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1962

eleanor

She sits in the breakfast nook and watches the rain. It falls with purpose, as if it has a consciousness, as if it intends to eradicate the earth, layer by layer. The front lawn is hard to make out in the downpour, but Eleanor can already see that the topsoil has been churned into mud. Her flowers bend sideways, petals yanked off by the storm. By afternoon only the thorny rose stems will remain.

“A little rough out there,” Hob says, sliding into the nook, across the table from her.

Eleanor loves Sunday mornings, but particularly rainy ones like this. It’s why Hob built the nook for her last year, one of the few things he’d crafted for her during their marriage that was truly useful. He had made other attempts with less success: the rotating spice rack that wouldn’t rotate; the bookshelves in the den, which were lovely but intimidatingly large and which remain embarrassingly empty. The nook, however, gives Eleanor a sense of place. It isn’t much to look at, merely a slim table jutting from the wall, flanked by short benches just wide enough for a single person on each side. At first Eleanor thought it presumptuous that Hob had made two benches—she was possessive of her mornings, of the quiet before her day became a thing owned by her five-year-old daughter—but Hob rarely joined her, somehow understanding that he wasn’t building a table for their little family but a one-person submersible, a vessel for a woman who would happily sink to the bottom of the ocean and reside there, alone, for the rest of her days, content with the view.

Eleanor watches the rain fall outside and agrees. “Indeed.”

“Rougher than usual,” Hob adds. He sips his tea with the faintest slurp.

Eleanor cringes, just a bit, but Hob notices.

“Sorry,” he says. “Habit.”

She knows. It’s what he says each time. She searches immediately for something to say next. If she doesn’t, he’ll take her silence as an invitation to explain the habit, and he’ll tell her again of his years during the Korean War, the food he’d developed a fondness for (though he knew he shouldn’t have), the customs he’d observed and, in some cases, unconsciously adopted, such as the practice of slurping audibly to indicate one’s pleasure or appreciation for a dish.

“Do you think it will clear?” she asks, cupping her tea in her hands to warm them. Her fingers are reedy and slim and envelop the mug. Her mother had wished her to play the piano, citing her fingers as the sole reason, but Eleanor had never felt music in her bones. She had tried, for a time, to please her mother. No—she had tried for years to please her mother. But after a few weeks of plinks and clanks on the old upright piano in the hallway, Eleanor had admitted defeat. Her mother had left the keys exposed, the wooden cover open, for the rest of her life, the dust gathering on the ivory a sort of tribute to her disappointment in Eleanor. Years later, when her mother had died unexpectedly, she came home to find Hob sitting proudly in their own living room, tinkering with the piano.

Even in death, Eleanor wasn’t free of her mother’s criticisms.

“News report says three days of this. Maybe we should stay in this afternoon,” Hob adds.

Almost hopefully, Eleanor notices.

She shakes her head. “No,” she says. “We don’t—”

“We don’t stay in,” Hob says, completing her familiar sentiment. “I know.”

She lifts her tea but stops short of drinking it. She can feel her shoulders drawing tight, the way they do when an attack comes on. She flexes her fingers, her knuckles crackling like wax paper.

It had been such a nice morning.

“Ellie,” Hob says, but already she can barely hear him. He’s gentle, attuned to the signs. “Ellie, look at me, please.”

He repeats himself three times before Eleanor finds the strength to lift her eyes. She meets his only for a moment, then looks away. She wasn’t always this way. It isn’t that she worries Hob will grow tired of these small breakdowns, or of her, and take Agnes and leave Eleanor to her unhappiness; it’s that she doesn’t like the protective instinct that her attacks bring out in him. His voice changes, his eyes soften, and he takes her hand and cradles it, as if he could somehow save her …

“We don’t stay in,” Hob repeats.

She nods and takes a deep breath, her first in a long moment. It comes in a gasp, and her tears spill over with the force of it. Embarrassed, Eleanor turns away from her husband, willing herself to evaporate.

“Ellie,” Hob whispers. He takes her cup of tea, puts it aside, and slides his hands over her own. They are warm and unyielding, as if his skin sheathes bones of iron. His thumbs find the soft skin between her own thumbs and index fingers, and he rubs lightly, waiting for her to relax in his grasp.

