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Prologue

IF THERE WAS one thing that could be said about me, one thing almost everyone in my life could agree on, it was this: Anne McWilliams does a lousy job of taking advice.

My mother, when I was eight: Annie, don’t ride your bike down that hill with your shoes untied.

My dad, when I was sixteen: Don’t waste your hard-earned money on that rust bucket—it won’t drive you to the A&P without blowing a gasket.

My best friend, when I was thirty: Don’t marry Patrick Quinn. Your courtship was way too short, and he’s way too hot.

What I have to say in retrospect (after a broken arm, a broken fuel line, and—you guessed it—a broken heart) is this: A girl should be free to make her own mistakes. That which doesn’t kill you, etc., etc.

For thirty-six years I thought I knew what was best, mistakes be damned. But then, all of a sudden, my life turned upside down, and it didn’t seem like I knew anything anymore.


Chapter 1

A STORM WAS coming. Even an island transplant like me could tell.

From the deck of my little cottage, thirty yards from the beach, I could see the gray Atlantic churning wildly, furiously, like something alive. The gusting wind whipped my hair into my coffee when I tried to take a sip.

My neighbor Bill was watching the ocean from his deck, too. He turned to me and yelled, “The tropical depression got upgraded to a Category 1 hurricane. Gonna make landfall tonight near Myrtle Beach.”

“Kind of exciting!” I called back.

Bill snorted. I could see what he was thinking: Fool Yankee—she’ll probably walk around with that dang camera of hers, trying to take pretty storm pictures. But I had no intention of doing that. I was going to sit on my couch with a glass of wine and a good book and wait the whole thing out.

“Well, it’s probably going to be fine,” he allowed, “but it’s not going to be fun.”

“But Myrtle Beach is over a hundred miles south of us,” I pointed out.

Bill glanced up at the sky, then back at me. “You don’t know what a hurricane’s going to do until it’s done it, Anne,” he warned. “You’d better cover your windows.”

“I’m about to.”

“You got supplies? Food, water?”

I nodded. I had bottled water, a well-stocked pantry, and a case of good pinot—I was ready for a siege. But I wasn’t afraid of the coming weather. I’d lived on this island for two years now with no storms to speak of. Everything was going to be okay.

The first drops of rain began to fall. Like an idiot, I welcomed them.

“Best get moving on them windows,” Bill said.

I hurried down below my cottage (like most houses on this North Carolina island, it was built on stilts), and, one by one, hauled up the six big pieces of plywood I needed.

An hour later, I was high on my rickety ladder, struggling with the last unwieldy piece, when the rain started really coming down. Then the wind suddenly got crazy, and it started raining sideways.

Bill came out again and shouted over the gusts. “You need help, Anne?”

“I’m okay—this is the last one,” I called.

“I hope Gimme Shellter gets blown out to sea,” he yelled.

Gimme Shellter belonged to my other neighbor, Topher, a software executive from Oklahoma City who’d just planted enormous, spot-lit palm trees all around his brand-new McMansion so it looked like a mini Las Vegas casino. The only good thing to say about Topher was that he was rarely home.

“Worse things could happen,” I called back.

The rain stung my face as I wrestled the last window covering into place, banging the wood into tension clips mounted to the window frame. Then I stumbled inside, exhausted and soaking wet.

Maybe I’d been wrong, thinking this was going to be exciting.

Through the tiny glass pane in the front door I could see green sheet lightning flashing over the Atlantic. The clouds had gotten lower, like they were trying to press down against the earth and squash it. The big fronds of Topher’s date palms were being ripped off and sent pinwheeling through the air.

Half an hour later, the water was white with foam and surging up the beach toward my house. Would it crest the small dune, the only thing between me and the open ocean?

The rain was torrential now, and debris flew high into the sky. A trash can someone had forgotten to tie down shot down the beach like a bullet.

It looked as if the wind were trying to tear the world to pieces.

I turned on the TV, but before I’d even found the right station, the power went out.

Like Bill said, things will be fine, they just won’t be fun, I reminded myself.

I didn’t have a battery-operated radio, so I didn’t know that the storm had changed course.

Or that it had gotten bigger and was headed right toward me.

Outside, the wind roared like a freight train. I crawled under the kitchen table, which was shaking right along with the house. How dumb I’d been: I’d thought I’d be drinking a glass of wine on my couch, and here I was, cowering on the rattling floor.

