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			Epigraph

			You will not find the unexpected unless you expect it, for it is hard to find, and difficult.

			—Heraclitus (500 BC)
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			Chapter 1

			Natalie

			Natalie had seen more therapists in her life than she could remember. She couldn’t remember a time without them. Therapists come with the territory in foster care, along with caseworkers and a slew of people who control where you live, where you go to school, and when and if you get medical care. And here’s what they’re good for: getting a kid a new foster family when the kid has been stuck with whack jobs, that’s what.

			When she was five, she didn’t know to tell the therapist lady about eating only at school. Her foster family told her those were the rules, and she believed them. Here’s what Natalie figured at five: if you were a floater like her, and you didn’t belong anywhere, you ate at school and no place else. There were always rules in life, and when you were a little kid, that’s what you learned all day long: the rules. If you were a bio kid, if you were born from the parents in the house, you ate dinner upstairs with the parents, instead of sitting huddled in the basement on a cot praying that the next day would come faster so that the churning hunger in your belly could be quenched by school food. Natalie wasn’t the only foster kid in the basement; a little boy who was even smaller than she was slept in the next cot. Sometimes they could smell the food from upstairs, and they knew it had to be the most delicious food on the planet. Her favorite aroma was meatloaf, dense and rich. The foster mother made a meatloaf that smelled so good, Natalie wanted to cry. When the food smells came running down the basement stairs, the little boy would stick his hand down his pants and hold on to his penis. Natalie didn’t know how that helped him, but she understood that you take whatever helps, and at least he had something, which was more than she had.

			She must have said something to a teacher or to somebody. Maybe it was the boy, because the next thing you know, a car shows up for her and the other basement dweller and the caseworker is looking at where they sleep and they are out of that house before you can say “protective services.” Natalie was delivered to another home, and she never saw the little boy again. With the next family, she learned that in some houses all the kids eat at home and nobody sleeps in the basement. Very interesting. She also learned that therapists were good for something. They could broker a deal, and she needed them.

			Between then and now, she had seen every kind of therapist. She was officially done with the foster care system now that she was eighteen, but in her time she had seen enough therapists to earn a P-h-fucking-D. Natalie made a study of therapists, watching what made them respond, what made them cool down to the temperature of frozen fish, and what made them sit up and help. Because they were so busy trying to change her, they didn’t know she was studying them. She was sure of it.

			Natalie got sprung out of the foster care system when she was seventeen, legally and all. One therapist helped her do it. Her name was Vivien, and she said it looked like Natalie needed to graduate from foster care. Vivien didn’t see how it was helping Natalie to go from foster home to group home, back to another foster home. Vivien said that Natalie didn’t attach well. What a genius that Vivien was. Attaching to a family was directly linked to trouble. So with a little help from Vivien, she dropped out of high school, enrolled in a GED class, and got a job at Subway because she liked their food better than the other fast-food places’. That’s where she met Franklin. Not Frank, and God help you if you called him Frankie. Franklin, like the president.

			Franklin did not use crack, which elevated him to the top rung of her choices. Marijuana, yes, if he was in the mood, and a little X here and there, but no crack. And he was awesome on the computer. Franklin broke through firewalls just for fun. He had graduated from high school and went to college for a year.

			“The professors were too slow, babe. It was like being in a special ed class,” he said.

			One night lying on his mattress, she said, “Can you find people? I mean, suppose I was trying to find someone and had hardly any information, just a name from long ago. Could you find them? I’m looking for my real father.” She had on his baseball cap and nothing else.

			“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Franklin said. “You just watch me, watch and learn.”

			Which is exactly what Natalie did. She studied what Franklin did. It would take time to learn everything that he knew, but she didn’t need to know everything. Sometimes you get lucky or all the stars turn in the perfect direction, and it only happens once every thousand years. And sometimes you’re like Natalie and you know how to find a good man like Franklin, good enough to get the job done.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			Peaks Island, Maine

			“Is this Roxanne Pellegrino?”

			Rocky’s landline had rung, which almost never happened. Isaiah, her boss, had insisted that she get a cell phone for her job. And who ever called asking for Roxanne? Nobody, except for solicitors from nonprofits and political campaigns. Cooper, her black Lab, regarded a ringing phone as only one notch down from a knock on the door. He roused from his morning nap at Rocky’s feet to heightened attention.

			“Yes. Who’s calling?”

			Rocky was waiting for a carpenter scheduled to replace some rattling windows in her rental cottage, but a carpenter was less likely to call, more likely to show up.

			“You don’t know me. ...” The voice was young, a girl with her voice stuck in her throat, never hitting the full registers, staying high and timid. An unlikely carpenter.

			“Are you calling about the windows?”

			“Windows? No. I got your number—”

			“If this is for a fund drive or donation, I want you to take me off your call list,” said Rocky. It wasn’t that Rocky disliked donating to libraries or animal rescue organizations, and she considered explaining that to the caller, but she didn’t like being called. She didn’t like the membrane of this fragile, tiny house being punctured by the outer world.

			“I’m not selling anything. I’ve been looking for my father, my biological father. If everything that I learned is true, then Robert Tilbe is my father. Is he there? I’d just like to talk with him.”

			The floor fell away from under Rocky’s feet and left her dangling in midair with a thudding pain in her chest. The barrel-chested black Lab stood up, ears alert, sensing alarm. It had been well over a year, a year and two months, since her husband, Bob, died. After his death, she had methodically informed Social Security, the banks, the credit card companies, the retirement accounts, the entire world that had documented Bob’s life with accounts and file folders. There had been unending layers of Bob’s identity: alumni associations, reminders from the licensing board for his veterinarian’s license, even the Red Cross still wanted him to donate blood.

