“He can also be a teeny bit dramatic,” I tell her.

			Laura says, “Elise, you know what? Sometimes two people can disagree and they’re both right.”

			

			—

			There are eight teams in the tournament. If we win this next game, we play the finals for the tournament championship. For Laura’s sake, I’m almost hoping we lose.

			The adrenaline rush is gone. As we wait for the teams to take the court, as the bleachers fill up with people, her face turns paler and paler. I have good days and bad days, she said in the car. I’m counting on a good day today. I make sure her stadium seat is attached firmly to the wooden bench. I check the oxygen canister, make sure her water bottle is full.

			“You should take your meds,” I tell her.

			“It’s too early. Two more hours.”

			“We can leave, Laura. You don’t have to stay.”

			She turns to me with hard eyes. “I’m not going anywhere.”

			People pour in. I begin to realize it’s a lot more crowded than you should expect for a basketball tournament for small local schools. Punkin goes to sit with Avery and her parents. Jim Sullivan sticks to my side.

			The crowd stirs. The teams are entering through the gym doors. I spot Ben’s ginger hair, the familiar way he walks. A weightless silence fills the court and the bleachers, an intake of breath.

			Then a couple of kids rush over, maybe nine or ten years old. A few more follow. They jump in front of Ben and thrust out pieces of paper. One holds a football. Ben leans down and asks a question. Finds a pen in his back pocket.

			“What the hell,” I say. “He’s signing autographs?”

			More people join the crowd around him. I feel like I’m in the middle of a dream—that’s not really Ben, not the Ben I know, the Ben of Winthrop Island, the Ben who cleaned my living room with a wet vac. The Ben who rescued me from the current off Horseshoe Bay, the Ben who carried me up the stairs to his bedroom the other night.

			This is another Ben. A Ben surrounded by a field of electricity that lights the room. A Ben who is not connected to me by a million threads, or any threads at all.

			

			—

			This game is closer. In the last few minutes, the advantage swings back and forth a dozen times. The gym vibrates with noise. I am as caught up as everybody else—so committed to each change of possession, each layup, each foul, each point, it’s like I’m living a hundred lifetimes. When a last-second three-point basket from Emily Sullivan puts us over the top, I collapse in my seat with relief. Not even joy.

			There must be a couple of hundred people on the gym floor, shouting and jostling and trying to reach the center of it all, where Ben’s head bobs above the others. He greets each player with a pat to the back, with shouted words of praise.

			Next to me, Laura sits with her eyes closed. I pull out my phone and text Ben: [image: Party popper emoji.]!!! Taking Laura for a rest before the next game. P with Avery and her parents

			An instant later, Ben stops and takes out his phone. Glances up the bleachers where I’m sitting. Types on his screen.

			The message pops up: Take Jim with you

			I reply: Jim needs to celebrate with his girls. Please enjoy your win and don’t worry about us. All is well

			The phrase rolls out from under my thumbs before I realize what I’ve said. Only after I hit send does a shimmer of disquiet run through me.

			My father’s last words.

			

			—

			“So where were you, anyway?” asks Laura. “When you left.”

			We’ve settled in the men’s locker room, around the corner of the main lobby and down a strangely quiet hallway. Laura lies flat on the bench in front of the back row of lockers. Oxygen tube at her nose. I’m sitting in a plastic chair next to the wall, trying to relax. I’ve been up all night but my nerves won’t settle. Tired but wired.

			“I went to meet with the detective,” I tell her. “I found some stuff on my dad’s laptop that I thought would take Ben off her suspect list. You know, be the big hero who got him off the hook? Instead, she schooled me on police procedure and said she’s taking Ben in for questioning after the game.”

			“Wait a minute. You found evidence? Why didn’t you say anything?”

			“Because I wanted to do this on my own. I didn’t want to distract.”

			“Lucy. He’s already distracted. He can handle it.”

			“Well, it turns out it didn’t matter anyway. The detective figures she already has her man. I’m just going to have to dig deeper. Nail this psycho myself so there’s no doubt.”

			“Lucy, Topher Dumont is kind of a douche, but he’s not a psycho.”

			“I’m not talking about Topher. It’s this guy from Cape Cod. Truro. Fellow pirate nerd. There’s a whole ecosystem, apparently, and Ned Ramsay’s treasure is one of the big trophies. Anyway, this guy tried to hoax my dad into getting access to our property so he could dig for it himself.”

			“So it does exist? The treasure?”

			“Sorry, no. But my dad based his latest theory on the fact that Hephzibah Winthrop’s journal ends on the same day that Captain Harte arrived back on Winthrop Island during the spring thaw. According to the ship’s log books, anyway.”

			“And who’s Captain Harte again?”

			“British navy. He was chasing Ramsay. My dad matched up the dates and realized something must have gone down that day that—I’m sorry. I’m literally turning into my father. The pirate treasure bore at the dinner party.”

			“There’s always one,” Laura says.

			The locker room’s been refurbished in the recent past. You can smell the new industrial carpet, the fresh paint, the bright metallic tang of the showers and lockers. On the bench, Laura’s eyes are closed but a faint, dry smile lies on her lips.

			“He used to tell me all this stuff,” I say. “Last night, while I was going through all his research? I remembered my dad telling me that the tough part about history isn’t the research. It’s filling in all the gaps. Gaps between the things you know and the things you don’t know, the things you can’t know. He said it was like Jurassic Park.”

			Laura cranes to look at me. “You mean dinosaurs?”

			“I mean how they brought the dinosaurs back to life in the movie. Don’t you remember? They salvage the real dino DNA from the mosquito blood, the mosquitoes preserved in amber, and they splice in DNA from modern frogs and lizards and whatever to fill in the gaps in the sequence. And it’s the same thing with history. We have these artifacts preserved from the past, objects and letters and newspapers, and we fill in the gaps with our own knowledge. Our best guess. But it’s not perfect. There’s a little bit of us in there. Sometimes a lot of us, depending on how much primary material still exists. But the real thing, the past itself, is lost forever. We can only ever have our back-engineered version of history. The version we tell ourselves.”

			Laura says, “Splicing our modern code into the story.”

			“Exactly. I can still hear his voice. That’s the trouble with this solipsistic age. Everyone tries to project himself into the past. But we can’t help it, can we? Because their world no longer exists. Their moral world, even their physical world. I can stand in our meadow, right, and look out across the same land and the same sea. But it’s not the same. Buildings and trees have come and gone. The pond that’s no longer there. And everything that comes and goes has changed the earth beneath it, and buried what was there before, and sometimes you just have to accept that you’ll never really know.”

			Laura snorts. “And here I was feeling kind of bummed lately about the fact that nobody will remember who the fuck I was. A dead end in a genealogy chart somewhere. But if we’re all doomed to disappear into history anyway—”

			My phone pings. Ben. Everything ok?

			I type, In locker room. Laura resting.

			He likes the message.

			Laura’s voice floats from the bench. “Your daughter’s right, you know. That’s how he shows he cares.”

			“What? What are you talking about?”

			“Jesus, Lucy. You don’t need to hide it from me. The way he looks at you. The way you look at him. Also, he told me, straight out. When I asked him.”

			I think of Ben’s face in the dark bedroom. The scratch of his beard against my skin. His body lying on mine, heavy and weightless at the same time. I say softly, “I’m sorry.”

			“Sorry for what? For fuck’s sake. You don’t need to worry about my feelings. I can handle my feelings. Don’t worry about any of that shit. Because life is short. Believe me. Life is so fucking short. And Ben? Sending out his minions for you? It’s not a bug, honey. It’s a feature.”

			“I literally just went to the bathroom,” I say. “I was gone for five minutes.”

			“You were gone for almost half an hour. And there is a murderer running around who probably wants you out of the way too. And you were meeting with the detective without telling anybody. I’d say Ben’s instincts were right on target. And that’s why you’re so pissed.”

			“I’m not pissed. Not exactly.”

			Laura sits up. “Well, good. Because you’re lucky. You’re so fucking lucky to have this. Someone who shows up for you, someone who needs to protect you, like existentially needs to make sure you’re okay. And I hope you understand that. Because I would have given anything for it to be me.”

			I rise from the chair and settle next to her on the bench. When she leans her head into my shoulder, I put my arm around her.

			“I’m leaving the planet, Luce,” she says. “Disappearing from history. And I just wish—I just wish I hadn’t fucking squandered the time I was given. Loved somebody who loved me back. Counted for somebody.”

			“You do count. You count for me.”

			“I’m just saying. You should go. You should be with him. You don’t owe me anything.”

			I stroke her back, the curve of her spine. “You know what, Laura? I can owe you whatever the hell I want.”

			From inside Laura’s backpack comes the gentle buzz of her phone.

			“You want me to get that?” I ask.

			She makes a noise of not caring. I reach into the bag and pull out her phone. It stops ringing in my hands.

			“Laura, for God’s sake. Haven’t you been checking your phone? You have twelve missed calls.”

			She takes the phone from my hand and unlocks it. “Shit. It’s Granny.” She straightens and rings back. “Granny? It’s me. What’s going on?”

			As Mrs. Peabody speaks in her ear, Laura turns a horrified gaze to me.

			“What’s the matter?” I demand.

			She shakes her head and puts her thumb and forefinger to her forehead. “All right. No. It’s my fault. I should have answered sooner. He’s in the gym right now. I’m resting with Lucy. Yes, I’ll tell her. Yes, I’ll keep you posted. All right. Thanks for telling me.”

			Laura hangs up and turns to me.

			“Well?” I ask.

			“About half an hour after we left, the police served a search warrant for the lodge and outbuildings. They carried something out from the tool shed and left with it.”

			“The tool shed? What—” I stare at her, brain racing. “Wait. No. Laura. The shovel.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 33

			By the time we return to the main gym, both teams are warming up for the tournament final. The bleachers are packed with people, writhing with energy. Laura and I stop just inside the doors. My gaze snaps straight to Ben, focused on his players and the warm-ups.

			From the middle of the Winthrop Island section, three or four rows up from the sideline, Punkin jumps out of her seat and climbs down to meet us.

			“Hey, you,” I say. “How’s Avery?”

			“Her mom made me eat pepperoni pizza.” She makes a shudder that is entirely French.

			On the other side of the gym, I notice four or five police officers standing by the opposite set of doors. Next to them, Detective Jackson speaks on her phone.

			I kiss Punkin’s hair. “Can you do me a favor, kiddo? Stick next to Laura, okay? Do whatever she says.”

			Laura frowns at me. “What’s up?”

			“Nothing. I’ll be right back, I swear.”

			“Lucy—”

			I make my way around the court to Detective Jackson. She spots me and hangs up her phone.

			“By the expression on your face, I see you’ve heard the news.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me you’d found a murder weapon?”

			“At the time we spoke,” she says, “I didn’t have that information.”

			“I’m the victim’s daughter. I have a right to know what’s going on. I have a right to know when you’re executing search warrants.”

			“You don’t have that right, as a matter of fact. We share information with family members as a matter of courtesy. When that family member is involved in a relationship with a person of interest, we exercise discretion.”

			Her face is as impassive as before. Her voice matter-of-fact.

			“How did you know where to look?” I ask.

			She hesitates. “We had a tip from a member of the public. A possible witness.”