After what felt like forever I got up, my knees weak with fear. Wanting better shelter, I threw every pillow I owned into my bathtub and grabbed my laptop and phone. Something—a tree limb, another trash can, I don’t know—crashed into the side of my house. There was another bang as something smaller hit my deck.

I was too scared to look at the ocean again.

I was just about to climb into the bathtub and cover myself with the pillows when the sound of the wind grew quieter.

The rain stopped abruptly.

I stood up again. I crept toward the front door. I paused, and then I opened it.

Looking up at the sky, I could see huge walls of clouds on every side, brilliant white in the sunlight. The air was warm and wet. Only the ocean still surged, just a few feet from the dune.

For a minute, I thought it was over. That I was safe.

But as everyone knows, hurricanes have eyes. And the wind comes back—maybe even stronger.

And pretty soon, it came, flinging needles of sand into my face before I ran back inside.

If I said that hurricane had the same name as the woman my husband left me for— Claire—you might not believe me. But it’s true.

And if I thought that in losing him, I had lost enough—well, that wouldn’t turn out to be true at all.

An hour later, I watched Bill’s shed fly away like the farmhouse in The Wizard of Oz. Through the tiny window in my front door I watched as waves as big as my house crashed ashore only yards away.

My house creaked and shook, trying to stand its ground against the wind. The rain was relentless. Horizontal.

I ran back to my bathroom and shut the door. I crawled into the bathtub and pulled the pillows over me. The wind was screaming banshees. I swear I saw the walls moving, pushing in and out as if they were breathing.

Then something huge smashed into my house, and the whole world seemed to shake. The shrieking wind was even louder now. And was that the sound of rain falling right outside the bathroom door? Falling inside my house?

The door rattled but held. I burrowed down under pillows and prayed to anyone who would listen, Don’t let me die. Don’t let me die.

Water—waves or rain—slid under the bathroom door. The wind sounded like a thousand people screaming.

I screamed, too.


Chapter 2

I THOUGHT I’D be swept out to sea in the middle of the night. But I woke on dry land, curled up in my bathtub.

The walls around me still stood, and for a moment I was sure that I’d escaped the storm unscathed. But when I crawled from the tub and stepped into the hallway, I saw the extent of the destruction. My house wasn’t a house anymore—it looked like a pile of debris with a bathroom.

Topher’s biggest palm tree, the one that had cost him $15,000, had fallen onto the back half of my cottage and demolished it.

I sank down to my knees. I would have thrown up, but there was nothing in my stomach.

It wasn’t just losing the house, the sweet little cottage I’d just painted a cheerful yellow. It was my darkroom, now crushed under that ridiculous tree. My passion—and my livelihood.

I was probably the only photographer in the southeastern United States who didn’t use a digital camera. I processed the negatives and printed the photos myself—steps that were as much a part of the art as taking the original picture.

Needless to say, I’d uploaded exactly nothing to the cloud.

Which meant I had exactly nothing left of my portfolio.

I was too gutted to cry.

“Annie, Annie, are you okay?” Bill called. He stood below the ruined edge of my house with a ladder. “Come down this way,” he urged.

Numb, my body vibrating with shock, I climbed down and looked around me. There was a creek running down the street behind my house, and in it bobbed tree branches, a baby stroller, and a laundry basket. At first I thought my car was gone, too, but then I spotted it twenty-five yards north of where I’d parked her, partially submerged in a giant puddle.

Topher’s garage roof was gone. Most of Bill’s siding had been ripped off, and his deck, like mine, had been swept away.

But it looked like I’d been hit hardest.

“You said everything would be fine,” I cried.

Bill’s normally stern face seemed to crumple. “I said probably,” he reminded me. “Anne, I’m so sorry.”

For the first time in over a year, I ached for my ex-husband. I’d ignore Patrick Quinn’s wandering eye forever if he’d only come back and help me deal with this mess. And if sometimes, at night, he’d still hold me close.

Bill reached out and roughly patted me on the shoulder. I felt like someone had scooped out my insides, and I had to turn away. I couldn’t even bear to look at what else was lost.

And so, wearing ratty sweats and a pair of waders, I headed north toward town.

The beach was covered in trash and the air smelled rank, but the birds were back, pecking around in the wreckage.

The sun came out as I walked, and then, as if by magic, the air filled with butterflies.