			But it had been months since she’d had to say to anyone, “I’m sorry. You didn’t know. He died. Yes, suddenly. Thank you. We’re all sorry.” That’s what she had to say to old friends who emerged from his past, people she hadn’t known. Every time she had to announce his death again, the words sliced through her and she was pulled back to the months after his death when she had fallen into a bottomless pit of grief. No one had called looking for a father, until now.

			“Who are you?”

			“Natalie. Could you leave him a message? Tell him I don’t want anything from him. It’s not like that. I just want to talk to him. If he’s not there, can I leave my number?”

			Rocky took a breath and her feet connected with the floor again. “My husband died over a year ago.”

			Even as she said it, she knew this would never be enough. The girl had opened a rusty can, and closing it would be impossible.

			The girl chugged out a few sounds, hard consonants mostly, unconnected to words, the brittle beginnings of sentences, started and abandoned. The clatter of sounds struck Rocky in the chest. A note, a familiar note among the rest. It was a thread of Bob, a way that he had moved his lips, the way he could make the harshest words sound like a brush of velvet, a way of moving his tongue.

			“Where are you? Where are you calling from?”

			“Worcester, Mass. Do you know where that is?”

			Rocky recognized the adolescent naïveté, the girl thinking that Worcester was an obscure location to someone in Maine, as if it were on the opposite side of the globe.

			“Yes, I do know where it is. I’m from Massachusetts. I’m not sure how I can help you. You must have him confused with someone else. My husband never mentioned anything about a child. We told each other everything.” The bile of sorrow rose up her throat.

			“Are you just saying he’s dead to get rid of me? Please, he can’t be dead. I promise I don’t want anything, not money, and I won’t make any trouble for you. Maybe he didn’t know. I mean, that happens with men. But I just turned eighteen, so I’m an adult now, and I have some of my records, my birth records, and his name is on one of them.”

			Rocky saw a tsunami rising up, reverberating from the shifting of Bob’s tectonic plates. Before a killer wave strikes, the ocean draws out, sucking water, fish, seaweed, all life, including oxygen, along with it. Rocky’s tender hold on the new life she had built on Peaks Island, the one where she didn’t think of Bob every second, was sucked under, and she struggled to find a foothold.

			“What do you want?” she asked. She slid down onto the floor, her back pressed against the fridge. Cooper came to her side, pressing into her, and put his head on her shoulder, an uncharacteristic move even for this highly expressive dog.

			“I want to know who I am, where I come from. Medical stuff too. You know, did he have diabetes or something that I need to know about. Um, how did he die? I should know that.”

			The certainty of meeting with the girl had solidified before Rocky had exhaled. She had to put a face on the voice. If there was any chance that a part of Bob existed, surely she could tell right away by looking at the girl. If Bob was the father, there would be a hint of him in her eyes, bone structure, the big smile; surely Rocky could sense his DNA. The desire to see the girl was suddenly overwhelming, but a small voice in her head, barely audible above the roar of possibility, urged her to step back.

			Using every bit of strength she had, she said, “Give me your number. I promise to call you back. I’m in the middle of something right now.”

			Hill had started as her archery teacher, prodding her competitive spirit back to life in the dark months of autumn after Bob’s death. Rocky had dipped and dodged Hill’s steady advance since late winter, and now, by the last week of June, she felt like the full surge of the Maine rivers, bursting with snowmelt from a heavy winter, pounding with new life. They both knew it, and the sweet anticipation was almost too much for her. Before Hill had left for his annual camping trip with his friends, he had said, “I don’t have to go to man camp this year. I’ve gone camping with these guys plenty of times. We drink beer, sit around the fire, stay up too late, eat way too much bacon for breakfast, and only as a sidebar do we actually do any archery. I’d rather be with you.” They had been at his house, one week before the school year ended. Hill had a smaller pile of homework to grade than usual. They sat across from each other at his kitchen table, and he had put both of her hands in his, stretching across the table. His crooked smile was imperfect and glorious, and his voice slid along Rocky’s lean torso. Without thinking, she extended her toes out and touched his shinbone through his pants, her toes sliding up and down.

			“I don’t want to be the cause of canceling man camp. I’ll be here when you get back,” she said. She still found it hard to believe that love, if this was love, was not a finite entity. She had loved her husband ferociously and had never considered that another new love would ever have been possible. Yet here it was, pulsing in their hands, both of them vibrating with anticipation.

			“I won’t be able to call you. We go up near the border of Canada, and there’s no cell phone reception. You won’t hear from me for two weeks.” He had stroked her hand, tugging softly on her fingers, one by one.

			He was an impossibly strange combination of archer, high school English teacher, and hunter. Rocky’s dormant battery of desire revved up every time he came within ten feet.

			“We’ll have all summer to figure this out,” she said, with considerable willpower. Here was a man who did not push; she knew that he wanted more than anything to ask her if she had decided to stay on Peaks, if she had decided about her job back in Massachusetts, and yet he did not. She had stood up to leave, and he walked with her to her car, his arm draped over her shoulder. “I’m not leaving without this,” he had said. He held her face in his hands and kissed her long enough that Rocky felt the last of the distance between them dissipating. She made a sound like a moan/squeak. This was a relationship on the precipice, a launching pad ready to go.

			Hill was not due back for another week, and he was exactly whom she wanted to be with at this moment. A phone call from a possible daughter of her dead husband’s was beyond sharing with even Isaiah, her boss and friend, at the moment. He would be rational and deliberate. Her friend Tess lived across the island, and without hesitating, she headed out the door with Cooper, jogging the two miles to Tess’s house, praying that she was home.