			“What was his name?”

			“I’m not going to share that information, Miss Cooper.”

			Behind me, the buzzer toots. The PA system comes to life, announcing the imminent start of the game. The teams slink back to the sidelines. Ben will have a direct view of me, speaking to the detective.

			“You’re planning to arrest him after the game, aren’t you? Drag him off in handcuffs in front of his team?”

			She shakes her head. “We will exercise all due discretion.”

			“You’re wasting your time. You’re going after the wrong guy. You need to be looking for Stephen Nye.”

			“Ms. Cooper,” she says, “you need to take your seat.”

			I walk back to the bleachers. As I pass the Pirate sideline, Ben puts his hand on the shoulder of one kid, leans down to say a few words, eye to eye. Gathers everyone for a short huddle. Only after they break the huddle with a clap and Go Pirates! does he reach in his pocket and check his phone, and in one of those moments of absolute clarity between the two of us, when I am inside his head, when the gap between Ben and me narrows to zero, I know he’s hoping for a message, desperate to know I’m okay, and in the same moment, love returns to wallop me in the chest. To stove my ribs. To swallow my breath. My heart.

			As if I’ve already lost him.

			I whip out my phone and type: Everything under control

			But when I hit send and glance back over at Ben, he’s already put his phone away.

			

			—

			The other team is from a Christian academy in Newport. Spidery, athletic girls. The Wildcats, according to their uniforms. One of them is almost as tall as Ben, though she probably weighs about a third as much. All awkward limbs and ungainly strides. But she gets down the court all right. She jumps high. She shoots smart. We have no defense against her. By halftime, we’re down 24–16.

			I watch all this as you might watch a dream. It doesn’t seem real. The police officers stand at both sets of doors. Nobody seems to notice or care. Everyone watches the drama on the court. Watches Ben.

			Nobody knows those officers will step forward and arrest him, as soon as the game’s over. Except me.

			The teams spend the interval on the sidelines. The crowd mills. People head to the restroom, the concession stand. Has Ben checked his phone? I pull mine out. No messages.

			I should warn him, I think. My fingers hover over the screen. I should tell him the police are waiting to arrest him. But what good would it do? What’s he supposed to do, try to flee?

			He’s busy with his players. He has no time to check his phone, no space in his head for anything else but basketball. For these next twenty minutes, nothing else matters.

			The buzzer makes another short toot. The players rise and head back out to the court.

			“Mama,” says Punkin. “Isn’t that Mr. Dumont over there?”

			“Mr. Dumont? Where?”

			She points. “Over there. On the other side. A few rows up, in the blue shirt? Next to that kid jumping up and down. That’s Mr. Dumont.”

			I follow the line of her finger. Stand and lean to one side. Find the blue shirt. The face above it.

			Topher Dumont.

			I sit back down and turn to Laura. “That’s weird. Topher Dumont is over there. The bleachers opposite. About two rows up.”

			She squints past my pointing finger. “I don’t see him.”

			“Right next to that mom jumping up and down. In the blue shirt. He’s getting up now.” I grab her arm. “It’s him, Laura. It’s Topher. He’s walking around the court.”

			“Lucy,” she says slowly. “That’s not Topher.”

			“Yes, it is,” says Punkin. “It’s the man who came by our house.”

			He’s closer now. On our side of the court, walking toward the door. As if he can feel us watching, he looks up and locks eyes with me.

			“Laura, it’s him. It’s definitely him.”

			“Lucy, I don’t know who that is. But he’s definitely not Topher Dumont.”

			“But he is!” says Punkin. “He’s come by our house twice. At least twice.”

			Laura looks down at her. “I’m sure he has, honey. But if that man told you he’s Topher Dumont, he wasn’t telling you the truth.”

			

			—

			The policemen don’t even glance as I hurry through the doors. Behind me, there is the burst of ecstatic noise that signals a basket. I look up and down the wide foyer. The concession stand, the restrooms.

			There. Headed for the men’s restroom.

			I cup my hands around my mouth and call out, “Steve! Stephen!”

			He can’t help turning.

			We stand there looking at each other. Realization blooms over his face. He turns away and runs down the foyer and around the corner.

			I run the other way, around the other side of the gym to enter through the opposite doors, where Detective Jackson stands waiting for the end of the game. When I push the door open, she turns in surprise.

			“He’s here!” I yell over the noise of the game and the crowd.

			“Who’s here?”

			“Stephen Nye! I saw him!”

			“What are you talking about? Have you ever met this man?”

			“No,” I say, “but I’ve met the man pretending to be Topher Dumont, who tried to—tried to—literally tried to defraud me—tried to make me think—” My brain works its way back through the chain of events. “I don’t know. I think he was trying to find a way to access the property. My dad’s notes. To look for the treasure. All I know is that when I yelled out Stephen, he turned. Clocked me. And then he ran away.”

			“Which way did he go?”

			“I don’t know. He was near the men’s restroom. Then he bolted around the corner. I came straight here. This was like, three minutes ago.”

			She takes her radio off her hip and speaks into it. My heart pounds; my brain races. Somewhere at the fringe of my consciousness, a basketball game is happening. I glance up at the scoreboard and see that Winthrop Island has evened the score. 28–28. Seven minutes left in the game. Ben’s on his feet, calling some direction to one of his players. He doesn’t see me.

			Jackson lowers her radio. “We’re on it, okay? I want you to return to your seat now, Ms. Cooper. I don’t want anyone getting hurt.”

			“But—”

			“Return to your seat. Please. Let us do our job.”

			Her eyes are like steel. I glance back to the court just in time to see Ben’s head snap as he spots me.

			“All right,” I say. I make my way around the fringe of spectators at the far end of the court. I hear the squeak of shoes, the shouts of the players, the roar of the crowd as somebody scores. The thunder of feet approaching me. I hurry past the basket and reach the bleachers.

			Something’s off. I feel it in my bones. Something’s happening here that’s beyond my understanding. Topher Dumont is really Stephen Nye. And Stephen Nye is the man who murdered my father. I’m sure of it.

			So Nye knew I’d accepted an offer on the house. And Nye knew that once my father’s body was discovered, I’d have the death certificate that would allow me to complete the sale.

			Nye knows he needs to act fast if he wants to find his treasure. His treasure that wasn’t in the springhouse like he thought. He’s been trying to get his hands on my father’s research. Trying to find out what my father knew.

			So why is he here? Today? If he knows we’re off island today, away from the property, why not take advantage of this last chance to do his hunting?

			Because the police are there right now.

			Because he thinks I have the information he needs.

			Then why did he run away from me?

			The crowd roars again. I glance to the scoreboard. The Pirates have fallen behind again, 32–28. Five minutes left in the game.

			I climb the bleachers and drop next to Laura. Jim’s standing next to her, arms fisted in the air, so immersed in the game that he probably didn’t notice I was gone.

			“What happened?” she asks.

			“It’s Nye,” I say. “It was never Topher with the loan documents. It was Stephen Nye, all along. He must have forged everything.”

			“Nye, you said? Stephen Nye?”

			“Why? Do you know him?”

			“I don’t know. Rings a bell? Like he works for somebody. One of the other families. A caretaker or something.”

			“A caretaker. Like Ben?”

			“A lot of them stay year-round. Keep an eye on things during the off season. Let me check the association WhatsApp.” Laura pulls out her phone.

			“There’s a WhatsApp?”

			Her thumbs fly. “Lola started it a couple of years ago. People mostly use it to post neighborhood business. Kind of like NextDoor, only private? Not everyone’s on it, though. Just the younger ones, or savvier boomers like—Bingo.” She looks up. “It’s the Huxleys.”

			“As in Bixie Huxley?”

			“I remember now. They’d been looking for a new year-round caretaker for a while.” She angles the screen to show me. “Look. Finally filled the position in the middle of September. Stephen Nye and his wife Jennifer.”

			In my head, I hear Bixie’s voice. He’s in the cottage with his wife. Steve and Jenny. Nice couple.

			“September,” I whisper. “Right after—after whatever happened at the springhouse. It would explain everything. How he knew everything that was going on. Came and went right under our noses.”

			“You want to know anything, ask the help,” says Laura.

			“That listening device! I’ll bet he planted that. That’s how he knew about the safe-deposit box. And Topher! He made all that up. Posing as Topher. He knew he could fool me because I’d been away so long.”

			“Have you told the police?”

			“Yes. They’re looking for him now.”

			Laura taps her finger against the edge of her phone. “So what’s he doing here today? With all the police around?”

			I look over my shoulder for Avery and her parents. Punkin standing between them. The whole crowd’s on its feet, straining toward the court. Eyes on the ball.

			Everyone except me. Laura and me. Brains reeling.

			“Good question,” I say. “I guess we’ll just have to wait until they catch him.”

			

			—

			On the court, someone’s called a time-out. Three minutes and twenty-two seconds left to play. The other team has increased its lead; the scoreboard reads 42–36.

			Our players sit on the first row of bleachers, hair damp and curling around their headbands, their ponytails. I can’t see their faces. But I can see Ben, between the two people who stand in front of me. He crouches in front of the girls, face-to-face. That expression I used to think was cold fury, which I now recognize as joy. Deep, ferocious, predatory joy.

			This. This is where Ben belongs. This is what he loves.

			I stand up and reach for Laura. Help her to her feet. The buzzer sounds. The players reassemble on the court. From the crowd rises this swell of noise.

			Up and down the court they gallop. The Pirates score first, a clean jump shot by Anna Sullivan. The tall player on the other team gets the rebound and lumbers down the court like a giraffe, unopposed, nothing but open wood before her. Closer and closer she approaches the net, an easy shot, so heart-attack inevitable you don’t even look at the other players.

			You don’t even notice spindly little Sabrina Allen until she swoops in front of the tall girl, swipes the ball away, and tears back up the court.

			The Wildcats are too stunned to change course. They hang in place for a second or two, clocking this inconceivable development. The Pirates reverse first. In four parallel lanes they run alongside Sabrina. But Sabrina is not fast. As she crosses the center line, an opponent flashes up her right side. She checks, rotates, passes to Emily Sullivan. Emily snags it, bounds up to the basket and sinks the ball in an easy layup.

			The gym explodes with noise.

			Ben raises both hands like it’s a touchdown. Drives one fist through the air. Now you can feel the momentum in the air. The swing of the boom to catch the wind in our favor. The other team takes the ball down court, misses the shot. Anna Sullivan grabs the rebound and brings the ball back up the court. Some patient passing, working free. Another basket. 42–42.

			The opposing team scores on the next possession. I look at the clock—twenty-nine seconds to go. Anna has the ball. Crosses the center line, passes to her sister who drives forward for the layup. Hearts in throats.

			The ball bounces off the rim, straight into the hands of the tall player from the Wildcats. She jogs down the court. Glances at the clock—eight seconds left. Sabrina ranges up, nearly snatches the ball again. But this time the tall player is ready. She passes the ball to a teammate.

			In a blur, a Pirate dives between the players and tips the ball away.

			Sabrina grabs it from midair and races up the court. Three seconds. Two. Nobody near the basket, nobody to pass to.

			She sets up just outside the three-point line. Shoots. The ball arcs through the air toward the basket as the clock hits zero.

