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      For my thirtieth birthday, I got myself a house on Story Island, and a dog. The second one was an accident.

      Story was both the best of islands and the worst of islands for the predicament I was in. The thing was, it wasn’t much of a hotspot. Oh, we got our day trippers in the summer, same as anyone else with a beach. But they didn’t tend to stay long. Your average North Carolina vacationer preferred places like Nags Head or Wrightsville, places you could drive to and drive on. Places with spas and mini golf and bars. Story Island didn’t have any of those things. It didn’t even have a hotel, just one bed-and-breakfast with a grand total of nine rooms.

      There were a tad over a thousand homes on the island, and less than half of those were occupied by year-round residents. The rest were second homes for summer beachgoers and winter snowbirds. Posh beachgoers and snowbirds. Much too rich and classy to make vacation rentals of the palaces they called beach houses.

      The part-timers liked to consider themselves locals, but the true locals knew better. We were pretty much there to serve them: town employees, shop owners, contractors, people who did whatever it was that people did to take care of boats. (For a girl who grew up on an island, I had an appalling lack of interest in or experience with boats. I owed that to an accident when I was six that nearly saw me drowned.)

      And it wasn’t just that the island was small. It was also inconvenient. Accessible only by ferry, and only emergency and service vehicles permitted. The rest of us made do with golf carts and bicycles and the occasional electric scooter. Nobody minded, most of the time. But it could get troublesome if you needed something like, say for example, a moving truck.

      So you can see how the island didn’t get the kind of traffic the other barrier islands got—making it a great place to run home to if you were wanting to hide.

      Which was exactly what I wanted, thanks to no-good muck-wallowing Kingsley Mather.

      But it was a little less great to actually move to. You probably think moving is painful, but friend I am here to tell you, you do not know pain until you’ve moved all your worldly goods to an island that doesn’t allow cars.

      All this by way of saying, I bought my new house furnished and as-was, to minimize the amount of stuff I had to bring with me. Hold on to that little fun fact, you’ll need it shortly.

      Like virtually all of the true locals’ homes, the house was inland. But it was creekside, which made me a little bit swanky, and gave me lovely views from the study and master bedroom. Not that I’d seen the views for myself yet.

      I arrived fresh from the closing at a lawyer’s office in Trueport, and up until I drove up in my brand new golf cart (which my deeply organized mother, bless her, had left for me at the ferry landing), I’d only seen pictures. When I was a teenager I’d known, vaguely, that the Deerings lived here. But I’d never thought so much about the Deerings that I would remember anything about their house.

      The houses were bigger here than they were on the south side of Paper Creek, where I’d grown up and where my parents still lived. Probably too big, considering I only needed one of the four bedrooms, but I’d come into enough money to splurge on a lifelong dream: a place of my own. It would be my first. I’d gone straight from my college dorm to Kingsley’s condo.

      Now that I was finally free and alone, I was almost giddy with the possibilities. If I wanted to eat ice cream straight out of the carton, so be it. Ditto if I wanted to eat it all in one sitting. Nobody was going to make a federal case out of spots on the bathroom mirror. I would not be required to have anybody’s dinner on the table, on time and not a minute later. I could put the towels and the rubber spatulas and the hand sanitizer anywhere I wanted.

      I hopped out of my cart and drew strength from the smell of the salt air, so long absent from my life that I’d nearly forgotten its mystical powers. My house sat on a wooded lot of cedar and red bay, and was a pleasant, buttery yellow. A sweeping front porch spanned its full length, with another deck above it on the second floor. The black shutters looked traditional, but they were functional aluminum, meant to withstand a hurricane. The place was sturdy and spacious and everything I longed for.

      And as I mentioned, furnished, right down to the old-fashioned rocking chairs on the porch. I tapped one of them as I passed, setting it creaking. But I hesitated at the front door, overcome by an awful premonition that my key, handed to me such a short time ago, wouldn’t fit the lock. That this was some sort of trick. Kingsley might pop out from behind the holly bush at any second, laughing, asking how gullible and stupid I was, to think he would really just set me free like that.

      Not that he wanted me. But he wasn’t crazy about the idea of me living happily ever after, either.

      It was okay. It was all going to be fine. The key fit.

      And as I turned it and walked inside, I heard a bark.

      You’ll have to forgive me for saying bark. That was, at the time, what I thought it was. I’d never had a hound before, and did not yet understand that beagles do not bark, but bay.