			Just as Rocky and the dog arrived at Tess’s driveway, she spotted her friend opening the trunk of her black Saab. Tess was nearly seventy and had proven to be a solid friend, with the side benefits of being a physical therapist. “I need to talk with you. Please tell me you’re not headed to Portland,” said Rocky.

			“No, I was just over on the back shore collecting seaweed for the garden beds. The seaweed can wait, and I could use an extra pair of hands to spread it on the garden beds later. Come on in.”

			Rocky noticed the large garbage can in the trunk with strips of seaweed poking out. Cooper’s tail twirled in appreciation of Tess. He pushed his body along the sides of her legs and wound around her.

			“Don’t tell me there’s something wrong with Cooper. I don’t think I could stand that, and neither could you,” said Tess as they walked up to her deck. Her faded prayer flags, strung from two trees, snapped in the breeze. She stepped inside her house and returned with two glasses of water and a bowl for the dog.

			“It’s not Cooper. Someone just called me, a girl, who said she was looking for her biological father. She was looking for Bob. My Bob. She thinks Bob is her father,” said Rocky. She heard the waver in her voice and felt her recently established balance tipping precariously. “Her name is Natalie. She said that she has evidence that Bob was her father. The only thing harder than saying this out loud was hearing it on the phone,” said Rocky. She sank into a chair.

			“Good Lord, you must be turned upside down. Tell me exactly what the girl said,” said Tess, sinking into a cross-legged position on a cushion. “What did you tell her? How can you possibly know if this is true? Did Bob ever tell you this, or that there was even a chance of a child?”

			“No. No to everything. I told her that I’d call her back,” said Rocky. She described the phone conversation, line for line. Tess made her repeat it all twice.

			“In the rush of this, we should not forget that Natalie didn’t show up when Bob was alive. It is worth noting that she had a lot of years to look for her biological father. Why now?”

			“Because she was a kid and probably she didn’t have access to all her records until now. Because she was probably trying to survive,” said Rocky. Why did she say “survive”? Rocky didn’t know anything about this girl. She didn’t know what she was expecting from Tess, but it wasn’t immediate doubt. Rocky pulled closer to the as yet unknown girl.

			“Don’t bite my head off. I’m just saying, here’s something to remember. I’m not sure what it means either. Promise me, in the rush of things, that you’ll remember the odd coincidence of death and emergence,” said Tess.

			A cloud blew past, and a sudden ray of sunlight caught Rocky. In the single-minded need to talk with Tess, she had forgotten her baseball cap and sunglasses.

			“I heard something in her voice, a catch, the way Bob’s voice broke when he heard that a college friend had been killed in a motorcycle crash, this very guarded place that only showed up once every few years, and each time I heard it I wanted to weep. How could this girl have sounded the same?” Rocky wriggled on the plastic version of an Adirondack chair and pulled her knees up, hugging them as if the temperature had dropped.

			Tess tilted her head in response to a sound in the dense brush. “Pileated woodpecker. We don’t get those very often.”

			“Tess! I don’t care about the damned woodpecker, pileated or not. Someone just told me that Bob had a child.”

			“I know, dear. If I were you, I’d grab at anything that smacked of my dead husband. Given what you’ve told me, you had the kind of marriage that doesn’t come around that often. You miss him unbearably, and you think that you heard a strand of him in a stranger’s voice. What are you going to do?” Tess wore a straw hat with a rawhide tie under her chin. She had tucked her considerable white hair under the hat, exposing her slender neck.

			“I feel like my brain is sizzled. I’m trying to sit on my hands so I don’t call her back this instant. That’s why I came here, so you could slow me down and help me think.”

			“There you go again, imagining that I’m wiser just because I’m older. I can tell every time this happens. I hate to disillusion you, but age doesn’t make you more brilliant. It’s being willing to step into the unknown that will keep you from premature aging.”

			Cooper lay between them on his belly, flicking his deep brown eyes from one woman to the other. Rocky let her hand fall to his favorite spot at the base of his spine, and she rubbed with familiarity.

			“I want whatever you’ve got. Help,” said Rocky.

			“If you need someone else to say it, then I will. Wait twenty-four hours before you call her back. Can you do that?” said Tess, adjusting the string on her hat.

			Rocky sighed. “I can try. But I can’t stop thinking about her voice.”

			“Let me give you something else to think about,” said Tess. “Distractions are highly underrated. Isaiah said he’s fielded a complaint about you this week. Something about insulting a guy in the post office.”

			“I didn’t insult him. I just described, as the animal control warden, what I’d have to do to his car if he didn’t stop leaving his dog inside with the windows rolled up. That’s not an insult, it was descriptive information. People don’t understand how quickly cars heat up.”

			“I believe that’s what Isaiah told him, except more diplomatically.”

			Rocky said, “How do you stand it? This was a perfectly good island until the population tripled with tourists. The island is four miles around. How many people can we fit on it before it topples over into the ocean?” Rocky sat up and reached for the water and downed the remainder in two gulps.

			“I’ve lived here for fifteen years, so I’ve built up a certain immunity to the summer people. Not immunity, they’re not like smallpox. But their reason for being here is different. Just like yours is different. This is your first summer, so it will be your worst, the same way teachers have to endure their first year of teaching. Teachers catch every cold and flu that blows through their classroom during the first year, until they build up a resistance. But you get used to it. There’s a flow to life here.” Tess slipped off her sandals and dropped them on the deck. “You do realize that you are a newcomer and that we all had to adjust to you. Some very wonderful people first came here as a tourist. Like me.”

