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			To grandparents and grandchildren everywhere.

		

	
		

		
			IT IS THE MARRIAGE OF THE SOUL 
WITH NATURE THAT MAKES THE INTELLECT FRUITFUL, 
AND GIVES BIRTH TO THE IMAGINATION

			−Henry DavidThoreau
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			One

			Blueberry fields, dark with rain, were on both sides of the sandy, washed-out road. Salt marshes gave way to stands of pine. An eagle’s nest perched on a telephone pole. A boxy church spire rose above the little harbor, where fishing boats streamed home at the end of the day. A cluster of homes and an old sardine cannery straddled the cobbled shore.

			Whitneyport, Maine, was a fishing village and not much more. But to me, Ellie Andrews, it was so much more. In my twelve-going-on-thirteen years, I had only been a summer visitor. But Gram’s home on the edge of the sea was my home, too.

			I took off my headphones and rubbed my tender ears. I had worn them since Bangor because my parents were having another disagreement. They talked in code so I wouldn’t know what they were saying, but I knew. I put my head back and looked out the car window. Thank goodness we were almost there.

			We had left home that April morning and traveled northbound in the rain, cars and trucks swooshing past on the dark, shiny highway, our windshield wipers working overtime—thuuump-fwap, thuuump-fwap, thuuump-fwap—a constant beat that kept time with the hum of the road. We had made several stops at brightly lit rest areas with dozens of people milling about and pizza that tasted like cardboard. With three suitcases in the back and various pieces of luggage, there wasn’t much room for me. Finally, we were there. We came around the corner of the gray-shingled barn, where Gram’s green yard opened on a wide view of the bay. Too-early blossoms from her gnarly old crabapple trees lay strewn in the grass, matted by the wind and the rain. In the gray light, I could just make out the breakers on Seal Rock, and hear their distant, thunderous roar.

			Last summer, I had paddled out to see the seals. At low tide, they were lying on humps of golden seaweed, fur glistening and tails uplifted to keep them dry. Mothers and pups had given me curious looks before sliding into the water with a splash. Now, they were hiding under the mantle of the sea.

			The wind brought the damp smells of salt and sea wrack from the shore. My raincoat flapped open as I tugged on my suitcase and brought it to the house. The row of horse chestnut trees in the front yard swayed to and fro, making my wooden swing pitch at wild angles.

			I climbed the stone steps and saw the door knocker of two otters kissing. When you lifted the head of one otter and brought it back down, he kissed the other one. My father turned his key in the lock and pushed on the door.

			The dim hallway, with its jackets and boots, looked the same—but it wasn’t the same.

			There was no Gram. No Gram hastily wiping her hands on her floury apron to enfold me in her dimpled arms and warm, soft front. No Gram with the crinkliest of blue eyes and the most lilting of voices—“Ellie! My chickadee, where have you been?” And no Bibi, her toy poodle, jumping and yapping.

			My father swung open the rear hatch of the Audi. They were taking out all the stuff they had brought with them, setting suitcases and tubs and garbage bags full of clothing on the wet ground. Suddenly, they were standing apart from one another, and their voices didn’t sound cheerful at all.

			“You bring me to the far reaches of Maine, and you expect me to be happy?” Mary grabbed a few things from the back seat and slammed the door.

			Dan didn’t answer. His hands were plunged deep in the pockets of his raincoat. His shoulders sagged, and he looked as tired as the old trench coat he had on. Mary’s back was to me. She waved her arms and shook her head vigorously. Droplets of rainwater streamed from her dark brown hair.

			I’m not sure how it happened, but I had always called them by their first names. My parents were both professionals. My father was a marine mammal biologist in New Haven, Connecticut, where we live, and a teacher at the university. Sometimes he would take time away from teaching to do his research.

			Mary was a journalist. She wrote feature articles for a magazine in New York City. Her closets were full of clothes, and she was always having parties by the pool with fancy flowers and food brought in a van, served by people who wore crisp, white uniforms. Dan had asked her to come to Maine since she did most of her writing at home, anyway, instead of at her office. But I knew my mother. She belonged to the city.