      The barking-but-really-baying beagle in question came charging toward me from somewhere at the back of the house, too long nails scrabbling against the hardwood, and embarked on what I could only assume was an attempt to climb my legs. He looked small for his breed. Whether that was because he was young and not yet grown, or because it was just how he was, I couldn’t tell.

      “What the … why are you here?” I asked him.

      The beagle wouldn’t say. On the contrary, he immediately quieted and sat, looking up at me expectantly.

      I put my hands on my hips. “Don’t you give me that look, it’s not my job to know.”

      He tilted his head to one side, skeptical, like he wasn’t sure I was right about that.

      Well, it must be somebody’s job. I set my purse on the side table in the foyer, dropped my keys into the blue glass bowl that I supposed I would be dropping them into every time I came in from now on, and took out my phone.

      I didn’t know the Deerings’ realtor personally, but I knew he was the only realtor who actually lived and had his office on Story Island, which would make him easy to find. I was pretty sure I wasn’t meant to find him, that technically I wasn’t supposed to talk to the sellers’ realtor. But this was sort of an emergency, depending on how far into the sunset the Deerings had ridden by now. I hesitated only long enough to look up his number.

      He answered right away. “Grant Caravita.”

      “Mr. Caravita, hi, it’s Eliza Crumb.”

      “Who?”

      Of course that would mean nothing to him. He was new (or newish) since I’d lived here last. He would only know me by the other name. I squeezed my eyes closed and forced it out. “Sorry, Elizabeth Mather. I just closed on 42 Bronte this morning.”

      “Oh. Right. If you have a problem, I’m not really the one to call.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry to bother you, but I really need a number for one of the Deerings. And before you say that’s inappropriate, I know that too. But this is a special circumstance. They’ve somehow managed to forget their dog.”

      “Mrs. Mather.” His voice was dripping with disapproval, but I suddenly found I didn’t much care. He wasn’t to know it, but Mrs. Mather did tend to put me on edge.

      “You might could call them yourself,” I said, sliding back into Southernspeak so easily that I barely noted the transition. “But you’d need to do it right away, the sooner the b⁠—”

      “Mrs. Mather.”

      Twice. And so snotty the second time. I’ll allow that I got a bit snappish. “What?”

      “You purchased that property as is. It says so right in your contract. Surely your realtor explained what that meant?”

      I huffed. “Yes, of course, but that’s for the furniture that was itemized in the agreement, and, like, when I find out next week that the water heater can’t actually heat water for jack-all. It doesn’t apply to people.”

      “Dogs aren’t people.”

      I did not like Grant Caravita. “Of course they are, but that’s not the point. The point is that I did not purchase a dog.”

      “Apparently you did.”

      He was seriously going with this? “But … that’s ridiculous.”

      I looked down at the beagle, who was still sitting, still tilting his head from side to side, apparently trying to decipher his fate. He was awfully cute. And for sure a person.

      “Did you do a final walkthrough before the closing?” Grant wanted to know.

      “No. I couldn’t even get to the island until the closing was done, I got to Trueport last night too late for the last ferry.”

      “Okay, well, if you signed everything without looking first, then I don’t know what to tell you. I’m afraid your lack of diligence isn’t my problem.”

      “My lack of …” I huffed again, still looking at Mr. Beagle. “What, like this is some kind of trick, and I stupidly walked into their trap? You can’t be suggesting they left this poor boy behind on purpose. Who would do that?”

      Grant sighed, extra heavily so as to be sure, I guessed, that I would hear it. When he spoke again, it was in the tone you’d use on your sixth round of explaining a thing to someone very slow. “Since you’re asking me to speculate, I’ll mention that Fred Deering likes to hunt. You’re right up against the woods, you know, on that side of the island.”

      “Yes, I know the island, I grew up here. As you’re probably aware, or should be, that’s a protected maritime forest you’re talking about. Hunting isn’t allowed.”

      “All the more reason Fred wouldn’t want a rabbit dog. Especially if the dog showed no talent for rabbiting.”

      I started to sputter and protest such casual cruelty, but Grant had no use for my opinion on the matter. “Listen, sweetheart⁠—”

      Oh no, you can just knock that all the way off.

      “Sweetheart?” I interrupted, kicking my voice up an octave. “Are you asking me on a date?”

      “What? No.”

      “Well I don’t know, Grant, we don’t even know each other.”

      “No. That’s not what I meant.”