			Rocky had not come to Peaks as a tourist, more like a refugee, but Tess was right: she had felt a level of acceptance that was slow and qualified, but acceptance nonetheless. Rocky tapped her foot and frowned. She had been sufficiently chastised, and it had worked its magic. Her brain was now only filled to 95 percent capacity with the strange girl who had called her.

			Tess said, “Let’s keep moving. Walking helps to soothe the anxious beast in us.” They walked around her house to her backyard, skirting her piles of rocks, stacked in gravity-defying cairns. The desire to arrange the rocks, smoothed by ocean and sand, tempted nearly everyone.

			“The back side of my house looks like an archery range,” said Tess. Rocky used her friend’s backyard for archery practice. A plastic-coated paper target had been tacked securely to a triple pile of hay bales on the far right side of Tess’s yard.

			“I should post a sign that says, DANGER. YOU HAVE ENTERED A WEAPONS AREA. I used to live in fear that you’d overshoot the target and nail one of my neighbors. Fortunately, your accuracy has improved,” said Tess.

			Archery was one of the things that had saved Rocky—the repetition, the rekindling of the desire to challenge herself, to dare to learn something so incredibly hard that her shoulders screamed in the first few weeks. She had found an archery teacher, Hill Johnson, and he had prodded her competitive spirit, which had gone dormant after Bob’s death. She had been humbled by the deceptive simplicity of the action: you pulled back on a bow and released an arrow. Starting on a child’s bow, she had imagined that her swimmer’s shoulders would help her, but her improvements had been microscopic; gradually, however, she had moved up. Now she relished the way she had to still her breath, drop her energy to the soles of her feet, and ease her body into the rhythm of slow, exacting power, projecting her vision to a point on the target, then the release.

			Archery practice was the one time when Cooper was banished from her side. When she had first found him, he had been abandoned and left with a nearly fatal injury by an archer. Tess had agreed with Hill: neither of them could bear the thought of Cooper seeing her with a bow in her hands.

			“There is a predictability, a cycle to the year, and summer on the island has its own color. In my world, summer is orange and purple, unless you add in the horrible loud music played at the dock on Saturday night, and then you’ve got to factor in the strips of red. Maroon, really. This is what my life used to be like, before my gorgeous synesthesia evaporated,” said Tess.

			The phone call had obliterated everything from Rocky’s mind, even the loss that plagued Tess. In late winter, Tess had experienced a medical convergence of appendicitis and bowel obstruction. The emergency surgery had saved her life, but her lifelong condition of synesthesia abandoned her in the aftermath.

			“I can’t imagine what it must be like to lose your wonderful multisensory world,” said Rocky. “But remember? Len said that anesthesia does weird stuff to people.” Len was Tess’s ex-husband, a retired surgeon. “It’s a poison, and it ran laps in your bloodstream for five hours while you were in surgery. The docs told you that surgery on your intestines should not change a neurological condition, that your synesthesia could return at any time.” Nothing that Rocky said sounded as consoling as she wanted it to. She hoped that her friend’s Buddhist approach to life might offer a buffer to sadness.

			“You have no idea how rich my multisensory world was. This is like seeing the world through a black veil and constantly wearing thick leather gloves. It’s not your fault. There’s no way for you to know. You’re right. I should try not to catastrophize,” said Tess, unconvincingly.

			Cooper chewed a piece of wood, securing the stick with one large black paw. He trimmed the stick to his satisfaction and delivered it to Rocky.

			“You want me to throw this, big guy?”

			Cooper kept his eye on the stick and slowly backed up, bumping into a low stone wall that serpentined through the yard.

			She heaved the stick as far into the surrounding woods as possible. It bounced off a tree trunk, and Cooper was there before it even hit the ground. The faded prayer flags suddenly fluttered to a burst of sea breeze.

			“Dealing with tourists takes a special kind of finesse with the human condition that you may not currently possess, despite being a psychologist,” said Tess. “If you want to deal with animals, you have to learn how to deal with humans again. May I remind you that you have lived here since last October, and some of these tourists have been coming back every summer for fifty years? They could show you amazing things about Peaks and about continuity.” Tess stretched her arms over her head, and her slender body moved like beach grass. “You look like a storm is hovering over your head, and I suppose it is. Stray children don’t show up every day.”

			“I guess we’re done talking about my job and tourists, aren’t we?” said Tess.

			“Yes. Did the distraction help?”

			“A little,” lied Rocky. Natalie’s voice had already hummed into the marrow of her bones.

			She did not remember exactly when Bob had first looked at her, dreamy-eyed from sleep, night crust in the corners of his eyes, and said, “I can see a baby of ours.” It was during the year before he died, in the innocent months when Rocky never contemplated life without him, when they woke entangled, talking of children. The idea had pumped low and insistent in her belly. “I can see a baby too,” she had whispered, and she had pulled his hand to cup the soft pouch below her belly button, where a baby would grow if there was one, which there had not been. If Bob hadn’t died, she would be thirty-nine years old, a baby in her arms, and Bob would be an unbearably proud, strutting father at the ripe age of forty-three. Instead, he was dead. He got to be forty-two forever. She was a thirty-nine-year-old widow. And someone out there in the world believed she was Bob’s daughter.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 3

			Rocky held out for three hours before calling Isaiah to say that she had to talk to him and that she’d meet him at his office in the Public Works Building. She had walked the circumference of the island and ducked into a narrow path called Snake Alley. She moved a lilac branch out of the way and trotted along the dirt path, with Cooper twenty feet ahead of her. Alleys were really footpaths, and if you lived on Peaks all your life, you knew how to avoid downtown altogether by staying on them. There were no signs for paths like Snake Alley; you either grew up knowing about them, a knowledge passed down through generations like a secret language, or someone had to take pity on you and tell you. Isaiah had only recently told Rocky about Snake Alley.