			I turned away and went into the kitchen. The red-and-white curtains were still at the window over the farmhouse sink, where Gram’s sponge, scrubber, and dish soap sat in a little basket. The table was overlaid with a faded plastic tablecloth, and everything was quiet—except for the slight rattle of a windowpane.

			From the rafters hung the dried bunches of herbs I had helped to gather last summer. The Franklin stove, where stews had simmered and fires had roared from within, was dark and cold. Bibi’s bed and bowls were tucked behind it. A hint of the charred wood and the mustiness of an old house mingled in the air.

			I saw Gram pulling a pan of biscuits from the oven. Big, round, golden biscuits, made just for me, because I loved them. In her hands were the colorful, uneven hot mats I had woven for her on my little loom. They dangled on a hook behind the stove.

			Gram had been so pleased. “Oh, Ellie, they’re lovely!” Her white hair was swept into a bun, and the loose strands, falling across her cheeks, were as soft as angels’ wings.

			A piercing sweetness came over me. Maybe she was just out in the woodshed, gathering logs for the wood stove. She would come in with a bundle, set them down with a clatter, and open the circular cover with her stout iron lever. The sparks would fly out as she pushed the logs into the stove, and the fire would cast a warm glow on her face. Or maybe she was in the garden, pulling up the overwintered parsnips. Or maybe she had gone to the store in her little blue car and would be back any minute. Bibi’s white head would be out the window with her pink tongue lolling, and she would yap nonstop as soon as she saw me.

			Then I remembered. There was no car. My parents didn’t let me see the picture of Gram’s car in the newspaper.

			My parents walked back and forth, dumping boxes on the table and thumping up the stairs with their heavy suitcases. They passed each other in the hallway with their mouths shut in a hard line.

			I shivered. Gram’s house was cold.

			Dan came into the kitchen with a small cardboard box of my favorite stuffed animals. The corners of his eyes wrinkled up as he held it out.

			“Ellie, why don’t you take these up to your room?” A tall man, he bent over and kissed me on the forehead. I felt the awful sweetness again, but didn’t cry.

			I trudged upstairs, set the box of animals on the high mahogany bed, and switched on the overhead light. My bed had been made up with the pink chenille bedspread that I loved so much. I felt the soft ridges of the spread under my fingertips.

			On the bedside table sat a child’s tea set. I picked up a cup and saucer, marveling at their fragile lightness. I traced the delicate roses and pale green leaves and pretended to sip tea. The tea set had belonged to Gram when she was a little girl. Her grandfather, the captain of a coastal schooner and the builder of this house, had given it to her mother when she was a child. It had come all the way from the port of Charleston, South Carolina, in a crate packed with straw. And now it belonged to me.

			Henrietta sat in her old-fashioned wicker stroller. Her arms were held out stiffly, and her lips were parted in a vague smile. I had always been afraid of her. Her bold eyelids fluttered open whenever you picked her up, and her glassy expression never changed.

			Beside her was a tan-colored teddy bear. His golden fur was in patches, but what remained was silky and soft. He was coming apart at the seams and had only one eye—a button from an old coat. I picked him up and laid his head on my shoulder, like a baby.

			

			“I’m here, Edgar,” I whispered.

			The bookshelf under the eave was filled to the brim. Some of the books had musty old covers and pages that were getting crumbly and brown. When the Heart Beats Young by James Whitcomb Riley, the poems of Robert Louis Stevenson, the Narnia books, The Jungle Book, and Gram’s collection of Nancy Drew were all there.

			Still holding Edgar, I opened the cover of Goodnight Moon and saw my father’s name scrawled in childish lettering.

			My parents’ voices came through the iron grate in the floor, as short and sharp as the paring knives in Gram’s kitchen.

			I hunted for my favorite poem, “The Swing,” by Robert Louis Stevenson. Gram had sung it to me when I was a small child, when she pushed me in my swing under the horse chestnut tree. The five horse chestnuts were stately and old, and I loved to collect the shiny brown “nuts” that popped out of their spiny green casings in the summer. I pretended that they were magical fruit for the herd of miniature horses that lived under the trees. I heard Gram’s high, clear—but a little bit shaky—voice singing to me:

			How do you like to go up in a swing,

			Up in the air so blue?

			Oh, I do think it the pleasantest thing

			Ever a child can do!