			Swish.

			Pirates win.

			

			—

			In the thunder of people running down the bleachers to the court, I hold Laura tight. I can’t see Ben, can’t see anybody. Laura’s back shudders with sobs. I wait for the stampede to pass and then gently push her to arm’s length. Her face is shining, smiling, wet with tears.

			I help her to sit and look around for Punkin. Look for the blond head of Avery’s mother, down there on the court somewhere. There she is. Avery next to her.

			But no Punkin.

			I climb atop the bench and strain my eyes. Try not to panic. Scan the shifting mob.

			“Laura,” I say. “I can’t find Punkin.”

			“What? Isn’t she with Avery?”

			“I see Avery and her mom. Her dad. Punkin’s not there.”

			“Don’t panic,” says Laura.

			I leap down the bleachers toward Avery’s mother. Grab her by the shoulder. “Where’s Elise?” I yell, because the noise from the crowd bangs in my ears.

			“She was just here!” She casts around. “Avery? Where’s Elise?”

			Avery looks up and shrugs. “I think she went to the bathroom.”

			“When?” I yell.

			“A minute ago. I looked over and she wasn’t there.”

			I can’t breathe. I look back up at Laura and hold up my hands. A terrified expression takes over her face. I jab my finger to my chest and then to the doors; jab my finger toward her and then around me in a circle, you watch the gym, and she nods frantically.

			I push my way through the crowd gathered on the sidelines. Burst free and run to the doors. The hallway’s empty. No policemen, even.

			I head to the women’s restroom and call her name. Look under each stall—nobody there. I push the doors open. All empty.

			I jog back out into the foyer and yell, “Elise! Punkin!”

			My voice echoes against the walls. The roar from inside the gym belongs to another world.

			I yank out my phone and bring up Laura in my messages. Not in bathroom, see her there?

			The message sends. Delivered, it says. I wait for the dots.

			A noise catches my ears, somewhere behind me. I turn just in time to see a flash of blue shirt at the end of the hall before it disappears around the corner.

			Stephen Nye. I’m sure of it.

			I take off after him. I didn’t know I could run so fast. In seconds I’m whipping around the corner to face a long, empty corridor.

			There’s no way he could have sprinted all the way down that hall in so little time. I slow to a jog, then a walk. There are a couple of doors on each side. A water fountain about halfway down. I reach one door. CUSTODIAL, it says. I open it slowly.

			“Steve?” I call.

			It’s a closet. Just some shelves with restroom supplies—rolls of toilet paper and paper towels and industrial cleaners. I slam the door shut and turn back down the hall.

			“Miss Cooper?”

			I whip around to the corridor’s entrance, around the corner from the foyer.

			“Luke! What are you doing here? Have you seen Elise?”

			“No,” says Luke Sullivan. “I came out of the bathroom and saw you running and I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

			“I’m okay, honey. I’m just looking for Elise. Go back to the gym. If you see her, tell her to go find Miss Peabody, okay? Miss Peabody in the—”

			I have time to see Luke’s face turn horrified in front of me in the instant before an object slams into my head.

		

	
		
			Chapter 34

			The world doesn’t go black. But it darkens as I pitch to the floor and break my fall on my right palm.

			Snap, goes my wrist.

			“Run!” I gasp to Luke.

			Somebody grabs me by the shoulder and hauls me up. I try to pull away, but he yanks me back. Together we stumble down the hall. He pulls open a door and throws me inside with him. Shoves me on the floor.

			“Where’s my daughter?” I yell.

			Stephen Nye stares me down. “Just shut the fuck up and you’ll see your daughter again. Okay? Fucking cops all over the place now, looking for me. What did you do?”

			“What do you think I did? I told them who you were. I told them you were here.”

			“Oh, fuck me,” he says. “Great.”

			The walls, the carpet look familiar. The rows of lockers. I realize it’s the men’s locker room. I’m sitting against the same changing bench where Laura lay, an hour or two ago. My head throbs so I can hardly think.

			“What I need you to do,” he says slowly, like he’s thinking this through as he goes along, “is get out your phone and text your boyfriend.”

			“My what?”

			“You heard me. Tell him the plans have changed. New meeting place. Men’s locker room.”

			I stare at him. “Plans? What are you talking about?”

			“The stuff! The—you know. We had a deal, him and me. He’s supposed to bring some stuff to me, I get him off the hook. But now there’s all these cops around. Fucking everything up. Come on, get your phone out.”

			We had a deal. Him and me.

			He’s supposed to bring some stuff to me.

			The laptop. The notebooks. Where did I leave them this morning? When Ben came into the house to load the car. When he helped Laura downstairs.

			He would have told me. Why wouldn’t he have told me?

			I straighten up against the bench. “Make me.”

			“You want to see your daughter again? Get. Out. Your. Fucking. Phone.”

			“My wrist is broken.”

			“Use the other goddamn wrist! Jesus! We don’t have time for this shit!”

			The door creaks open. “Mama?”

			“Punkin! Go away! Run away and—”

			But Nye has already leaped for the door. Disappeared around the bank of lockers. I hear a scream, cut short. The bang of little feet against metal. I scramble up, head spinning. Steve staggers into view. With one arm, he holds a struggling Punkin against his chest. The other hand belts her mouth. She bites his finger. He says Fuck! and yanks her hair.

			Punkin’s eyes go wide. She makes a shuddering gasp, like she’s forcing back a cry of pain.

			I launch forward. Nye swings out of the way and I land hard against the lockers. Scramble up again and whirl to face them, swaying a little, knees bent. Wrist kind of dangling, not hurting yet for some reason.

			With his right hand, Nye grabs Punkin by the throat. The gold signet ring on his pinky finger gleams in the fluorescent light.

			“Mama?” she squeaks. Eyes wide.

			“Get out your phone,” he says, “and text your boyfriend.”

			With my left hand, I slide the phone from my jeans pocket and look at the screen. It’s black.

			“The battery’s dead,” I whisper.

			“Goddamn it! Show me.”

			I turn the screen around. He swears again.

			My bones hurt. My head hurts. My wrist is starting to throb. And yet my brain seems to levitate above all this physical pain to assess the situation. Cold and calm.

			I lock eyes with Punkin. Will her to remain calm.

			“This was supposed to be so simple,” Nye says. “He gives me the shit, we go our ways.”

			From the other side of the door comes the noise of voices. The short static blast of a police radio.

			“Don’t make a sound,” he says. “Get behind those lockers.”

			“Let her go.”

			He hisses, “Get behind those lockers.”

			We stare at each other. He tightens his hand at Punkin’s neck. Her whimper almost undoes me.

			The voices fade down the hall. Nye’s hand relaxes a fraction.

			“You’re stuck, Steve,” I say.

			“Don’t call me Steve,” he says. “It’s Stephen.”

			“Stephen. I’ve already told the police you’re here. It’s only a matter of time before they find us here. There’s no way out except into the hall. You’ll be arrested. You’ll be charged with my father’s murder. It won’t look good if you hurt either one of us.”

			“They can’t charge me. They don’t have evidence.”

			“Yes, they do. I turned over the emails on my father’s laptop. I told them you’ve been posing as Topher Dumont. Trying to defraud me.”

			“Topher Dumont? I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m just Stephen Nye. The Huxleys’ caretaker. So I sent a few emails, so what? It’s your word against mine. You and your boyfriend with the murder weapon in his tool shed. Maybe you’re in it together. Maybe you figured you’d off the dad you haven’t seen in years, inherit his property, dig up the treasure for yourselves—”

			“There is no treasure! Don’t you get it? Oh my God. You idiots and your fucking delusions! The springhouse was empty because there was no treasure!”

			“There is treasure! I know there is! You saw those emails. What I found in my family papers. Letters from Ramsay. Buried in the springhouse, he said.”

			All this time, Punkin’s dangling from his arms, eyes wide and terrified. Or furious, it’s hard to tell. But Nye’s attention is wandering. His hands loosen from her throat, from her waist where he holds her.

			Keep him talking, I think. I fasten again on my daughter’s eyes. Wait for our chance, Punkin. Wait for it.

			“Family papers, huh?” I say to Nye. “You’ve been looking that long?”

			“Long? I spent my whole fucking life tracking this shit down. And your father pretended he didn’t believe me. He took what I discovered—my family, Lucy, my inheritance—and stole it for himself. Hid that silver somewhere else. I know he did. And I am not the fuck giving up now.”

			“And I’m telling you, you’ve wasted your life. It’s not there.”

			“Oh, it’s there all right. Your father found it first. That’s the only explanation. He moved it out of the springhouse so I couldn’t get it. Hid it somewhere. I know he was digging around. At night. I could see him out there. Couldn’t figure out what he was up to. And then—then I tried to get him to show me—made him open the springhouse—when I saw it was empty, I just—I didn’t mean to kill him—”

			“But you did. You killed my father, Stephen. He was a good man and you killed him and you need to do the right thing now. Please. Let go of my daughter and—”

			“It’s in those notebooks he left you, I bet. The laptop. I can figure it out for you, Lucy. Help me out here. If you sell that house, you’ve lost a fortune. I’ll split it with you. Just—”

			Punkin swings her legs and launches herself from his arms to the tough industrial carpet.

			He lunges after her. Up she scrambles, darting around the end of the row of lockers. Nye sprints forward. Desperately I leap toward him and grab at his waist, his leg, anything. Just enough that we stumble to the ground in a tangle, in a supernova of pain.

			“Run, Punkin!” I scream. “Find the police!”

			Nye struggles to his feet. I reach for his ankles but my hand won’t grasp. He bends down and seizes me under the ribs. A cry escapes my throat. In front of my face is the flash of metal, a small triangular blade.

			“Stephen,” I whisper. “Listen to me. Before you do anything stupid. I want you to think for a second.”

			His breath in my ear. Heavy, harsh, hot. Everything hurts. Spots before my eyes.

			I swallow hard and fill my lungs. Nice and steady. Stay calm.

			“There’s a plot hole here, you know? You and my dad. Both of you. So in love with your treasure. So obsessed you haven’t considered one little thing. This treasure, it was Ramsay’s baby too. He worked for it, fought for it, killed for it. He loved it more than anything. Just like my dad did. Just like you do.”

			“Shut up, okay? Shut up and let me think.”

			He’s shaking. His arm trembles around me; the blade quivers in front of my face.

			Cornered. Desperate. Talk him down from the ledge.

			I whisper, “Think about this, Stephen. Why would Ramsay leave his treasure behind? Bury it on the island and never go back for it? That’s your plot hole. Because he wouldn’t do it. He would take that treasure with him and enjoy it for himself. In his lifetime. It’s gone, Stephen. He spent it.”

			“Just shut up, okay? Shut. Up. You see this knife? One more word and I swear to God—”

			A thump cuts Nye off. His arms loosen. I stagger and catch myself on a bench with my good hand. Turn around to shield myself just as Nye slumps forward and lands on the carpet at my feet, still gripping a stainless steel X-Acto knife.

			Behind him stands Laura. Pale, shocked. Holding an oxygen canister between her hands, still raised.

			“Are you okay?” she gasps.

			Then she drops the canister and crumples to the floor.