			“It’s called Snake Alley because it winds around like a snake, not because it’s loaded with snakes. You’ve lived here the better part of a year and no one has seen fit to tell you about Snake Alley? That’s a shame,” Isaiah had said.

			Rocky dropped off her monthly report to Isaiah’s office. He took it and said, “I’ll read this later. Let’s see if they have coffee left at the dock.” They walked along the sidewalk to the Island Café with Cooper leading the way, his thick tail ticking like a metronome. It was late afternoon, and the tiny eatery was set to close in thirty minutes.

			The café hung personal coffee mugs for regular customers on hooks above the counter. When Isaiah walked in, Francine, the owner, immediately reached up and grabbed his cup and handed it to him. She never made a mistake about who had which cup. Isaiah’s cup said MUTUAL LIFE. Rocky went to the far end of the counter, picked up a paper cup, and filled it with Ethiopian dark.

			“Was it just an oversight or have you guys been hazing me? I still haven’t rated my own coffee mug at the café.”

			Francine put a cinnamon roll on a plate and handed it to Isaiah. “The thing is that you have to be a resident to rate a coffee mug, and you made it clear to us that you’ll be gone by the end of the summer. This is how we keep our hearts from being broken. You wouldn’t want us to get overly attached, would you?”

			Rocky’s stomach clenched. The idea of leaving Peaks was suddenly front and center, gnawing at her each day. She had promised her boss on the mainland that she’d be returning for fall semester, and now the idea filled her with dread. Each September the new college students arrived with their ill-fitting clothes, wearing too much makeup and perfume, terrified of making social mistakes and thus guaranteed to make tons of mistakes, waiting for their parents to drive away so that they could start drinking and hooking up. She found them genuinely interesting because grappling with mistakes (having sex with the wrong people, ending up in the hospital with alcohol poisoning, getting bounced out of the residence hall for possession of a joint) was the stuff of becoming really human. Rocky called them neo-adults, and she adored them. How could she not go back?

			Rocky and Isaiah were among the last customers. Cooper was allowed in the café, and he had wedged himself under the table. Two carpenters walked in. One wore work boots with socks rolled down over the tops. His shorts ended below his knees. His calves were pumped to a thirty-year-old ripeness, fresh from climbing ladders all day. Rocky imagined Bob’s calf muscles when he was twenty-four, tangled up in someone else’s bed.

			Isaiah tipped his head to the two men. He knew everyone who lived on the island year-round and made a heroic attempt to get to know tourists who stayed on the island more than a week or two. Isaiah’s face stretched into a smile that produced a series of facial folds emanating out from his lips. His dark skin was suddenly etched in even darker lines, highlighting the smile. He and his wife, Charlotte, were the only black family on the island. His hair—and he still had a full head of it—was leaning heavily in the direction of white.

			“There’s something I need to ask you about. I got a phone call from a girl who said she’s looking for her biological father. She was looking for Bob.”

			Isaiah was mid-swallow when he sputtered out a brown spray and his cup hit the table so hard that an explosion of coffee erupted, landing on his forearm. The coffee was a few shades lighter than his skin, and Rocky took one second to admire the aesthetic impression while Isaiah wiped down the table and himself.

			“You were leaving this as a secondary agenda item to your report? Tell me what she said.”

			Rocky told him almost all of the little bit that the girl had offered on the phone. She left out the part about the sound of Natalie’s voice, the way it had settled in her. As Isaiah listened, his brow folded into the accordion frown that she had grown to love.

			“It’s too convenient,” said Isaiah. “Now that your husband is dead, this girl shows up. How old did she say she was?”

			“She said she had just turned eighteen. If it’s true, Bob would have been twenty-four. That was four years before I met him. I’ve been working the math all day.”

			“Do you know anything about his girlfriends before you?”

			Rocky shrugged her shoulders. “I never actually quizzed him on all his previous girlfriends. I mean, I did in a global kind of way. He had a couple of girlfriends in college. But if he’d had a child, that would have been the kind of thing he would have told me.”

			“Most young men don’t worry too much about the consequences of sex. It’s when we get older, and I’ve seen it happen, that one day you get a phone call, or a letter, or a fully formed human being, allegedly sprung from your own loins, shows up and turns out to have been living thirty minutes from your backyard, put up for adoption by the woman you had sex with once. Very likely, both of you woke up the next day trying to act casual, but you had turned shy again and wanted to button up your pants and had nothing to say.”

			“That’s the longest sentence I’ve ever heard you say,” said Rocky.

			“Men have very little to say about a lot of things. This is one of the things that I have a lot to say about.”

			“Do you mean this happened to you? Did you get the phone call from a fully formed human being sprung from your loins?”

			“No. But I could have. I was not a careful young man.”

			With his head on Rocky’s feet, the dog, having successfully pinned her in place, heaved to his side, stuck his legs out straight, and created a four-foot perimeter around her. Having done so, he went back to a semi-sleep state.

			“I know what you’re saying, and I’ve thought the same thing. I understand that it’s possible Bob didn’t know. A lot of things are possible. Someone might have given this kid the wrong information too.”

			“And it’s possible that it’s not true. How did you leave it when she called you?”