			Up in the air and over the wall,

			Till I can see so wide,

			Rivers and trees and cattle and all

			Over the countryside—

			Till I look down on the garden green,

			Down on the roof so brown—

			Up in the air I go flying again,

			Up in the air and down!

			My father’s face appeared at the door. He looked like a crushed soda can. He cleared his throat and leaned on the door frame. When he spoke, his voice was low and gravelly.

			“Ellie, we’re having supper at Rosemary’s Diner. How about you wash your hands, and we’ll head into town?”

			I jumped off the bed, put the book back in its place on the shelf, and arranged my stuffed animals along the headboard, placing Edgar in the middle. I was halfway downstairs when I remembered the musical bunny in my suitcase and ran back to get him.

			My tan-and-white bunny, with the shiny wind-up key in the middle of his back, had been a gift from Gram. We had all gone to church that sunny morning in Connecticut a little over a year ago. Gram had cooked a ham dinner and organized an egg hunt in the backyard.

			In the car, my parents were working hard to sound cheerful. They told me how much fun I would have at the village school. Dan and I would stay here while Mary returned to her job in the city. I didn’t know what to say or do, so I put my headphones back on and hugged my musical bunny.
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			Two

			In the morning, my room was filled with silence and light. Through the gauzy curtains, the water was a deep blue. It was the color of my mother’s sapphire ring and blanketed in whitecaps, all moving swiftly in the same direction. A string of wash in the neighbor’s yard, already on the line, snapped and billowed in the breeze.

			I smelled coffee and went downstairs to where my parents were sitting at the kitchen table, talking. My mother’s coat and leather purse were on top of her suitcase, ready to go in the car she had rented last night for her drive back to Connecticut. They asked me politely how I had slept and poured me a bowl of cereal while they told me about Mary’s plans.

			“Ellie,” my mother said, but stopped. Her smile was thin. There was the tiniest wrinkle in the middle of her smooth forehead.

			“When will I see you again?” I asked.

			Her face brightened, and she reached across the table to give my hand a little squeeze.

			“How about in August, for your birthday? We’ll have a pool party, and you can invite all of your friends! Maybe see a show?” She smiled and nodded, wanting my approval.

			“Sure,” I said, without much enthusiasm.

			I stared at my bowl. It seemed odd, my mother asking me to come for a visit. Wasn’t it my home, too?

			After we had said our goodbyes, my father said he had to go into town. It was Easter Sunday, but he was meeting with the college students who would be helping him with the seal project during the summer.

			“Do you want to come, Ellie?” He shrugged on his leather jacket, grabbing the furry collar and dropping the shoulders into place, and zipped it up.

			I shook my head. “No, thanks. I’d rather go exploring.”

			“All right.” He turned around once or twice, searching for his wallet and keys, which he found on the counter. He stuffed them into his pockets and grabbed the open briefcase that was sitting on a chair, overflowing with papers and books.

			“There’s bread and milk in the fridge, and peanut butter and fluff in the cupboard. I’ll be back by two.” He stood in the open doorway and winked. “No getting lost, Ellie. I’ll get us some local cell service in the morning.”

			“Okay,” I said, returning the wink.

			I heard his feet on the steps, his car engine starting, and the crunch of tires in the driveway.

			Then it was quiet.

			I wandered into the sitting room and stood en pointe in front of the antique mirror over the mantelpiece. The room was reflected in the wavy glass, which was tarnished with age and flecked with streaks of gold. The furniture was old and scuffed, but comfortable. Hooked rugs were scattered about. Gram had especially loved hooked rugs and had even made a few herself. The sunny walls were lined with bookshelves of caramel-colored, knotty pine, stuffed with old magazines, books, and newspapers. In one corner was her roll-top writing desk with a green glass desk lamp. Her calico eyeglasses case rested on top.

			She had been a teacher and a writer. I don’t know which came first. She was devoted to her students, and writing came naturally to her. She had a weekly column in Whitneyport’s small-town newspaper, The Rising Tide. But she didn’t write about famous people or extraordinary things, like Mary did. She wrote about the things that interested her or were dear to her—ordinary things, like the purple finches at her bird feeder, or someone she remembered from the past, or her delight in finding a long-lost recipe in a cookbook she had gleaned at a yard sale.