		

	
		
			Excerpted from 
The Great Snow: A Romance

		

	
		
			At first Hephzibah refuses to move. Go ahead, she tells Harte. I’m not afraid to die.

			“Very good,” he says. “A woman of spirit. But then I should be obliged to return to that hovel of yours and put bullets into the heads of everyone in it, for the crime of harboring a fugitive.”

			I’ll teach you to have more faith in me, Ramsay said.

			She sends up a prayer to God, that Ramsay’s faith in her will be enough.

			 

			She trudges up the hill, Harte at her back. Her shoes slip in the mud and the slush that’s frozen overnight, which now melts as the rising sun touches the hillside. Harte wears a scarlet coat and a pair of sturdy black boots, well oiled. His curling black wig tumbles over his shoulders, topped by a cocked hat rounded with gold braid. At his side, he’s exchanged his small sword for a cutlass. As if he hopes to behead somebody before he returns to his ship, lying at anchor in the sea nearby.

			They pass the well and crest the hill. The meadow now rolls before them, the pond in the hollow between the slopes. On the other side, Hephzibah sees the rocks that mark the entrance to the springhouse. Is the door closed or open?

			Where is Ramsay?

			Harte speaks in her ear. His breath is sour and smells of ale.

			“Hurry along, now. We must catch the tide.”

			Hephzibah keeps her pace. She doesn’t want to slip and fall, for one thing, and for another she wants to give Ramsay plenty of time to spot them. She picks her way down the slope. Harte’s hand manacles her upper arm, just above the elbow, in a grip so tight it brings tears to her eyes.

			In the shadow of the hill, the air turns chilly. The slush slides under her shoes. Snow still drifts in the seam of the two slopes, above the height of the pool, where the sheep took shelter and died. Where she and Enoch spent an entire day last week digging the carcasses free.

			Still no movement at the springhouse. She can’t quite tell if the door is open.

			They reach the edge of the pond and skirt around it. An inch or so of ice bonds the surface; patches of snow still cling to the ice. As the sun touches the end closer to the sea, the ice turns to vapor and drifts upward.

			“Ramsay!” barks Harte. “I have your woman. Come out, or she dies.”

			“You’re a fool. He’ll kill you for this.”

			He knocks her with the pistol. A shot rings out, chipping the ice from the pond behind them.

			Harte whips her around to face the direction of the shot. The opposite slope, above the springhouse. The stand of trees where she and Ramsay stalked the deer.

			“Come out, Ramsay! I swear before God, I’ll put a bullet through her brain.”

			Hephzibah thinks of Ramsay in the barn, teaching himself to fight with his left hand. But to shoot, that was another thing. He couldn’t practice. There were no pistols at the house, no pistol balls. And the distance—a hundred yards, at least.

			Almost as if she’s inside his head, she feels Ramsay calculate the situation. His own strength, his ability, the element of chance; Harte’s strengths, his vulnerabilities, his likely moves.

			Harte calls out. “Your life for hers, Ramsay. A fair enough trade. Discard your weapon. Your hands in the air. Ten seconds, or she dies.”

			“If she dies, the treasure dies with her,” calls Ramsay’s voice from the trees.

			“A bluff,” says Harte. “You have no silver with you.”

			“I give you my word. Let her go, and it’s yours. A hundred thousand silver Spanish dollars.”

			“The word of a pirate.”

			“Try me.”

			Harte’s hand tightens around her arm. A wind picks up from the sea, travels over the icy pond, strikes Hephzibah’s cheek like snow.

			“Very well. We have a bargain.”

			Ramsay appears from the trees, his one hand in the air. Stump limp at his side, sleeve tucked in his waistcoat. Harte sucks in his breath at the sight of him. He crosses the slope at an angle, toward the springhouse, and now the captain starts in surprise as he realizes what he’s looking at. That this stand of rocks conceals an opening.

			“By God,” he mutters, when Ramsay disappears inside.

			When Ramsay stirs again at the doorway, Harte hauls up Hephzibah against his chest. The opening of the pistol barrel presses against her temple.

			“No weapons, Ramsay!” he calls out. His voice floats above the half-frozen turf.

			Ramsay emerges. A wooden chest balances on his shoulder, secured by his good left arm. Step by step he descends the slope, skirts the pond. Thirty feet away, he unslings the chest and sets it on the ground.

			“Now let her go,” he says.

			So suddenly does Harte release her, she stumbles forward and slips on the icy ground. Staggers a few more steps and crashes on her shoulder.

			“Hephzibah!” Ramsay shouts. In the next instant, he’s kneeling in the mud at her side. “Are you hurt?”

			“No!” she gasps.

			Ramsay pulls her to her feet and clasps her to his ribs. Harte strides briskly past. When he reaches the chest, the captain crouches to open the lid. How his face lights. He sticks a hand inside and slithers the coins between his fingers.

			“Are you satisfied?” says Ramsay.

			Harte shuts the lid and stands. “I am.”

			He raises the pistol.

			“By God, you blackguard! You gave your word!” Ramsay shouts. “Leave us be!”

			“I never gave my word to leave you alive, dog,” says Harte.

			He smiles and cocks the pistol.

			The air explodes. Harte’s smile turns to astonishment. He topples slowly, like a statue felled from its pedestal. His hat slips from his curling black wig. With a plop he lands on his face in the frozen mud. The back of his skull is cracked apart, revealing the pink soft brain within.

			Behind him stands Humility Brown, holding the musket.

			“Help me bury him,” she says. “Then go.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 35

				Ben

			
			Back in high school, after a tough loss in the cold November rain, his football coach gathered the team together in the locker room made of cinder block and told them that victory wouldn’t taste as sweet without the defeats that came before it.

			At the time, this meant nothing. He was sixteen years old and pissed off, humiliated, cold, wet, bleeding from his arm and both knees and a cut beneath his eye. His dad had made it to the game for once, and Ben had wanted so badly to win, wanted so badly to show that motherfucker what he was made of.

			Screw some sweet future win. Nothing in life or football could ever feel as good as losing that game hurt.

			But now. Standing in the middle of this basketball team, these girls who played their hearts out, dug deep into their souls and clawed back out of the hole and won the trophy. The whole tournament. Won. Hugging each kid. So proud that his heart’s about to push his ribs apart.

			All the defeats of the past year. The heartbreaks upon heartbreaks.

			This is the sweetest victory he has ever tasted.

			He looks around him. Finds the bleachers over the heads of the happy lunatics. Lucy. Where is she? In all this pandemonium, where is Lucy?

			A small figure darts between two parents and flings herself at him. He lifts Elise and folds her tight between his arms. Her trust pressed against his heart. All this noise around them, ringing in his ears. He kisses her cheek and shouts, “Kiddo, where’s your mom?”

			She points to the bleachers. “Back there!”

			Everyone’s slapping his back. He shifts Elise to his left side and carries her toward the sidelines. Stopping every step to shake someone’s hand, hug another player. A reporter comes up and sticks a microphone in his face. Camera in his face. He can’t hear the question. Just says, into the microphone, “I’m so proud of these kids. They practiced so hard. Played their guts out. It’s all on them.”

			He turns away before the reporter can ask some other question he can’t hear. Headed for the bleachers. Lucy. He needs to explain, to apologize. The sweetness of victory is just a sugar rush if he’s lost Lucy. Again. If he’s fucked up the one true thing in his life.

			But first. He’s got to take care of business.

			He swings Elise down to sit on the bleacher.

			“Sweetheart, I need to go do something right now. You sit right here where Laura can see you, okay? I’ll be right back.”

			He musses her hair and lifts his head to make eye contact with Laura, sitting all by herself in the bleachers. He frowns and makes a motion with his hand—Where’s Lucy?

			She shakes her head.

			He looks down at Elise. “You know what? Go climb up and sit with Laura now. She’s all by herself. I’m going to find your mom for you.”

			Now his heart is starting to drum. Some guy says hey man, big fan and shakes his hand. Asks for an autograph. Ben takes the pen and scribbles his name on the tournament program. Looks toward the far doors for Detective Jackson. Doesn’t see her. Starts through the crowd and Jackson appears before him, grim face.

			“All set?” he says. “Everyone in place?”

			“Unfortunately,” she says, “we have a situation.”

			

			—

			During the five hours he spent in the police trailer parked in Lucy’s driveway, Ben focused his mind on a single thought.

			Make her safe.

			Find the murderer and make Lucy and Elise safe.

			Look, he’d always had a bad feeling about Bud Cooper’s fate, from the moment he’d seen those clothes folded in a neat pile on Poseidon Beach, just above the high tide line.

			In the first place, Mr. Cooper never went swimming in the ocean. In the second place, he was not the kind of guy to swim naked, even if he were going to swim in the ocean for the first time since he was twelve years old.

			In the third place, there was simply no way Bud Cooper was going to kill himself that morning. He wanted to see his daughter. He wanted to see his granddaughter. From the cagey things he’d said to Ben, he seemed to have made a major find recently. Had gone around with that mad scientist gleam in his eye, making cryptic answers to Ben’s friendly questions. Elation seeping from his pores. Vindication. Two nights before he disappeared, Ben saw him out in the meadow, flashlight bobbing. Back and forth across the field. Something was definitely up.

			Last but not least, Bud Cooper hadn’t left a note.

			All right, sure. Plenty of people gave no signs they were about to kill themselves until they did it. Some of them never left a note to explain themselves. But in his gut, Ben knew that Bud Cooper wasn’t one of those people. He was a historian, for God’s sake.

			Ergo—somebody, somewhere, had done him harm.

			He told the police his concerns, when Mr. Cooper first went missing. Detective Jackson had interviewed him thoroughly. He could tell she figured he was overthinking. He could tell she figured this was your standard depressed lonely elderly white male, going out for a swim he didn’t mean to return from. She’d given Ben her card. Let me know if you find any more information, she told him.

			And then Lucy had returned.

			From the distance of so many months, from the truth of Lucy settled deep into the pores of his skin (“Just to be clear, I love you”), he can admit he was terrified as he climbed those porch steps and knocked on that familiar front door.

			Then the door opened and Lucy stood before him, close enough to touch, and it wasn’t like nothing had changed. No. He had prepared for Lucy being exactly as she once was, the shape of her face and the slant of her eyebrows and that smile she winged at you, the curve of her neck, the sweetness of her waist, her polyglot accent, her laugh, her everything. He had steeled himself for that. He had, after all, already watched her speak at her father’s funeral with that unstudied union of European delicacy and American down-to-earthness that was so essentially Lucy, as familiar to his bones as the stirring of an old dream.

			But he did not imagine that she could be better than he remembered. Richer and wiser, her face sculpted by time and sorrow and laughter, her hair a little more demure, her voice a little more confident, motherhood irradiating her skin, a tensile and deeply erotic strength to her that he could not put a name on but felt in his chest like radioactivity. Atoms splitting inside him. She had been so fucking pretty at eighteen and now she was not any more or less pretty but she was beautiful, truly beautiful, from the inside out.

			He remembers walking back down the steps a bit dazed, his dog trotting by his side. Like, what just happened? Didn’t she know he was a pariah? Did she even know he’d played football at all? How long since anyone had looked at him like that, like he was a regular person? Even Laura.