      I kept my tone confused, and a little flustered. “But … you called me sweetheart. I just don’t … I mean, I’m flattered, of course. But I’m not sure it’s appropriate to⁠—”

      “Okay. Mrs. Mather, you’re welcome to get a lawyer, but⁠—”

      “Oh, I don’t think it needs to go that far. I’m sure your intentions were pure.”

      “What?” Grant made a noise somewhere between a groan and a sigh. I’d fully exasperated him. Good. “No, not because of me. Because of the dog. Look, bottom line, dogs are treated as personal property in North Carolina. And as of this morning, all the property on that property has become your property.”

      What a load of nonsense. They couldn’t just leave anything they wanted in the house and make it my responsibility. Suppose instead of a dog it had been a few bags of heroin, or a pile of plutonium?

      But I stopped short of saying so, struck with the realization that if I was going to argue, it ought to be either for or against something, and I ought to know what the something was. What was my goal here, exactly? To force Fred Deering to take his dog back? To send this poor little guy off with the kind of monster who would leave him behind in the first place?

      Of course not.

      “Okay,” I said, “I think we’re getting a little ahead of ourselves. I just want to know what’s going on. I’d appreciate it if you’d just call Fred and confirm that he’s abandoned his dog. I wouldn’t want him turning up accusing me of stealing any property he didn’t intend to leave behind.”

      I heard a snicker. It was definitely a snicker. Grant Caravita had just snickered at me. “Yeah, I’ll do that. Your number’s in my call history now, if Fred wants the dog back, I’ll be in touch.”

      He ended the call without so much as a goodbye.

      “Fine,” I said to my phone. The phone didn’t respond.

      “Fine,” I said to the beagle. He thumped his tail.

      I sat down on my new hardwood floor, and the beagle immediately climbed into my lap. “They want to play the everything-in-the-house-is-yours game?” I scratched his velvety ears. “Because I can play that game all day long.”

      He licked my chin. Which I took to mean I had a dog.

      “Fine,” I said, mostly to myself this time. “And a very happy birthday to me.”
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      I called my Trueport realtor, who assured me that she had done a final walkthrough yesterday afternoon. The Deerings had still been in residence, packing up the few things they were bringing on the ferry with them. It hadn’t occurred to her to double check that their dog would be one of those things.

      It wouldn’t have occurred to me, either. What kind of low-life did a person have to be to leave him like that, without so much as a single bite of kibble? His dishes were in a little nook by the pantry, but they were empty, even the water one. The pantry was equally empty, apart from a paper lunch bag glued to one of the shelves with what seemed to be spilled honey. I’d have to scrub that right away, lest I get a new army of ant pets to go with my new beagle.

      But I decided my first order of business—after giving the poor guy a drink—was to stop calling the beagle the beagle. While I searched the house for more dog things, he followed me around, sniffing everything as if he’d never been there before, either. Besides the dishes, I (we) found a leash and harness, and some ear wipes in a chest of drawers by the kitchen door. At least they’d kept his ears clean. No blanket or bed, and nothing with his name on it.

      “All right, then.” I knelt on the floor to scratch his head, and got more kisses in return. “Since you’re the first person I met when I entered my new wonderland, I hereby dub thee Mr. Tumnus. How about that?”

      Mr. Tumnus smacked my leg with his paw, which was probably just a request for a treat, but which I took to be agreement. Especially since I didn’t have any treats.

      That brought me to my next problem. I had a few hours before the movers were due to arrive by barge with the rest of my things, and suggested we make use of that time to get some supplies, with food being the top priority. We rather than me, because I didn’t want to leave Tumnus alone. The poor guy might think he’d been abandoned again.

      “I need to pop in to see my parents anyway,” I told him. “What do you say we do that first, and maybe I can leave you with them while I hit the market?”

      Tumnus was backing this idea too, and wagged enthusiastically as I buckled him into his harness. We were getting along famously already.

      “How are you in a golf cart?” I asked him.

      He was, in fact, a Very Good Boy in a cart, and sat calmly beside me on the way into town. He only bayed once, when we passed Maureen Spicer and her three spaniels. I thought that was perfectly reasonable, considering how outnumbered he was, but Maureen didn’t seem to agree. She scowled at us and didn’t return my wave.

      Story Island was not named after anything to do with stories, but rather, as the legend went, a pirate by the name of Bartholomew Story. (The Carolina coast was big for pirates, once upon a time.) But that never stopped us from leaning into the book theme. The island had been popular as a sort of creatives’ colony for a handful of famous and semi-famous (and several more not-even-a-little-famous) Southern writers in the twenties and thirties. A couple of their houses had been preserved as popular tourist stops. And some of the fancier beach homes were still owned by bestselling authors and wealthy film directors looking to nurture their imaginations in solitude and quiet.