My mother would have told me there was a message in this—something about beauty after a storm—but she’d been dead almost twenty years now. And I wouldn’t have believed her anyway.


Chapter 3

BARNACLE BILL’S DINER looked like it had been hit hard, too, but then again it had looked that way before the hurricane. That was one of the reasons only locals went there. Despite its faded, decrepit exterior, inside it was bright and clean, and almost everyone I knew was tucked into the red vinyl booths, sharing stories about the storm.

When I staggered in, though, the room went quiet. It was clear to everyone that my night had not gone well.

Lorelei and Sam, my best island friends, rushed over. “Are you okay? Was it bad? Tell us what happened,” they cried.

I collapsed into a booth.

“Sustenance on its way, stat,” Lorelei said. She was a nurse, a marvel of efficiency.

Phil, son of the original Barnacle Bill, brought me three powdered-sugar donuts and a chocolate cruller. I stuffed half of the latter into my mouth at once. If now wasn’t a time to stress-eat, I didn’t know what was.

“Power’s still off, so Mary made coffee on the grill out back,” Phil said, handing me a napkin.

I looked up at them gratefully as Mary poured me a cup.

“All you need’s a big lobster pot, bottled water, and about two pounds of beans,” she explained.

I took a single sip. Then I burst into tears.

Sam slid over to my side of the bench and put her arm around me. “The roof of my store got peeled back,” she said. “It looks like the lid of a dang tuna can. What happened to you, baby?”

I waved my hands in the air helplessly. I couldn’t speak.

“Phil, make this woman a Bloody Mary,” Lorelei called.

“Make that three,” Sam added.

“You know I don’t have a liquor license, Lo,” Phil said.

Lorelei lifted one carefully penciled eyebrow at him. “I also know you have vodka stashed underneath the counter, so why don’t you be a pal and bring it out.”

Phil grinned and pulled out the bottle. No one could say no to Lorelei—not even a former heavyweight boxer who still weighed upwards of 220 pounds.

“Is the Piping Plover going to be okay?” I managed to ask Sam.

“The roof’s fine on the west side,” she said. “I can run the shop out of half the space if I need to. But we’re at the end of tourist season anyway. How many LIFE’S A BEACH shirts am I going to sell?”

Lorelei said, “We got a little flooded, but everything’s fine. What happened to you, Anne?”

I waited until our Bloody Marys were delivered and I took a sip. Maybe it was the state of shock I was in, but I felt lightheaded almost immediately. “I basically have half of a house left,” I said.

“Which half?” Lorelei asked immediately.

“The darkroom’s gone.”

They both gasped. “Oh, Annie,” Sam said.

I tried to shrug. Tried to sound … undevastated. Was that even a word? I told them what had happened, and then I attempted a brave smile. “I never cooked much, so the kitchen can go.”

“That’s the glass half full,” Sam said.

“And … maybe I need to take a break from wedding and pet photography.”

“But you do more than that,” Lorelei protested. “You were going to have that show—”

I interrupted her. “Just because the gallerist said he liked my photos doesn’t mean he was going to give me a solo show. Anyway, brides and dogs paid the mortgage. Not my art photography.” I put my face in my hands.

“We’ll help you get back on your feet,” Lorelei said gently. “Everything’s going to be okay. Seriously. Someday this’ll be just another story you’ll tell.”

“Everybody has a storm story,” Sam added. “Do you have any idea how many times my dad told about the time he went fishing during Tropical Storm Charlie, got swept off his boat, and spent twenty-nine hours in the ocean, clinging to a cooler? When the Coast Guard finally rescued him, the first thing he did was open that cooler, crack a Budweiser, and ask those heroes if they had any chips.”

“He dined out on that story for years,” Lorelei said, rolling her eyes.

I laughed, despite myself. “I guess some people just know what they want,” I said. “I wish my problems felt so simple.”

“Well what do you truly need, hon, besides a new roof over your head and a bit of insurance money?” Lorelei asked.

I thought for a moment. I’d come here to make a fresh start after my divorce—and I had. But it took only one single night to wipe it all out. “I think I need to get away for a little while,” I said.

Lorelei frowned. “Anne,” she said, “you need to stay and deal.”

I shook my head. “I’ll put Bill in charge. He’s dealt with hurricane damage before.”

“You can’t just leave your house half wrecked,” Sam said.