			He told himself not to fall back in love with her. He told himself it was just nostalgia, craving to return to a state of innocence and all that shit. But Lucy wouldn’t let him not fall in love. She kept doing things and saying things that enchanted him, doing and saying things that recalled that old feeling, the conviction he had first felt twelve years ago, walking back to Summerly after pulling her out of the water at Horseshoe Bay—that God had cut the two of them from the same length of cloth, that God had placed Ben on that beach at that moment for no other reason.

			She kept looking so sexy he sometimes couldn’t breathe straight when he was around her.

			And she kept bringing around that adorable child who made him feel like a fucking hero when he was patently not.

			He kept forgetting he had no right to either of them. He would remind himself about the man he had killed. In his head, he would review the snap of impact, the broken body on the grass. He would remind himself about Laura. He would make himself watch the footage in his head, the game film—the Fourth of July evening he drank some beer for the first time in months, saw the fireworks with Laura, kissed Laura, fucked Laura, how good it made him feel to be inside a woman again, her soft skin and her breasts and her eagerness to be fucked, how good it felt the next evening and the next, until it made him feel bad because he couldn’t fill the hole inside her heart with anything except more sex, and he felt a guilty relief when she left him to himself again.

			A man who had ended the life of a husband and father had no right to become a husband and father himself.

			A man who had fucked a girl’s best friend could not expect that girl to love him again.

			Still, he could love her. He could love Lucy so hard that tears sprang to his eyes when he looked across the meadow to the distant glow in her bedroom. She wouldn’t have to return his love. She wouldn’t even have to know. He could tirelessly and invisibly serve her and love her and that would be enough. All he deserved.

			Which meant that the possibility of her father having been murdered was no longer just an unsettling mystery. It became a matter of urgency.

			In the beginning, he hadn’t told Detective Jackson about the envelope Bud had left for Lucy. It seemed kind of private to the two of them, and anyway he’d wanted to give her that envelope himself. But then there was the faucet left running at Thanksgiving. He told Jackson right away about that, then about the guy lurking on the property two days before Christmas. About the safe-deposit box and the woman who’d tried to get it opened for her. The fire in the basement. Each time more urgent. Each time more certain something was badly wrong; Lucy was in danger; he had to find a way to eliminate that danger.

			Each time, Jackson told him she’d keep his tip in mind. Follow up if appropriate.

			He never heard back.

			Until he sat in that police trailer while a dead body lay in the springhouse nearby. That got the detective’s attention, all right. He had her full attention now. He told her everything he could think of. Topher Dumont and his loans. They tracked down Topher Dumont on a ski vacation in Val d’Isère. Woke him up in the middle of the night. He’d been there for a week. He had never loaned any money to Bud Cooper. To the best of his knowledge, neither had his father.

			When this information came in, Detective Jackson sat down across from Ben and regarded him with a look of intense calculation. Taking his measure. Placing her bet.

			“Well, Mr. Ressler,” she said. “It seems we have a situation. How would you like to help us nail a suspect?”

			They found the fraudulent loan documents in a folder on Bud Cooper’s desk. Called the number belonging to the legal firm on the letterhead. A man answered. Under the direction of Detective Jackson, Ben made the offer. The man accepted. Arranged to make the handover right after the final game of the tournament.

			The New York State Police would be waiting to swoop down and arrest this man, whoever he was. And that would be that. Case closed. Lucy and Elise safe at last. They would all drive back to Summerly on the last ferry, and as soon as Laura was comfortable and Punkin was asleep, he would settle things with Lucy once and for all, make right whatever needed making right, carry her to the lodge and make love to her until dawn, until neither of them could walk, because tomorrow was Sunday and a day of rest.

			And Monday morning, when Lucy and Punkin drove off to school, he was going to pour himself a cup of coffee and call up his agent and see if he could land a coaching job somewhere. An assistant position in an up-and-coming program would be ideal. Enough to support a wife and a precocious seven-year-old daughter and, you never knew, anyone else who might come along.

			Plans, he had them.

			

			—

			Now Detective Jackson tells him there’s a situation. A new situation on top of the old one, apparently.

			“It seems your girlfriend did a little sleuthing of her own,” she says, “and figured out who our Topher is. A man named Stephen Nye from Cape Cod. Not only that, she’s seen him here tonight.”

			“That sounds like Lucy,” he says. “Where is she now?”

			“We’re not sure,” she says.

			He keeps his eyes on Jackson’s eyes while his world explodes around him.

			“You lost her?” he asks, as calmly as he can.

			“We had eyes on her until the game ended. Then she slipped away in the—uh, the celebration. We have officers out searching for her right now.”

			He’s aware of people watching. Phones out. He and Jackson speak in low, controlled voices that—he hopes—don’t penetrate the volume of noise outside their own perimeter. Important not to panic. Important not to switch into anger mode. Keep your emotions out of it, he thinks. He hears a coach’s voice in his head, a team long ago: Precision and execution, men. Precision and execution. Let the other team lose their heads.

			Someone tugs on his arm. He looks down. One of the kids in Lucy’s class. The Sullivan kid. The twins’ little brother.

			“Luke,” he says. “What’s up?”

			“It’s Miss Cooper,” he says. “I think she’s in trouble.”

			

			—

			They take off at a quick, determined walk—he and Jackson and two New York State troopers, Luke in the middle. Luke explains how he went to use the bathroom and when he came out, he saw Miss Cooper running through the foyer like she was scared. He went to go see if she was okay and when he turned the corner, there was a man with her. And the man hit her in the head.

			So he ran to go find Coach Ressler. Coach Ressler would know what to do. Coach Ressler could beat that guy up who hit Miss Cooper.

			At the words Hit her in the head, Ben has a brief out-of-body experience, like his soul’s been knocked from inside his skin.

			“Was she hurt?” he asks. “Did she get up?”

			“I don’t know. I just ran. She told me to run.”

			“That’s good. You did good, Luke. You’re one brave, smart kid, you got that?”

			At the far end of the foyer, they turn the corner.

			In the back of his mind, Ben was afraid that the sight of Lucy on the floor, knocked out, bleeding, might bring him to his knees. But this is worse.

			No sign of her. No sign of Dumont, or whoever he is. Nye.

			Luke points. “The man came from the other end of the hall.”

			Detective Jackson says, “Honey, can you tell us if the man had a gun? Any kind of weapon?”

			“I—I didn’t see one?”

			Jackson turns to one of the troopers. “Take this kid back to the gym before we have a lawsuit on our hands. Mr. Ressler? You should wait behind as well.”

			“Yeah, no fucking way,” he says.

			“That’s what I thought. All right. I’m gonna radio for backup, but let’s move out now before this shit gets serious. You,” she says to Ben, “stay the fuck out of trouble, you hear me? You see something, you don’t try to be a hero. You let us know and get out of the way.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” he says.

			He has zero intention of getting out of the way.

			They start down the hallway. Into her radio, Jackson requests backup and an ambulance, potential injuries involved, suspect at large with possible hostage. At every word—ambulance, injuries, hostage—the adrenaline kicks higher and higher in Ben’s veins.

			Precision and execution, he reminds himself.

			Let the other guy lose his head.

			He follows Jackson and the other trooper. Allows them to draw ahead so he can see the entire playing field, the corridor and the space behind it. He’s pretty sure it leads to the administrative offices, the student gym with its rows of sleek elliptical machines and treadmills and bicycles. That’s where he was supposed to meet Dumont, after the final game.

			He should have told Lucy. He should have shared the plan with her. But no. He didn’t want to alarm her. Didn’t want her to worry. He just wanted to be the hero. Wanted to fix everything for her and lay the whole package like a prize at her feet.

			See? Look how well I can take care of you, Lucy. Look how well I love you.

			Instead, he’s done the opposite. He’s fucked everything up.

			He can’t say exactly what catches his attention as he strides down the hall behind the two officers. If it’s a noise of some kind, he won’t remember the nature of it. Maybe instinct, like his nose for the football.

			He stops and looks back. Sees the door on the right side. The men’s locker room. Empty today.

			Now he hears it. A child’s cry, cut off.

			A bang of metal.

			The cold fury enters his veins. He reaches for the knob and turns it slowly. Hears a thump. Opens the door.

			A small, determined figure runs smack into his belly. “Punkin! Jesus!”

			“He’s back there! With Mama!” Half cry, half gasp.

			Ben crouches to grab her by the shoulders. “I’ve got this. You run right out of here and find the police, okay?”

			“Don’t let him hurt her!”

			“Honey, I swear it. I’ve got her. Now run!”

			She locks him in. Punkin has large, wet eyes the color of chocolate syrup and they express every emotion and idea that crosses behind them. Now these eyes implore Ben to make everything right. To save her mother. To shut this shit down.

			Whatever answer Ben’s eyes return, it’s enough. Her small head nods. She breaks from his hands and bolts past him to the door.

			

			—

			Another thing he loves, or used to love, about football—there is a playbook.

			True, plays fall apart. Mistakes happen. You miscalculate your opponent, you misjudge, you misapprehend. You drop the damn ball. But if you study your playbook and commit its contents to memory, if you study your opponent’s playbook and commit that to memory, you should theoretically know exactly what your opponent will do in any given instance, you should know how to respond to any given action, so that the game becomes a match of your skill and athletic ability versus the skill and athletic ability of your opponent.

			A match that Ben will generally, satisfyingly, win each time.

			In real life, nobody hands you a playbook.

			He has no idea what he’ll find when he bursts down the center aisle of the locker room and heels left, where he knows—without knowing how he knows, the same way he knows where the football will be—that Bud’s murderer has taken Lucy.

			He’ll have to wing it. Trust his instincts. Trust his strength, his agility.

			But when he sees the woman’s body stretched on the carpet in the far corner, legs sprawled, chest and head hidden by the row of lockers, it’s not Lucy.

			It’s Laura.

			His stride falters to a jog as he takes this in, reassesses, spots the oxygen canister rolling down the carpet to bounce against the bench along the wall. Hears a voice over the pulse of blood in his ears. Someone behind the row of lockers. Another voice, moaning. Laura’s voice. Her knees rise.

			He rounds the end of the aisle and Lucy appears.

			Lucy. Lucy smeared with blood, Lucy on her knees, Laura’s head in her lap. Right arm hangs funny. Blood drips from her forehead. She looks up at Ben and says Help her!

			All this Ben clocks in a fraction of a second. In the next fraction, his attention leaps to the carpet behind Lucy and the man who crawls to his feet and lurches forward to Lucy’s head. A flash of metal in his hand.

			Ben doesn’t have to think. This play, he knows.

			Here we go, bro. You were born for this. Trained all your life for this.

			Time to shut this shit down.

			Ben explodes off the line. Takes two fast strides and nails the man right between the numbers.

		

	
		
			Excerpted from 
The Great Snow: A Romance

		

	
		
			They carry the body to the springhouse, where the turned earth will remain hidden from search. They begin to dig with their hands, with rocks and sticks, as swiftly and as silently as they can. Still, their progress is slow in the packed dirt. Ramsay rises from his knees.

			“I’ll have to go to the stable and bring the spade,” he says.

			“I’ll do it,” says Mrs. Brown. “The lieutenant’s at the house, guarding Enoch.”

			A shadow darkens the entrance. Hephzibah jumps to her feet.