			But Gram had opinions. Oh, yes, indeed, she did. They got her into trouble sometimes. Whenever she got upset about the way things were going, which was often, she’d write letters to the editor of The Rising Tide—and other newspapers—blasting the views of the columnists, politicians, and anyone who didn’t see it her way. Words were very important to Gram.

			Staring into the mirror, I poked a few strands of my blonde hair back into my skimpy braids. No way was I a beauty like Mary. My ears stuck out like they were ready to catch the wind, and the overbite wasn’t doing me any favors—braces were coming soon. I smiled—an impish, crooked smile, like my teeth, but not unpleasant.

			In the kitchen, I spread the peanut butter and fluff on the bread and made two fluffernutters, then looked inside the drawers for some sandwich bags to put them in. I ran upstairs, found my pale blue spring jacket buried in my suitcase, tied a red bandana over my head, and went outside.

			Sliding open the heavy door of the barn, I was greeted with the musty, warm smell of aged wood, worn with time and use. The stall boxes were rounded and smooth, chewed by the animals who had lived there. My grandfather, whom I had never known, had kept draft horses. I heard them snorting, the jingle of their harnesses as they tossed their heads, and the sound of their heavy hooves on the planks.

			My eyes adjusted to the dark. Except for a lawn mower, a set of tires, some gardening tools, and a hose, the place was empty.

			Then I saw it: Gram’s bicycle, leaning against a stall. I ran my hands over the angles of the bike and rubbed a spot clean. The paint was crackly black, with a fine gold trim, a lady’s English bike. A quick squeeze of the tires indicated both were flat. Darn, I thought. I wished I could ride it because it had a lovely basket in front where I could put my things. Backing out of the barn and turning the wooden latch, I shut the door behind me.

			I pulled on my new backpack. Inside was a sweater, the sandwiches, some potato chips, and a can of soda. Earlier that morning, I had found the backpack in my bureau drawer. It was pale pink, like the roses in Gram’s garden. Inside was Home for a Bunny, a large picture book with beautiful illustrations. I sat on the edge of the bed and turned the pages, filled with delight. But the ache in my chest came back.

			At the end of the driveway, I surveyed the road. Should I go left or right?

			Left led to a swamp and some run-down houses that weren’t very appealing. But I remembered a mossy, deeply wooded area that seemed intriguing. Dan’s voice echoed in my head—“Don’t get lost.” I decided not to explore the woods just yet.

			I chose right, the way to Starbuck’s Cove.

			From the woods came the fluting of a wood thrush. I remembered the black-and-white male bobolink we had seen in the hayfield last May. We had gone for a walk and spotted him perched on a low bush. He sang and fluttered on ahead, leading us away from his nests in the grass. Gram had said that he had more than one mate, a sure sign of a good habitat. Bobolinks travel all the way to Argentina in the fall and return to Maine in the spring to breed. Would I see him again this year?

			I stopped at a crumbling cement bridge. The tide was out, but a deep tide pool stretched between the rocks on both sides. Two seagulls circled overhead. I looked up, shading my eyes from the sun. Their breasts gleamed white, and their wings stretched out gracefully against the backdrop of the sky. They turned, pivoting like dancers on a stage, and flapped their wings once or twice, barely moving to stay aloft.

			One of the birds muttered. Then again. A bead of drool glistened at the tip of his yellow beak. He opened wide, and out came a shrill gully-gully-gully cry. Flapping backward, he hovered for a moment before swishing his wings and dropping toward the water. He splashed the surface and came up with a fish.

			“Well done!” I heard myself saying.

			A little farther down the road, I passed a house trailer. A mailbox sat crookedly on a stump. It was slightly bashed in, with its lid hanging open. The name GETCHELL was painted on the side in rusty red brushstrokes, with extra dollops of paint. Crocuses bloomed around the base of the stump, a bright spot of color in the dusty yard. Green wire-framed lobster traps were stacked in the driveway, four deep and six high. A pile of pot buoys sat nearby, waiting to be painted. A disheveled shack stood back from the road. It doesn’t smell too grand, I thought. What could possibly be in there?

			Across the road was a little yellow house with
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