      Bard Street, which was the main street through town, was also home to no less than four bookstores. That was about three and a half more than you’d expect an island that size to be able to support, but each had its own niche, so as to avoid stepping on the others, and they all stayed busy enough. My family’s specialized in children’s books.

      At the time I parked my cart in front of it and ushered Mr. Tumnus out, I hadn’t set foot in The Seven Ravens for three years. And that had only been for a couple of hours, a quick in-and-out at Christmastime, mostly because King thought it made for some sweet photos for his social media. For the vast majority of our marriage, my parents came to us up north, while I slowly became a stranger to my home.

      Thanks, no-good muck-wallowing Kingsley Mather.

      Thanks, my own lack of spine.

      And just where had my spine gone, anyway? For no clear reason, as I hesitated in front of the shop door, I remembered that my mother used to call me Sass Pot. I hadn’t thought of that term of, let’s just call it endearment, in years. It certainly hadn’t fit me in years.

      But it had fit me once. I had been sassy. You might even say a little too sassy, for a nice Southern girl.

      Once.

      I guessed no-good muck-wallowing Kingsley Mather had sucked that spine right on out of me. Right around the time he’d broken my spirit.

      But I’d gotten sassy today, when I was talking to Grant Caravita, hadn’t I? Yes, I definitely had. Maybe the sass was in the air here, like the salt. Maybe I could take it back in, and cure all that ailed me.

      Maybe I could become myself again.

      I pulled open the door, and the familiar—yet nearly forgotten—chime of the bell felt almost magical, ushering that lost Eliza back to Narnia, back to Hogwarts, back to Oz. Back home.

      It was no accident that I felt that way. With its cozy chairs, whimsical displays, and bright wall murals, The Seven Ravens was basically a trap for kids, holding them enchanted until their parents threw down some money to free them. But there was a deep sincerity to it, too, that came from my father’s firm conviction that books were confections for the soul, and that every child deserved such treats. On the wall opposite the front door, on a set of shelves painted robin’s egg blue, was a tempting display of more literal treats: caramels and toffees handmade by my mother.

      My father looked thoroughly in his element here, as he bore more than a passing resemblance to a giant Santa. He grabbed me in his beefy arms the second the door closed behind me. I dropped Tumnus’s leash to save the poor dog being lifted off the floor and whipped around, as the man I still mostly called Daddy spun me in a circle and wished me a happy birthday.

      “Sylvia!” he called, angling his head toward the back room, so as not to burst my eardrum. “Sylvia, Eliza’s here!”

      Mama emerged with her usual high energy—efficient rather than urgent. She gave me a dry kiss on the cheek, then stepped back with that appraising, mildly disappointed look that was her default expression. It was unintentional, I knew. She would have been shocked and mortified to hear that anybody perceived her as in any way negative.

      No gushing hellos were expected from my Mama, and none came. The first thing she said was, “Well, I suppose we can plump you up.”

      Which was rich, coming from her. The woman was thin as a rail and twice as stiff. “Nice to see you too, Mama.”

      She ignored the sarcasm. “Growing your hair out will take longer, though.”

      I brushed my fingers against the back of my pixie cut, which I’d had for a good two years running now. “What makes you think I want to grow it out?”

      “I always assumed it was Kingsley’s doing.”

      “Kingsley hated it, actually. But voters loved it, so he got over it. One of the Hartford news sites said I look like ‘young Winona Ryder’ with this hair. I was very flattered, when I looked up what young Winona Ryder looked like.”

      Mama pursed her lips. “They weren’t trying to flatter you. They were talking about that movie where she plays a crazy girl. Is that what you want people to see you as, a crazy girl?”

      There were so many objectionable things packed into that comment, I decided I preferred leaving it behind altogether to trying to untangle them. I looked down at my father, who was already on the floor with Tumnus, and announced that the latter was my new dog.

      “What?” Daddy looked up at me, face contorted as his brows struggled to decide whether to raise in question or lower in disapproval. “You never sent us any pictures!”

      “No, when I say he’s my new dog, I mean my brand new dog.” I told them about finding Tumnus at the house, and about my conversation with Grant Caravita.

      “Fred Deering is a useless man,” Mama said. This was no trifling judgment. For her, useless was about the worst thing a person could be. “But you’d better get that dog to a vet, and get him chipped as soon as you can. Just in case Fred ever changes his mind. It’ll help if there’s a record of you being his owner. Does he have a name?”