			“I told her that I’d call her back,” said Rocky.

			Isaiah put his elbows on the table. He rubbed his forefinger with his thumb. “I know you. This is not an injured dog. I want you to proceed with caution.”

			“Oh, I will,” said Rocky, remembering the sound of the girl’s voice, the way something had pulled her out of the sky like a shotgun, the familiar catch in the throat that sounded so like Bob. And if there was anyone out there who could bring a bit of Bob back to her, then Rocky had to take a chance. “I promise, I’ll wait until tomorrow before I call her back.” She looked down at Cooper, avoiding Isaiah’s gaze.

			“I want to ask you something else,” Rocky said. “I was out running this morning, down the spine of the island, near the dump, and I saw the most amazing thing out by the old Costello house. Wisteria has gone wild out there. Big gobs of purple wisteria are hanging from all the trees, as high as thirty feet up. I couldn’t believe how beautiful it was. I’ve never seen anything like it.” Rocky had felt like she’d been struck in the chest by the wisteria, as if she’d found the heart of the island. It was like she had stumbled on a personal message, and since the phone call from the girl she was looking for anything that made sense. The sound of the girl’s voice had left a seed in her chest that had already carved out a space there.

			“That’s a sight, isn’t it? I’ll have to tell Charlotte that the wisteria bloomed late after all. It must be the climate change. The lilacs went early this year by two weeks.”

			“But why is there wisteria gone wild out there?” she asked.

			“There used to be an old farmhouse out there, but it burned down to the ground over sixty years ago. If you want, I could show you the foundation. The only living thing that survived was the wisteria. And since there’s been no development on that property, it’s been undisturbed. It must be the perfect conditions for wisteria. The property is smack up against the Costello house.”

			“Is the Costello place still for sale?” she asked.

			“It’s been for sale for three years. Half the houses on the island are for sale. Why?”

			“Just wondering.”

			Isaiah tapped his fingers along his full lips. “And you’re suddenly pondering real estate here? If I had to put your two topics of child and house together, I’d be flabbergasted at your impulsivity.”

			Why was she suddenly looking at a house? Rocky was getting pressure from all sides about when she was going to return to her job in Massachusetts. A perfectly good job awaited her, a job that she had loved, along with her house and her former life. Cooper would chew sticks endlessly in the dense forests behind her house near the Berkshires.

			Ray had called five times with long messages, bursting her message machine with his insistence that she come back to the university. Her brother, Caleb, wanted to know when she was moving back. Melissa, her teenage neighbor on Peaks Island and Cooper’s chief fan, had asked her, “Will Cooper be going with you when you leave?” even though they had been over this point many times before.

			Rocky pulled out her chair, and Cooper scuttled to attention, his black claws finally gaining traction on the rug.

			“If I was acting impulsively, I wouldn’t be asking for advice from the smartest man I know,” she said with what she hoped was a convincing smile. Francine flipped the OPEN sign to CLOSED as Rocky, Isaiah, and Cooper left the café. She kept to the alleys and dirt roads on the walk home.

			The second Rocky walked into the little rental cottage, she walked directly to her phone and dialed Natalie’s number. There was no answer and no message machine.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 4

			Natalie

			Natalie had been afraid of the dark when she lived with her third foster family, or was it the fourth? She was only seven years old, and although she had tried to hold on to her sense of time—in the same desperate way she had tried to hold on to everything, including her favorite baby blanket—she could never be entirely sure of her actual age when she reached into her memory. The early years in foster care were fluid. The third family did not beat her, and they fed her, and no one in the house told her to take down her pants to hurt her; along with the second family, the third was a vast improvement over the first. But they would not let her keep a light in the bedroom, not even the tiniest night-light. She was not allowed to keep her bedroom door open so that a welcome wave of light might wash into the room. She could have slept if even the slimmest blade of light had pierced the room.

			Mr. Burkhardt, the dad, said big girls didn’t need to have night-lights or hallway lights. He was of the opinion that total darkness provided the essential ingredient for the best sleep.

			“Why would you need lights to go to sleep?” he asked. But he wasn’t asking, and Natalie finally understood that his question was meant as an absolute rule after she offered every reason under the sun for a night-light. The darkness was solid and wet and unforgiving. There were no streetlights outside the Burkhardts’ house, and Natalie pulled the covers around her face as much as she could without smothering herself.

			Creatures of the night waited for her to move or show fear; they thrived on it. Even at age seven, she understood this. Monsters wanted to see her fear. She lay stiff and unmoving, frozen in place, praying to live until daybreak. When enough of the dense night had dissipated to convince her that the dawn was emerging, sometime around 5:00 A.M., she could afford to move and soften her body. Then she slept, only to be startled awake two hours later by Mrs. Burkhardt.

			“Time for school. Get up, Miss Sleepyhead.”

			Did other children live with this same danger each night, living one breath away from the monsters that threatened to rip them to pieces? Mr. and Mrs. Burkhardt had each other, and Natalie knew they fell asleep to the blue light of the small television set in their bedroom. She longed to sleep on their floor, to slip along the baseboards so that she could be in the light with them. She craved it the way she had craved food in the other family. If she could only have the smallest bit of light, she’d be safe and she could sleep.

			Natalie found pillow-padded nooks and crannies in the classroom where she could sleep for precious moments until the teacher came looking for her. There was a tunnel in the play structure where she could curl into a ball and fall asleep to the safe hum of fluorescent lights and the voice of her teacher and the other children. At the Burkhardts’, she began to hide in the house long before bedtime; sometimes she turned into a flat piece of paper and slid under the couch. Other times she hid behind the big chairs in the living room, tucking her head into her knees. She only vaguely recalled the screaming and spitting when the Burkhardts found her and had to carry her to her bedroom.