But why not? I certainly couldn’t live in it. And the more they tried to persuade me that it was crucial I stick around, the more certain I was that I’d be leaving in the morning.

“My couch is your couch,” Sam was saying. “And Lorelei’s got a spare bedroom.”

“You guys really are the best,” I said.

“So you’ll stay?”

I smiled again, and this time I felt what might have been a tiny sliver of hope. “I’ve got other plans,” I said.


Chapter 4

ALL RIGHT, SO calling them “plans” was something of a stretch. I’d decided to go visit my brother in Roanoke, but after that? I didn’t know. I figured I’d see where the winds took me. I’d just hope they wouldn’t be gale force, because I’d had enough of those.

By some miracle, my car—a formerly gorgeous vintage Mercedes I’d named Beatrice, now salt-streaked and rusted—still ran.

I quickly loaded it with things I’d need for the trip: inland clothes (no flip-flops, no baggy beach dresses), a few slightly soggy books I’d been meaning to read, and my laptop and phone. Though it wasn’t particularly practical, I took my spider plant from its place on the windowsill and set it on the front seat. I’d had it since I was a freshman in college, and it seemed cruel to leave it behind. It was the closest thing I had to a pet.

“I guess you’ll be riding shotgun,” I said, and then I laughed a little crazily because I was talking to a plant.

I grabbed a red coral cameo that had belonged to my mother, and a little jar of fossilized sharks’ teeth that I’d found on my beach. I’d moved around a lot since college—from New York City to Long Island, and then to Boston, then Raleigh—but this tiny little North Carolina island was the first place that had felt like home.

While I gathered my things, I tried to keep my eyes fixed on the intact part of my house. But right before I was ready to go, I let myself creep toward the remains of the darkroom, which I’d built myself. The shelves were broken, the enlarger crushed, and the bottles of developer and stabilizer spilled onto the ruined floor.

The question was: If that was gone, what, really, was worth saving?

When I went back outside, Bill was standing in the driveway with three cans of motor oil, a first-aid kit, and a tuna sandwich from Zell’s Café. “Thought you could use these,” he said.

I took them gratefully. “You’re sure you don’t mind?” I said. “Overseeing the … whatever?” I gestured toward the house. Whether it’d be patched back up or torn down entirely was an open question, and the insurance company was in charge of the answer.

“Course not,” he said. “What else do I have to do? Can’t run the charters when the tourists aren’t here.”

I reached out and pulled him to me in a hard hug. He was surprised, obviously, but eventually he sort of hugged me back.

“You be careful,” he said.

“I will,” I promised.

“Maybe you want to take this,” he said. And then he handed me my beloved Nikon, its lens missing and its body gritty with sand. “I found it underneath my house.”

I took the camera from him gently, as if it were alive but gravely wounded.

“Thank you,” I said. “For everything.”

And then I got in my car and drove away.


Chapter 5

I HADN’T SEEN my brother, Ben, in three years—not since our dad’s funeral. But after only five hours of driving, there I was, standing on his front porch, wondering why I hadn’t made the trip sooner.

When I knocked, the door flew open and a giant Labrador came barreling out, nearly knocking me back down the steps. Ben stood in the hall, grinning and shaking his head. “Sorry about Stanley,” he said. “He’s sweet, but he’s crazier than a squirrel on speed.”

The dog was now racing around the yard in ecstatic circles. “No kidding,” I said laughing and stepped inside.

I followed Ben into his cozy kitchen and sat down at the same pinewood table we’d eaten dinner around when we were kids. He brought us each a beer.

“It’s so good to see you,” we said simultaneously. Then, quick as we could, “JinxyouowemeaCoke.”

Ben clinked my glass with his. “Cheers, big sis,” he said. And then, “I’m really sorry about … Claire.”

“Both of them, right?” I asked wryly. Until I could make those two disasters into a good story, they could at least be a punch line.

“You know you can stay here for a while if you want,” he said.

“I know—thank you. But I’m going to do some traveling.”

Then I explained what I’d realized on the drive up: After Patrick left, I’d moved to Topsail Island and basically gone into hiding. Even before that, I’d lost touch with a lot of people—which was a problem. “Take Karen Landey,” I said. “She was my best friend for sixteen years, and now I see her only on Instagram. So sure, I know what she ate for dinner last night—but I haven’t met her baby.”

“Um, didn’t she have that baby five years ago?” Ben asked.

“My point exactly,” I cried. “It’s time to go see a few old friends.”