			The man who ducks through the doorway is tall and thin, about thirty, wearing a black frock coat and a wig like Harte’s. Pistol poised in his hand. He looks at the body on the dirt, then at Ramsay.

			“Waters,” says Ramsay.

			“By God, it’s you,” the man says.

			Ramsay reaches for his pistol. The man shakes his head and tosses his own firearm on the ground.

			“I’ll help,” he says.

			 

			When the body’s in the ground and the entrance sealed, Ramsay offers Lieutenant Waters a bag of silver. The lieutenant holds up his hand.

			“I may be a traitor,” he says, “but I don’t take blood money.”

			Humility Brown is happy to take his share. They walk together across the meadow, skirting the pond, as the sun reaches high in the sky.

			Ramsay slings the chest to his shoulder. “Come along,” he says to Hephzibah.

			“But my clothes. My things.” My journal, she thinks.

			“Bring yourself, that’s all. The house will be crawling with Harte’s men. They’ll go in search of us any minute. If you go back there, they’ll take you. Make haste, now.”

			“But—”

			“Hephzibah,” he says. “There’s no time.”

			The stump of his right arm jerks toward her, like he wants to take her hand. But he can’t. His left arm holds the chest of Spanish silver. The captain’s share of the spoils of piracy.

			“Then you do the same,” she says. “Leave the silver.”

			“Leave the silver?”

			“Yes. The lieutenant is right. It’s blood money, stolen from others. I don’t want it.”

			“Hephzibah. It’s all I have. All I have to offer you.”

			She seizes the sides of his face. “Your heart,” she says. “Bring your heart.”

			Ramsay leans his cheek into the hollow of her hand. When he opens his eyes, the blue of them matches the sky behind him. He turns to kiss her palm.

			“Wait here,” he says.

			She shades her brow to watch him walk around the pond and climb the slope. When he reaches the well, he slings the chest from his shoulder and dumps it over the side.

			For a moment he stands, staring into the depths.

			Then he turns and walks back to Hephzibah. He takes her hand in his.

			“Come,” he says. “The boat’s in the cove, a mile down the shore.”
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				Chapter 36

				Lucy

			
			Laura was adamant that she didn’t want a funeral.

			Funerals give me the ick, she told me. I want you to scatter me in the water at sunrise. I said that was a cliché, unworthy of her, but she just shrugged her frail shoulders and said, It’s a cliché because it’s true, Lucy.

			She didn’t specify where, though, so her mother took it upon herself to ordain that everybody troop down to Horseshoe Bay at sunrise on the first of May, which I thought was exactly what Laura wouldn’t have wanted, but who was I to raise the objection nobody else knew?

			

			—

			As we walk across the meadow toward the glimmering horizon, I look at Sedge and he looks at me and shrugs. What can you do? The ritual isn’t for Laura’s sake. It’s for her mother, Topsy, who leads our little group, brave and tearless in white. Still in shock, I think. Laura lifted the news embargo only after Sedge returned from his honeymoon at the beginning of April and learned his sister was dying. I thought this showed a little less grace than maybe you should, at the end of your life, and I hinted as much to Laura. She wouldn’t budge.

			It’s my death, she said. I get to do it my way.

			So I let her be. You don’t know what kind of pain someone’s carrying, after all. I think sometimes even the people who gave you that pain don’t realize how they hurt you. I think that’s why it hurts so much.

			One by one we file down the path that leads to the beach. Topsy goes first, followed by Sedge and Audrey. The other Peabodys in a somber line. I descend after Lola Peabody. Behind me, Mallory Adams carries the new baby in a sling. Monk follows, holding the toddler on his hip and the guitar on his back. That’s it. Laura wanted it small. You can light a bonfire if you want, she said.

			But nobody feels like lighting a bonfire so we sit in the sand and do the things, share our memories of Laura, laugh and cry while the sun climbs and shimmers over the sea. Monk pulls out his guitar and sings “Horseshoe Bay,” and in the way of really great, really timeless songs, the words and the music seem to fill whatever hole you need them to fill. We are left in brimming silence. Topsy turns her palms upward in her lap and stares at her hands. Laura once told me that she inherited her dark, thick hair from her mother. I’ll have to take Laura’s word for that, because Topsy is the kind of immaculate woman who goes blond instead of gray. Sedge and Audrey sit on either side of her, like bodyguards, on a log that’s been washed up in a storm. Topsy’s the only one who doesn’t share a story about Laura. Who knows, maybe she wants to save them for herself. Stories have a way of evolving once you put them out into the world, to be told and retold. They no longer belong to you.

			I sit in the sand and watch as Sedge and his mother carry the ashes into the water and scatter them kind of awkwardly. It occurs to me that there’s no graceful way to do this in Horseshoe Bay on a peaceful morning. You need a boat or a dramatic cliff. The tide’s on the make and even if the ashes wash out past the edge of the cove, the current’s going to carry her straight into Long Island Sound.

			Like I said, I don’t think Topsy really thought this through.

			But maybe it doesn’t matter where the ashes end up. Laura is already gone. What remains of her exists in my heart.

			

			—

			I linger while the Adamses and the Peabodys start the climb back up the bluffs. The sun flashes on the lobster boats and the ferry that crawls toward Orient Point. I think about the last time I saw Laura. Topsy had arrived by then, a little hysterical. Compared to the calm of the previous few weeks, the tension and the grief and the drama crowding the air at Summerly were almost unbearable. I had been sleeping in the armchair in Laura’s room at night, sometimes joining her in the bed when she asked me, and it was strange to move back to Windward and not know all the minute changes in her pain and her state of mind. Like when you drop your daughter off at nursery for the first time, and she comes back to you carrying the mystery of those absent hours. But I came to visit every day. The Peabodys would leave us alone for an hour or two. We would talk about the old days. Those long-ago summers. On the last afternoon, she said, in the bare, hoarse whisper of her final days, Do you remember that Fourth of July when you had just turned sixteen? And you came back to Winthrop looking so gorgeous, like you were reborn in a hot new body? I said I didn’t realize. I said I didn’t feel that pretty at sixteen. She said, I almost kissed you during the fireworks. It was weird. I spent the rest of the summer thinking maybe I was a lesbian and I was in love with you.

			I took Laura’s hand and squeezed it. By now this hand was nothing but bone and transparent skin. I said, But it passed, I guess. After a moment, she said, Yeah, after you left I slept with Topher and that’s when I realized, it wasn’t that I wanted to have sex with you. I just wanted to be you. To have that thing you have, that thing inside you that makes people love you.

			I said people did love her. I loved her.

			She squeezed my hand back and said, Well, I guess it was nice while it lasted, anyway.

			I leaned her head onto my shoulder. We were sitting on the wicker sofa in the sunroom, taking in the warm spring sunshine through the glass.

			It’s been great while it lasted, I told her.

			

			—

			I realize I’m in desperate need of breakfast and climb back up the path to the meadow. When I reach the top, I see the man who stands there in tan chinos and a quarter-zip fleece that matches his eyes. Across the meadow behind him, a pickup truck sits by the side of the road.

			My heart cracks against my ribs.

			“So you did come,” I say.

			“Wasn’t going to miss it.” He leans down to kiss my cheek. “It’s good to see you, Luce.”

			We start through the meadow. Ben asks how the service went.

			“A little awkward,” I say.

			“Yeah, I sat up top and tried to listen. Didn’t want to intrude.”

			I’m about to say that he wouldn’t have been intruding at all, that Laura would have wanted him there, but I can’t speak for Topsy, who probably still holds a grudge against the houseguest who kicked the shit out of her son in her own driveway, going on thirteen years ago.

			“How’s the kid?” asks Ben. “I miss her.”

			“She misses you.”

			“Do you mind if I stop by to say hello?”

			“Ben, seriously? What kind of question is that? You’re always welcome.”

			He stops and turns to me. “Am I?”

			I stop too. Gather myself.

			He reaches out to take my hand. “Luce, I need to know. Am I welcome?”

			“Why wouldn’t you be?”

			“You could have died, Lucy. Both of you. And—” He cuts himself short and lifts his hand away. “Let’s face it. I was the problem.”

			“That’s not true.”

			“Please. Listen a second. Sitting there in that hospital waiting room, I saw things pretty clear. Maybe for the first time. And I realized that the real love story here was you and Laura. The two of you were friends long before I came on the scene. And I walked into your life and fucked that up for you. I came between you. I asked you to choose. I was young and arrogant and selfish and I was head over heels, and I wanted you to choose me. And I shouldn’t have done that back then, and I didn’t want to make the same mistake this time, when she needed you most. When it was you she really loved, not me. You she came back for. So I figured the best thing I could do for both of you was to take myself out of the picture. To give you the space you needed.”

			The sun hits hard. I squint to look at him, lit up as he is. He squints back.

			“I wasn’t there when she died,” I say. “She died in her sleep.”

			He nods. “Sedge told me.”

			“I kept thinking about my dad. In those last days, watching her die. Holding her as close as I could. How you can spend your whole life yearning so hard for some grand, mythical treasure, you never find what was right there in your grasp. The treasure that was real.”

			“The treasure that was right there in front of you, all along,” he says.

			His voice is tired, rueful. I reach out to squeeze his hand.

			“I don’t know about you, but I could use a bite to eat right now.”

			

			—

			“Not you again,” says Maman, kissing Ben on the cheek. “Have you been out breaking my daughter’s heart some more? Because I’ve lost count.”

			“No, ma’am,” he says. “Always the other way around with her.”

			“The twins are off at school, or I’d have them make you tea. I’ve been helping Lucy with the packing up and it’s taking all my strength.”

			“We closed a week ago,” I tell Ben, “but the buyer’s letting us stay until school ends in June. Come with me.”

			I take his hand and lead him into my father’s study, which is mostly packed up, except for the laptop and the papers I’ve laid out on the desk.

			“What’s this?”

			“I’m starting research for my new project. It’s a novel, based on the love story between Hephzibah and the Dread Ned. Kind of a pirate romance.”

			Ben picks up a stack of paper. “A pirate romance, huh? So what’s all this?”

			“These,” I say, “are but a minuscule selection of Mrs. P’s rare papers collection, which she gave to me. That thing you’re holding is a photocopy of the marriage certificate between Hephzibah Sykes and Enoch Winthrop. That’s what got me thinking. What my dad used to say, about the unspoken history—what lies behind the official records.” I point to the bottom of the paper. “Look at that. She signs with an X. She can’t write.”

			He looks up. “Wait a minute. I thought she wrote a whole journal.”

			“Exactly. That’s when it hit me—Hephzibah left the island that day. The day Harte landed on Winthrop Island to capture Ramsay.”

			Ben holds up the marriage certificate. “Then who is this?”

			“I’m thinking it’s the wet nurse. Think about it, Ben. Hephzibah had to flee with Ramsay, because they’d killed Harte. But she couldn’t bring her sister’s baby without someone to feed it, and anyway the island was little Edward’s inheritance. So I’ll bet she cut a deal with the wet nurse and left her behind with Enoch to raise Edward Winthrop as their own.”

			Ben nods. “Which also explains why nobody ever found any treasure.”

			“You got it. Why would they leave any treasure behind on Winthrop Island? They would have taken it with them. So. That’s what I’ve been doing to distract myself. Moving house and researching my first novel and handling the British invasion—”

			“I heard that!” my mother calls from the other room.