      “I couldn’t find that he had one already, so I’ve been calling him Mr. Tumnus.”

      Both my parents expressed their approval, and so the motion was passed: he was Mr. Tumnus, and he was mine. I thought he’d fit into my new life just fine.

      Or my intended new life; I hadn’t actually started living it yet. There were probably a lot of places I could’ve gone to hide from press and pointing fingers in the wake of my unfortunately public divorce. I had my reasons for choosing to run home. Good old-fashioned homesickness was probably at the top of that list.

      Not far behind it was the fact that my parents weren’t getting any younger. They were both in their sixties, and while neither was showing any signs of slowing down, some slowdown seemed inevitable. They knew that as well as I did. The Seven Ravens had been in Crumb hands since the seventies, and none of us had any desire for that to change. I’d come home in part to help out at the shop, and eventually take it over, when the time came that they didn’t want to run it anymore.

      I saw no reason that Mr. Tumnus should interfere with these plans. The kids would love him. He could hang out at the shop as easily as he could at my house. We’d put a little bed beside the fireplace in the story-time nook.

      That was all a nice dream, but for the moment, it occurred to me that my idea of leaving him there while I got groceries had a flaw: I’d only known Tumnus for an hour. Though I’d as yet had no evidence to the contrary, I didn’t know if he was house trained. The kids would not love pee.

      So I gave my parents a parting hug, and confirmed that yes, they were definitely welcome to bring a birthday cake to my new house later, when their evening help came in. But my exit was disrupted by the sound of the bell behind me, and the arrival of Ginger Young.

      “Hey, can you guys text me when she—” she was saying as she walked in, but she stopped both walking and talking when she saw me.

      Another thing with Story, most of the kids were homeschooled. Getting up early enough to take a ferry to a bus stop wasn’t exactly an appealing prospect, and the majority preferred to study together at whichever house had an available adult to supervise and guide them. The ferry rides were for sports leagues and standardized tests.

      So technically, having rarely set foot in an actual high school, I couldn’t say Ginger was my best friend from high school. But she was basically my best friend from high school. She didn’t look like she’d aged a day since then. She was as put together and well dressed (you might even say overdressed, and people often did) as ever, with her sleek pencil skirt and fully made-up face. Since she was not in fact a ginger, how her Korean mother and Black father had arrived at her name had always been a mystery.

      I hadn’t talked to her in years. Eight of them, probably—since my wedding. I felt awkward in that way you do when you’ve lost touch with somebody, and don’t know whose fault it is. But strongly suspect that it’s yours.

      It turned out fine. She gave me her lopsided smile, and I knew I really was home. “Eliza Crumb.”

      I grinned. “Ginger Young.”

      “That’s Ginger Redknap.”

      I gaped at her. “You married Darren Redknap?”

      “Don’t sound so surprised. You’d have seen me marry him yourself, if you’d returned my messages four years ago.”

      So definitely my fault, then. I cleared my throat. “Yeah. Well. King wasn’t … we didn’t …”

      I trailed off. What could I say? What excuse could I possibly give? No-good muck-wallowing Kingsley had done a bang-up job of replacing my family and friends with his family and friends—and I’d done a bang-up job of letting him do it. It wasn’t like I hadn’t been there the whole time. Right there, right at his side, perfecting my transition into a doormat.

      “You’ve got my name right, though,” I said finally, to fill the silence. “I’m Crumb again.”

      Ginger rolled her eyes. “You think anybody here doesn’t know that?”

      Right. You know what this conversation needed? A different conversation. “When did you move back to the island?” I asked. I knew she hadn’t been here the whole time; last I’d heard, she’d gotten a job in Northern Virginia. But that was eight years ago, after college graduation.

      “Just a few months ago, when Darren finished his residency. But listen, speaking of moving back to the island. And of you being Crumb again …” Ginger exchanged a look with my mother that I didn’t understand.

      But I did understand that my topic change was a flop. I accepted the inevitable. “Yeah?”

      Ginger was still looking at Mama when she answered. “Penelope’s talking about it. That’s what I dropped by to tell you.”

      “Penelope?” I didn’t remember anyone by that name. I looked from Ginger to my mother. “Penelope who?”

      Mama’s mouth had flattened into a straight line. She put her hand on my shoulder and gave me a gentle push toward the door. “Dennis,” she said to my father, “we’re taking a coffee break. Elizabeth, you can bring the dog. You’ll need the emotional support.”
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