			The trick with darkness was to become the boss, to own it, to have control over it. Now, at age eighteen, Natalie loved the absoluteness of the darkness, the density of it, the way it dared her to lay open her secrets. When she moved to her own apartment in Worcester after the emancipation, she did not turn on her lights for the first week. The first night left her huddled in a corner, her cell phone gripped tight, a flashlight in her pocket pressed to her belly. She dared the creatures of the night to show their ugly faces, and when they did not, she uncurled her spine. As long as she made the rules, darkness was unable to slide its damp tongue along her neck. This place was hers, and she could choose whether to turn on the lights or not. She steeled herself to join in with the terrors of the night. She showered in the dark, walked the perimeter of the small apartment in the dark. This place was hers; it lacked the monsters of other places. She had checked every closet, under the bed, every shelf, and she had rubbed her hand along every crevice. This was a place where she could live in the dark because she chose to.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 5

			Rocky had owned one house, and that had been with Bob. She had been thirty-one when they bought their house, and she had wondered if she was old enough or smart enough to buy a house. All along, however, Bob had said, “It’s only wood and mortar.” Together they had purchased the house in the foothills of the Berkshire Mountains.

			They had a friend from Boulder, Colorado, who had visited them, and he asked, “Aren’t the Berkshires really foothills themselves?” And it was true: compared to the Rockies, with their sharp peaks and ridges, the Berkshires were rubbed down like half-eaten muffins, dotted with thousands of acres of white birches.

			Rocky was now a newly minted thirty-nine, and she was looking at the house on Peaks Island, the one that had sat vacant and uncared for. If she bought it, she would have to figure out everything on her own.

			“It’s just mortar and wood,” she said unconvincingly to her brother. She held the cell phone uncomfortably close to her ear as she sat parked in the beat-up yellow truck in front of the Costello place. On the second story, the house had three gabled windows that stared back at her, their dark green shutters like mascara on three eyes. A widow’s walk perched on the top of the house, a tiny room ringed by a deck. A wide porch faced the road. She had called the agent who handled the property the night before, after making two more calls to the number that Natalie gave her.

			“Let’s see if I’ve got the whole picture,” said Caleb. “Unless you can do therapy long distance, and I so hope you can’t, this means you’re quitting your job at the college. Have you told them yet? Have you told Mom yet?”

			“Negative,” said Rocky. “You know I always talk to you first.”

			Aside from college and graduate school, Rocky and Caleb had never lived more than twenty miles apart. Until Rocky moved nearly four hours away after Bob died. Summer was Caleb’s busy time painting houses; she had reached him on the job, two stories up on an old colonial in Leeds. In the winter months, Caleb made sculptures of musicians: euphoric, sax-playing women and spine-tingling men, arms held high with a fiddle. Rocky had sold five of them through a gallery in Portland over the winter, with a list of people who were willing to wait. She chose not to tell him about Natalie. Not yet.

			“Full disclosure means that I have to tell you of the dire circumstances related to this house before I sell it,” said the Realtor. He was a young man with a sober demeanor who had introduced himself as a first-generation Puerto Rican from Brooklyn. His body was compact and muscled. He drove an old Ford Bronco.

			“Does that mean your family has been in the States for one generation?”

			“My parents were born in PR, and I was born here. Like I said, first generation.”

			Rocky already knew all about the dire circumstances of the house. This was where an old fisherman had killed himself after the debilitating illness and death of his wife. His wife had been dead and buried for two weeks when Mr. Costello had cleaned the house, carefully covered the stacked firewood with a blue tarp, and nailed a warning note to his front door that admonished the visitor to call the Portland police and not to enter until the police got there. Then he covered his head with the side bag from his lawn mower and shot himself. His attempt at tidiness was not entirely successful: the cleanup crew was forced to wash down the living room walls with bleach. Who would want a house that was soaked in pain, remembrance, and unbearable tragedy? Which was precisely what Caleb would ask later when she called him back.

			“Why do you want to buy a crap house that’s got mouse shit for insulation when you have a good solid house back here? And that is just plain gross about the lawn mower bag.”

			Why did she want this house? There were over fifty houses for sale on Peaks. But a house where grief took a stranglehold on a widower more than three years ago? Somehow that seemed within the realm of good judgment; she understood the landscape.

			When Carlos the Realtor showed her the house, he said, “I assume you’ll be tearing down the old house and building new. It’s a valuable lot, almost big enough for three parcels if you apply for a variance.” He stood in the entryway and made sure that he touched nothing. His thick black eyelashes grazed his glasses as he spoke.

			Rocky leaned her spine against the molding of the kitchen door. “This house has good bones.” She had heard people say that before but never imagined that she’d be the one saying it.

			“Nothing’s going to happen without an inspection. Can’t get a mortgage without one,” he said.

			“What happens if I don’t want a mortgage?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean I’d like to buy the house outright. Cash.”

			“Is there something you don’t like about the mortgage system?”

			“I want to move quickly, before I change my mind. Forget the inspection,” said Rocky. “I have money from my husband’s life insurance. This would take a massive bite out of it. ...”

			Carlos shifted his weight. He put his clipboard on the kitchen counter.

			“This is important. You’re not buying a pair of shoes here. I personally will not let you buy this place without an inspection. I don’t care if you have all the cash in your back pocket right now. You need to know if the roof is ready to cave in, if the place has termites.” Carlos paused and seemed to reconsider his approach. “I don’t know what your husband did or how he died, but you should respect his memory by doing this right. He meant for you to have life insurance money to take care of you, not for you to throw it away. I’m scheduling an inspection, and you need to chill about this.”