			Ben lays the papers back on the desk. “Your dad would be proud, Luce,” he says gently. “He’d be so happy you’re picking up what he left for you.”

			I look down so he won’t see the tears that sting my eyes. “It’s his legacy. I mean, it’s never too late to be there for him, right?”

			“Luce, you know he never blamed you. He never would’ve wanted you to blame yourself.”

			“I know that. That’s not why I’m doing this.” I look up, blinking. “So. That’s me, all caught up. Now it’s your turn. What have you been up to, Ben Ressler, that’s so incredibly important you can’t stay in touch with a girl?”

			“I’ve been in touch.”

			“You know what I mean. I have no idea what you’ve been up to. Why you’re back now, standing in my house.”

			Ben looks down at the stack of research papers. Squares them in precise lines at the corner of the desk. “I’ve been meeting with some teams,” he says. “Football teams. Interviewing for assistant coaching positions. But before I take any offers, I figured I should come back here and speak to you.”

			“To me, huh?”

			He looks up. “Luce. I know I fucked up—”

			“Ben. You did not fuck up. Nye was the one—if you hadn’t—” My voice chokes off. “I can’t even talk about it. Just finish what you were going to say.”

			Ben takes a deep breath and glances to the parlor, where my mother dusts conspicuously at a side table that’s already been dusted. “Can we go outside for a minute?”

			He takes my hand and leads me past my mother and out the front door. Down the porch steps and onto the lawn that fringes the meadow, where you can glimpse a patch of navy sea beyond the growing young grass, the blossoms on the trees at Summerly, the windows of the lodge through the buds. A waft of spring perfume. He takes my other hand and turns to me and sneezes into his shoulder.

			“Sorry,” he says. “Allergies. Where was I?”

			I am filling with light. Filling with this sensation like someone’s heaving away the stones from my heart, one by one. Like I might float to the sky, tethered to earth only by the grip of Ben’s hands.

			“Assistant coaching positions,” I say.

			“Right. Which would mean going back in that world. The scrutiny, the long hours, the whole lifestyle. But they’re offering a decent package, and there’s endorsement potential, which—”

			“Don’t do it for the money,” I tell him. “You don’t need the money. That’s not what matters.”

			“But it does matter, Luce. I need to make a living. I need to have a job if I’m going to ask someone to share my life. Someone who deserves every nice thing I can possibly give her. Someone who deserves the best of me. And football’s the only thing I know.”

			“Except landscaping. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Summerly in better shape.”

			“Are you messing with me, Luce? I’m trying to make a serious commitment, here. I’m serving you my heart. On a platter. Again. Laying my balls out on the table for you. I need to know, once and for all, before I lose my mind, if we have a future together. Any kind of future. It doesn’t have to be football, if you’re not up for that life. I will do anything, take anything, honestly, as long as you’re there. Somewhere. So please. Don’t fuck with me. Tell me the truth.”

			“Okay,” I say. “Ben, I’m pregnant.”

			

			—

			I’ve spent a lot of time imagining his reaction when I told him the news. Maman said he would probably faint, if he had any decency left in him. The twins begged me not to drop the bomb without the two of them there to take a photo for the Gram. I haven’t told Punkin yet, because I need to be so careful with her heart.

			Because what if my instincts are wrong, and this distance between us is a sign that he feels too little, not too much?

			What if, instead of giving me time and space, he’s giving himself time and space?

			So I’ve imagined him reacting in all kinds of ways, just to be safe. Not to expect the moon and stars. But nothing prepares you for real life.

			He whispers, The fuck?

			“You heard me. I am with child, Ben. Your child. Due around Halloween or so. Are you in?”

			For a second or two, it looks like Maman might win the betting pool. He kind of wavers in place, like a statue about to topple in a strong wind. His long arms reach out to grasp my shoulders.

			“This is true, Luce?”

			I make an X over my heart with my finger.

			He draws me carefully against his chest, as if I’m made of blown glass. To be honest, in that moment, I feel like I’m made of blown glass. His heart pounds in my ears. I want to wrap my arms around the sound. The beat of his heart. Ben’s heart.

			“Why didn’t you tell me?” he whispers. “Before I made a jackass of myself.”

			“Maybe I needed you to make an idiot of yourself. Maybe I needed to know you came back because you love me. Not because I’m having a baby. Or not just because of that.”

			His hand cups the back of my head. The muscles of his back shudder under my hands.

			“Are you okay?” I ask. “Say something.”

			He shakes his head.

			I tell him, “It’s my fault. I said I wanted life. You just—well, you delivered, I guess. Kind of a miracle. Shot in a thousand. But I think we were both due for one, you know?”

			Over his shoulder, I spot Maman on the front porch, jumping up and down. For joy, I think, until I hear the wheels crunching the gravel. I turn in Ben’s arms. He seems unwilling to let go.

			“Ben,” I say. “Wake up. It’s Sedge.”

			Sedge brings the Club Car to a halt and jumps out. “Whoa. Are you okay, bro? She didn’t say no, did she?”

			“She said yes,” I tell him.

			Sedge looks at Ben. “Seriously, man. Congratulations. You deserve the best, and Luce is it.”

			Ben lets me go to grip Sedge’s hand and draw him close. “Brother. I’m sorry about Laura. Came to the cove this morning to pay my respects. Gutted for you, man.”

			“I appreciate that. I appreciate all you did for her.” Sedge holds up the large brown envelope in his other hand and turns to me. “Speaking of Laura. I have a special delivery of my own. She wanted me to give you this.”

			I reach for the envelope and flip it over in my hands. It’s thick with papers inside. Blank on both sides except for my name, printed in one corner.

			“Before you ask what it is,” Sedge says gently, “I should tell you something. Way back in January, my sister asked if she could sell me her share in the Peabody estate for cash. I said what do you need it for. She said it was a special project and she would tell me later. So I did what she asked. I mean, I would have given her the money if she needed it, but she wanted it fair and square. Ten million dollars. And it turns out, she bought a house with it.”

			“Oh, shit,” says Ben.

			I hand the envelope to him. “You open it.”

			Ben opens the flap. Pulls out some papers. Slings one arm back around my shoulder to steady me. I study the buttons on his cuff. The fine ginger hairs that spring from the back of his wrist. Tears blurring my eyes.

			In a gentle voice, Ben says, “She left you the house, Luce. She bought your dad’s house and she left it to you.”
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			Chapter 37

			Punkin comes running into the dining room while we’re meeting with the architect.

			“Mama! Ben! Chief found something!”

			Calliope lopes in behind her, all legs and ennui. “Honestly, it’s nothing. Just a few rocks.”

			Ben looks at me. “I can go check it out, if you want to stay here.”

			“Up to you,” says the architect. “We can take a break.”

			We follow Punkin into the meadow. On the other side of the trees and the crumbling stone wall, they’re starting to set up for Mrs. Peabody’s hundredth birthday party in a couple of weeks. Ben takes my hand. He’s decided not to take any of the assistant coaching offers, for now, after a deputation of parents came to us and gave him a better offer, an offer he couldn’t refuse—athletic director of the Winthrop Island School. As a sweetener, they offered me a permanent teaching position.

			I said I would love to accept, but there was a teeny hitch.

			The teeny hitch is getting bigger all the time, now that summer’s upon us. Ben can’t keep his hands off my growing bump, or any other part of me, which is a bit awkward because the house is bursting with family—Pandora’s out of rehab and staying for the summer, Maman and the twins are installed for what she calls the foreseeable, or at least until Uncle Sadiq’s trial starts in September. And everybody flew over for the hasty, casual wedding at the end of June—service at St. Ann’s, reception under a tent in the meadow, dancing until dawn.

			But the need for renovation—for a few more working bathrooms, at least—has grown too pressing to ignore. Hence the architect cooling his heels in the dining room while we stride across the hot meadow after our daughter and her dog. (Ben has started adoption proceedings, and so has Punkin.)

			Chief seems proud of his discovery. He gallops ahead, down the slope of the meadow, across the muddy hollow and up the other side, where Cecily sits against the stone wall that marks the boundary with Summerly, eyes closed. There is a pile of rocks next to her. Chief slows to a trot and shoves his nose to the ground.

			“Right here!” says Punkin. “These rocks!”

			“What happened?” I ask. “Did they come loose from the wall?”

			“Well, just look at them! Don’t you see?”

			I crouch on the grass. Ben crouches next to me.

			“That’s funny,” he says. “A whole section’s coming loose. It looks like they’ve been unearthed or something. Taken out and put back.”

			“It’s just a pile of rocks,” Cecily says, bored.

			“But this section’s wider than the rest. See? It kind of bulges out.” Ben puts his hand on one of the rocks and turns it over. “That’s weird.”

			“What? What do you see?”

			He pulls away a few more rocks. “It’s a plank. A wooden plank.”

			“Let me see.” I reach out to run my hand over the square of soft, rotting wood. “Like it’s covering something. Can we move it?”

			Ben grips the edges and slides the wood a few inches. It gives way easily, like it hasn’t had time to settle into the earth. “Careful,” he says. “It’s a hole. Pretty deep, I’d say. Like an old well or something.”

			“I knew it!” Punkin exclaims, behind us.

			I lean over. A cool, clean, metallic air wafts up from below. “A well? How old?”

			“Old enough they built a stone wall over it.” He stands up and peers down the meadow, then back again at the wall. “You know, I could swear this is about where your dad was working. That night I saw him out with his flashlight. And look at the way these rocks were taken out and put back—”

			I look at him. “You don’t think.”

			Punkin yells in exasperation. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you! If you’d only listen!”

			We both turn to her.

			“Tell us what, honey?” I ask.

			“Grandad! He was right! He found it! It was right here, all along! He was trying to tell us!”

			“What was here, honey?” says Ben. “What was he trying to tell us?”

			Punkin points to the opening. Chief sniffs at the wooden plank and barks furiously.

			“All is well,” she says.

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			If you’ve read my historical novels over the years, you may notice a lot of football players in them. That’s partly because football was once an essential rite of passage during the first half of the twentieth century, relied upon by the parents and headmasters of the old WASP aristocracy to instill all the masculine virtues in the characters of their young men—alongside the unspoken understanding that a gentleman never, ever played sports for money.

			The other reason is more pragmatic. While working my way through Stanford University on financial aid in the early 1990s, I took a job as a student manager for the football team, and if you’re supposed to write what you know—well, God knows I probably clocked a lot more hours on practice fields, stadiums, team buses, training tables, meeting rooms, banquets, charter flights, hotels, preseason dorms, awards dinners, and booster picnics than in classrooms.

			Luck played a role too. (No, not that Luck—he arrived after my time.) At the conclusion of the 1991 season, our head coach, Dennis Green, departed to accept a job leading the Minnesota Vikings, and into the void stepped the legendary Bill Walsh, who had coached the San Francisco 49ers to three Super Bowl wins in the 1980s and remade the game of football with his revolutionary West Coast offensive system. It was one of the biggest sports stories of the year, and one of the formative experiences of my life. For a nerdy, weirdish twenty-year-old kid from suburban Seattle, it doesn’t get more thrilling than standing on the sidelines of a New Year’s Day bowl game while your team scores a touchdown on a play Bill Walsh named after you. For that moment and many more, and for teaching me lessons about resilience, commitment, and daily discipline that came to form the ribs and backbone of my writing career, I owe a debt to all my old Stanford Football colleagues, who accepted me into their family with such respect and fellowship.