Ben nodded thoughtfully. “Have you mentioned that to them?”

“Not yet,” I admitted. “But cut me some slack, I only figured it out an hour ago. I’ll write Karen tonight.”

He laughed. “It’s a great idea. Take pictures, okay?”

My shoulders immediately slumped.

Without saying anything, Ben got up and walked down the hall, and when he returned he set two boxes in front of me. “It’s a Nikon D5300 DSLR with a portable photo printer. I bought them for you last Christmas—”

“Oh no!” I interrupted, horrified. “That was when I told you I’d rather cut off an arm than go digital. I’m so sorry! I had no idea!”

Ben shrugged. “No big deal. But maybe you can use this stuff now.” Then he snorted. “Annie, stop looking at it like it’s going to bite you.”

“I’m not—It’s just …”

“It’s like giving a girl who’s only ever ridden a donkey the keys to a Ferrari?” he asked.

I laughed. “I’m going to try not to take that as an insult. And thank you. I’ll … I’ll try these out. Really, I will.”

He got up again. “You hungry? I made spaghetti. Homemade sauce, noodles, everything.”

“Considering I’m barely past opening cans of SpaghettiOs, that sounds amazing.”

The dinner was even better than I expected: San Marzanos in a buttery sauce over hand-cut tagliatelle, and a kale Caesar so good it nearly brought tears to my eyes. I was helping myself to round two when Ben caught sight of the coral cameo, hanging on a thin gold chain around my neck.

“Where’d you get that?” he asked.

“It was Mom’s,” I said. “Isn’t it beautiful? Dad gave it to her.”

Ben held out his hand and I put the necklace into his big palm. He turned the cameo over and back.

“What?” I asked. “You have a funny look on your face.”

“Dad might have given it to her. But he didn’t buy it for her.”

I set my fork down. “What do you mean?”

“He bought it for Kathy Pasters. But Mom found it in his sock drawer, and she assumed it was for her,” Ben said.

“Excuse me?”

Ben looked at me in surprise. “You really didn’t know? Dad and Kit were a thing for a while.”

I couldn’t believe it. I had no idea what to say. “Mom and Dad, Kit and Joe—they all used to play euchre together,” I cried.

“Yeah, and Dad and Kit were playing footsie under the table.” He ripped a piece of garlic bread in two. “Everybody has secrets, Annie,” he said. “You were just probably too busy messing around with your camera to notice what Dad’s was.”

Suddenly I felt confused and sad. Was I really so blind? This new story of my parents’ marriage wasn’t the one I wanted to be true.

“But I think, in the end, they were happy,” Ben added, as if he could read my mind. “I really do.”

Okay, maybe, I thought—because I wanted him to be right. But how did their marriage survive an affair when mine went belly-up?

The world was full of mysteries.

I wondered if Patrick Quinn could help me solve that particular one. Had we made the right choice? Were we, in the end, happy—apart?

Ben hoisted steaming strands of spaghetti with a pair of silver tongs that also used to belong to our parents. “Thirds?” he asked.

I shook my head. “No thanks.” I wasn’t hungry anymore. I was busy calculating how long it would take to get to my ex-husband’s house.


Chapter 6

A BETTER PERSON might have warned him—I know. But this wasn’t going to be an emotional ambush. As the saying goes, I came in peace.

I called Patrick from the historic main drag of Ellicott City, an affluent town just outside of Baltimore. “I’m across the street from a place called Renard—is that French for fox? Duck? I forget. Anyway, would you like to meet me there for dinner?” I asked.

“Anne? Wow—uh, hi,” Patrick stammered. He’d never been the world’s most articulate person. “Yes. I mean, of course. It’s … really good to hear your voice.”

“I’ll see you in twenty,” I said, exhibiting a firmness I never had in our marriage.

I ordered a bottle of sparkling wine while I waited at a window table, watching people pass by outside. A little girl stopped and waved to me, and I waved back, noting her darling smile and her obviously DIY haircut.

I wondered if her mother had committed that crime against her bangs or if that pixie had sneaked into the bathroom with a pair of scissors. Probably there was a funny story about it.

As a photographer, I’d spent so much time focusing (no pun intended) on people’s looks: on the way a bride squinted in direct sunlight or how a groom’s boutonnière complemented his bowtie.

But what if I started really paying attention to people’s words?

It had begun to seem like everybody
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