			It had been twenty-four hours since the girl had called her, and Rocky was well on her way to buying a house.

			Carlos was able to make things happen quickly. The heirs of the property were thrilled with Rocky’s offer and never haggled over one cent. Carlos brought in an inspector in record time. By the next day, Rocky and Carlos were in Portland, waiting for the real estate attorney to arrive so they could sign, initial, and date the final ream of documents. As they waited, Carlos filled Rocky in on his rise in the world of real estate.

			He told her that he’d grown up in a single-parent household in Brooklyn. His mother smoked crack and most of the time left the kids alone to raise themselves. “I was in Juvie Hall by the time I was twelve. All the other boys liked it there because it was the best they had ever had. That’s what turned on the light for me: I knew I didn’t want jail to be the best place I’d ever live. From that moment on, I made choices. Did I want to smoke crack with my mother and be like her? No. So I didn’t smoke crack. That first choice helped so much that I kept making other choices. Did I want to have a job other than selling drugs? Yes, since I wanted a life expectancy beyond age twenty-three. So I finished high school. Did I want my younger brothers and sisters to live in foster care? No. So I got a job and took care of them. My youngest brother goes to college now. He’s in his third year, studying criminal justice. Did I want my kids to have a father who walked out on them? No. So I had to learn to be a father, which is a lot harder than selling houses and anything else I’ve ever gone through.”

			Rocky had gradually accepted that life on the island was more personal than her life had been in the Berkshires of western Massachusetts. There was something butt-naked about the way people did business here. Once again, she was conducting a business transaction thinking that it might be an in-and-out sort of event. Now, after she’d heard about the decline and rise of Carlos’s lineage in heart-rending detail, Carlos had given her his stamp of approval on her housing choice.

			“Nobody wants to buy real estate with bad history,” he said. “I didn’t go to college, but I can tell you that the history that happened in this house is gone and you’re getting an island house for $50,000 less than the going rate. In my old neighborhood we called that. ...” He paused, censoring his memories. “We called that a very good deal. Congratulations.” He nodded with approval.

			After signing all the final documents and acquiring the keys, she hopped the first ferry back to the island and took care of business in her little cottage. Isaiah had rented it to her the previous October, almost apologetically. It had two small bedrooms, a kitchen with hard-worn linoleum, and one room that served as living room and dining room and looked out to the ocean over the top of a quarter-mile stand of dense bittersweet. Peterson the cat appeared on the deck, responding to the sound of Rocky’s crunching footsteps on the driveway. The calico had a daytime life amid the bittersweet that had a lot to do with rodent annihilation. Cooper greeted Rocky’s entrance with his full-throttle, body-twisting euphoria, as if he was amazed at her return. She fed both animals and made sure that Peterson was inside for the night.

			“Cooper, I need your stamp of approval on the new house. We’re sleeping over.” The dog lifted his head from his post-dinner grooming and cocked one eyebrow.

			This was one reason why she should go back to the university: she was seeking validation from a black Lab. But she wanted to see what it felt like in the new house with Cooper by her side, and she was a bit spooked about spending the first night alone in the house. She was considerably braver with a ninety-pound dog on her side of the equation.

			They stood in front of her new front door, and she said to the house, “Show me your worst and loudest. Let’s get everything out on the table.” It had been forty-eight hours since Natalie called.

			Rocky unlocked the side door to the kitchen and began her private inspection. The sink had gone yellow with singular determination. Piles of mouse droppings dotted the kitchen drawers. Cooper’s black claws clicking on the linoleum announced his movement around the kitchen. He lowered his head and sniffed, following ancient scents of children, family pets, and the final months of illness and death.

			No one had lived in the house for three years except right after Mr. Costello’s death, when his horrified cousins had spent just a week emptying the house of personal possessions. Catastrophes of such proportions formed a solid, epic fable for the islanders. Speculations about what makes a man take his own life flew around the Island Café for months, according to Isaiah. Did he do it out of love? Madness? Profound depression? Every man gripping his coffee cup wondered aloud if he would do the same thing. The Costellos had been married for forty-seven years. Had there been no kind friend, brother, or bighearted niece to hold tight to Mr. Costello until the worst of his grief began to ease? Rocky had tasted the desire to end her life in her addled thinking during the months after Bob’s death. What was it that pulled her so securely to a safe harbor? Finding the big black dog for one thing.

			Three years is a deadly time of loneliness for a house. Just like cats, houses shouldn’t be left untended for longer than three days; three years is devastating. A house has its own mental health requirements, the primary requirement being occupancy. Carbon dioxide must be exhaled into the drywall, skin detritus needs to flutter about the crevices like snow, and houses even welcome bits of flicked earwax in reserved spots along the far corners. Left alone too long, a house forgets how to breathe and grows anxious as the water sits too long in the toilets tanks. An old woman had been gripped by disease here and died in the arms of her husband. And he had been unable to conceive of life without her. Love had exhaled and never inhaled again here. Nearly all of the consciousness that remained in the floorboards, cupboards, and windowsills was gone when Rocky arrived and said, “I’ll buy it.”

			She wanted to resuscitate the house. She opened the kitchen windows. A breeze brought in the thick scent of wisteria from the adjacent property.

			Rocky and Cooper spent the first night with only a leaky air mattress that she dragged in and inflated with her bike pump. The living room, with its gaping fireplace, seemed the most central location to camp
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