			In those days, I let nobody whiff the inner writer, because what if I failed? Novelists being the shameless magpies that we are, I’ve scavenged my football experience repeatedly over the years to assemble various bits and pieces from which my characters are made. But When You Loved Me is the first book in which football itself forms part of the plot, and I am grateful to Chris Berg, Mark Butterfield, Tony Cline, Troy Kent, John Lynch, Glyn Milburn, and Steve Stenstrom for sharing their insights during a series of interviews, both video and in-person, during the autumn of 2023. These began as research for a retrospective article on the Walsh years at Stanford and wound up playing an essential role in bringing the fictional Ben Ressler to life.

			Even warmer thanks go to Greg Comella, who spoke to me at length about the psychology of football, and to Justin Armour, who not only connected me with old teammates and shared his own experiences but kindly created and sketched out the fateful play described in the opening chapter of this book, then answered my follow-up questions (look, it’s been a long time since I stood on a gameday sideline) with his usual patience and good humor. Needless to say, any mistakes are entirely my own.

			As for Hephzibah’s story, the seed was planted several books ago, when Emilia Winthrop in The Beach at Summerly (old Mrs. Peabody in later books) uncovers her journal while assisting Sumner Fox in his research on the Great Snow of 1717. I admit, I sowed deliberately. Having lived in Connecticut for over two decades, I’ve always wanted to write a story set in colonial New England, and the Great Snow seemed like a suitably dramatic act of God around which to set the action. This weather event blighted the entire region from the middle of February until March of that year, keeping in mind that the old Julian calendar runs about two weeks earlier than the Gregorian calendar we use today—in other words, February 18 of 1717 would be March 1 according to our calendar. Details are mostly anecdotal. I consulted websites such as that of the New England Historical Society, as well as New England Weather, by Dan and Leslie Landrigan, to better understand the scale of the disaster and its effect on people, livestock, and wildlife. I was delighted to discover additional references to the Great Snow, including the fate of the sheep and the legends of buried pirate treasure, in Fishers Island, N. Y., 1614–1925, by Henry Ferguson (recently republished by the aptly named Forgotten Books) while mining for tidbits about the real-life island that inspired Winthrop. This would be a good time to add that my fictional Winthrops bear no resemblance to the historical Winthrops who originally settled the island.

			For more information about the details of domestic life in colonial New England, I consulted a wide range of resources, including the architecture of my own home in Lyme, Connecticut, which was likely built around the same time as the action in the story. Key sources include Everyday Life in Early America, by David Freeman Hawke; Daily Life in Colonial New England (2nd edition), by Claudia Durst Johnson; and American Cookery, by Amelia Simmons, first published in 1796. For a more general survey of early New England history, I recommend Mayflower and Away Off Shore, both by Nathaniel Philbrick, and King Philip’s War, by Eric B. Schultz and Michael J. Tougias.

			My interest in all things naval goes back almost as far as football, after I discovered the extraordinary novels of Patrick O’Brian as a college senior. But I only recently became aware of the vast lore of New England pirates—whose forgotten treasure lies buried all around Long Island Sound, according to legend—while reading up on Lion Gardiner, the onetime commander of nearby Saybrook Fort, who eventually settled on Gardiners Island, where Captain Kidd famously dropped a stash of loot on his way to face the music in Boston in 1699.

			Like Ben Ressler, the pirate Ned Ramsay is a composite formed from the biographical flotsam of many real-life characters, although I was sadly unable to interview any actual pirates as part of my research. Books filled the gap. Like Punkin, I read many more pirate books than the situation probably required, from Black Flags, Blue Waters: The Epic History of America’s Most Notorious Pirates, by Eric Jay Dolin; to The Pirate’s Wife: The Remarkable True Story of Sarah Kidd, by Daphne Palmer Geanacopoulos; to Pirates of New England: Ruthless Raiders and Rotten Renegades, by Gail Selinger; to The Penguin Book of Pirates, edited by Katherine Howe—itself a treasure trove of primary accounts.

			As always, I am deeply grateful to my publishing team at Ballantine Books for the enthusiasm and wisdom with which they transform my books from draft to finished copy. Huge thanks to my editor, Kara Cesare, and editorial assistant Gabby Colangelo, along with the rest of the fabulous team—Karen Fink, Rachel Giaquinto, Taylor Noel, Emily Siegmund, Kimberly Hovey, Susan Corcoran, and Kara Welsh. I am so lucky to have you all.

			With so many books in our wake, I have run out of ways to thank my literary agent, Alexandra Machinist of CAA, who has held my family’s livelihood in the palm of her hand since the start of my writing career and come through for us every time. (Nobody will be more deeply relieved when the fourth and last child finishes college in a few years.) Still, here goes: Thank you, Alexandra, and special thanks as well to her assistant, Xanthe Coffman, who takes impeccable care of all the practicalities.

			So many friends in the writing community have supported me over the years, I’d have to go on for pages to thank them all. For this book, however, I’m especially grateful to Deborah Goodrich Royce and my Deer Authors at her Deer Mountain Inn Writers’ Retreat, who gave me encouragement at a moment I needed it most.

			Last summer, I was lucky to pay a visit to the Fishers Island Library and meet the islanders who have so kindly endured my fictionalizing of their beloved retreat over the years. Your warm welcome was so much appreciated, and the kind hospitality of Liz Cook and her husband, whose comprehensive tour of the island ranged from planter’s punch at the Fishers Island Club to burgers at the Pequot Inn, left nothing wanting. I hope this Winthrop Island novel is received in the same generous spirit as the ones before.

			Last but never least, thank you to my readers, whose loyalty and enthusiasm and kind messages and reviews have meant more than I can ever express. You keep me writing, and I write for you.
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			The following image in this ebook illustrates complex ideas or contains a passage of text. Here it has been reproduced as a thumbnail and accompanied by an extended description.
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				The Winthrop Island Families

				This family tree traces several interconnected families over many generations, beginning in the seventeenth century and extending to a birth in 2023. The central figures are the Winthrop, Peabody, Fisher, Monk, Adams, and related families. The tree notes birth years, multiple marriages, and extramarital relationships.

				At the bottom of the image, a key explains three symbols:

				
						
						Backslash (—\—) indicates multiple generations.

						

						
						Dotted line (– – –) indicates extramarital relationship.

						

						
						Numbers (1) (2) (3) indicate multiple marriages.

						

				

				Generation 1

				Silas Winthrop, born 1652, is married to Beulah Winthrop, born 1699. They are the earliest ancestors shown.

				Silas and Beulah are the parents of Edward Winthrop, born 1717.

				Generation 2

				Edward Winthrop, child of Silas and Beulah, is the relative of Asa Winthrop and Emilia Winthrop.

				Asa Winthrop, born 1815, is married to Mary West, born 1827.

				Emilia Winthrop, born 1925, is married to Nathaniel “Shep” Peabody, born 1923.

				Generation 3

				Asa Winthrop and Mary West are the relatives of Michael Winthrop Kennedy, born 1974.

				Peabody line

				Nathaniel “Shep” Peabody and Emilia Winthrop are the parents of four children:

				
						
						Edwina Peabody, born 1955.

						

						
						Sedgewick Peabody, born 1960, married to Ethel Burke, born 1962.

						

						
						Amory Peabody, born 1957.

						

						
						Frances Peabody, born 1963.

						

				

				Sedgewick Peabody and Ethel Burke are the parents of two children:

				
						
						Laura Peabody, born 1992.

						

						
						Sedgewick Winthrop Peabody, born 1989.

						

				

				Amory Peabody is the parent of David Peabody, born 1982.

				David Peabody, born 1982, is married to Lola Pinkerton, born 1983.

				Boswell Bankes Cooper, born 1960, is married to Blythe Miller, born 1970. They are the parents of Lucy Cooper, born 1994.

				Lucy Cooper, born 1994, and Arnaud Frossard, born 1983, are connected by a dotted line to Elise Frossard, born 2017, indicating Elise is their child from an extramarital relationship.

				Schuyler and Vargas line

				From the Asa Winthrop branch, another descendant is Thomas Schuyler, born 1912. He has two numbered marriages:

				
						
						(1) Francine Taylor, born 1914.

						

						
						(2) no information given.

						

				

				Thomas Schuyler and Francine are the parents of Miranda Schuyler, born 1933.

				Miranda Schuyler is married to Joseph Vargas, born 1932. They are described as having “3 children,” but the children are not named in the tree.

				Another descendant is Michael Winthrop Kennedy, born 1974, whose placement connects the Winthrop line to the Fisher line by a dotted line to Meredith Fisher, born 1974, indicating an extramarital relationship. Audrey Fisher is shown as their child.

				Generation 2 – Fisher and Monk ancestors

				On a parallel branch, Hugh Fisher, born 1908, and Abigail Dumont, born 1909, are a couple. Their marriage is labeled with the number (1).

				Hugh Fisher also has a second marriage, labeled (2), but the spouse is not named.

				James Monk, born 1898, is married to Dorothy Clayton, born 1904.

				Generation 3 – Fisher and Monk

				Hugh Fisher and Abigail Dumont are the parents of Isobel Fisher, born 1932.

				James Monk and Dorothy Clayton are the parents of two sons:

				
						
						Clayton Monk, born 1925.

						

						
						Benjamin Monk, born 1923.

						

				

				Isobel Fisher, born 1932, is connected by a dotted line to Meredith Fisher, born 1974, indicating Meredith is Isobel’s child from an extramarital relationship with Clayton Monk.

				Clayton Monk, born 1925, is married to Olivia Huxley, born 1932.

				Benjamin Monk, born 1923, is a sibling of Clayton Monk.

				Generation 4

				Monk, Adams, and Dunne lines

				Clayton Monk and Olivia Huxley are the parents of three children:

				
						
						Lucy Monk, born 1955.

						

						
						Barbara Monk, born 1959.

						

						
						Jacqueline Monk, born 1961.

						

				

				Jacqueline Monk, born 1961, was married to Barclay Adams, born 1959. This marriage is labeled with the number (2), indicating Barclay’s second marriage.

				Barclay Adams was also married to Rebecca Tate, born 1970. This marriage is labeled with the number (3), indicating Barclay’s third marriage.

				Jacqueline Monk and Barclay Adams are the parents of two children:

				
						
						Barclay Benjamin Monk Adams, born 1987.

						

						
						Thayer Adams, born 1982.

						

				

				Rebecca Tate and Barcay Adams are the parents of two children:

				
						
						“Chippy” Adams, born 2000.

						

						
						“Blue” Adams, born 2000.

						

				

				Mallory Rose Dunne, born 1987, is married to Barclay Benjamin Monk Adams, born 1987.

				Mallory Rose Dunne and Barclay Benjamin Monk Adams are the parents of two children:

				
						
						Samuel Dunne, born 2009.

						

						
						Hannah Dunne Adams, born 2023.

						

				

				Back to image in The Winthrop Island Families.
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