He has, of course, tried to convince her to see someone. Eleanor did, once, and Hob had offered to join her. She’d refused, but she sat in the doctor’s leathery office, aware of Hob’s presence in the waiting room beyond the oak door. Of course he wouldn’t press his ear to that door and eavesdrop. If their positions were reversed, she would have, however, and what would she have heard Hob say to this doctor, this stranger?

“Shortness of breath?” the doctor had asked her. “Muscle tension? Mental distraction?”

She looked down at her hands and nodded. Yes, to each of those things. Hearing them described so simply should have robbed them of their power, she thought; they were only words. But instead, she felt as if she should defend them. No, she should say. It’s so much more. They’re so much bigger than just those words.

“Can you describe what you’re feeling? Not medically,” the doctor clarified. “Just … tell me as if you’re telling a child. Close your eyes. What do you feel when it happens?”

What had she answered? She couldn’t remember. And would it have mattered what she said to a man who did not, could not, have possibly understood what she felt?

Sunday afternoons were everything to Eleanor. Without them, she thought she might die.

Hob strokes her hands now, reminding her to breathe, and she does, taking the air in until she stabilizes. He says again, “We don’t stay in,” and it has the desired effect. She gives all her attention to her breathing now; each long, slow, outward breath restores her just a little more. She feels a flush of shame, as she always does, and takes her hands away from him. She doesn’t want to look at him, but she does, and he is staring kindly, warmly back at her.

Eleanor pushes the tears away with the heels of her palms, as if they’re evidence of a crime she is embarrassed to have committed. She glances at her husband again, wondering at this man who loves her so, who so patiently endures her ridiculousness.

“I’m sorry,” she says. Her voice is thick and hardly sounds like her own. “I’m sorry, it’s—”

“Hush,” Hob says. “You’ve nothing to apologize for.”

This man, she thinks. She finds him handsome, almost impossibly, ruggedly so, and she feels a fresh rise of guilt at her own appearance. She’s put on weight in the last few months—not enough to change how he looks at her, not yet, but enough that she feels it. She feels larger on the outside than on the inside, as if her body is trying to permanently fasten her to the earth. She wonders now and again if Hob understands why they don’t sleep together as much as they once did. Instead, she makes excuses to stay up late, and sometimes he wakes her, having crept downstairs to find her tucked into a ball on the sofa, awash in the light of the television’s off-the-air program card, the national anthem warbling quietly in the dark.

“I bet you wish you knew how to fix me,” Eleanor says. It’s supposed to be a joke, but Hob looks offended.

“I adore you,” he insists.

She starts to tell him that she loves him, but from the doorway comes the sound of small feet. Hob lights up and turns and beams at the little girl standing there, dark hair in need of a brush, too-large nightgown floating around her like a halo. She crosses the kitchen and clambers up onto the bench beside her mother, just small enough to squeeze in.

“Sit on your father’s side, Agnes,” Eleanor says. “Please.”

Agnes protests but falls quiet when she sees her mother’s face. She slides down from the bench, then climbs up onto the opposite one. Hob bundles her into his arms.

“Breakfast, Ags?” Hob says. “What would the little lady like?”

“Cinnamon toast!” Agnes says, patting her palms on the tabletop.

“Oh, Hob, I’ll take care of it,” Eleanor says, but he shakes his head and waves her off—as Eleanor knew he would—and goes to the bread box and the stuck-fast spice rack and stands there, assembling his daughter’s breakfast, turned away from them both. The three of them settle back into Hob’s stage play, everybody back on script, a family happily gathered together in the cozy, bright kitchen while the storm rumbles outside.

Eleanor wishes she were out there.

“Mama,” Agnes says, tapping on the table with her little fingers. “I’ve made up my mind. I’m going swimming with you today.”

“Oh? And what about that?” Eleanor asks, pointing at the rain. “And stop drumming on the table.”

“Oh,” Agnes says, crestfallen. Then she brightens. “Well, I’ll just swim under the water instead.”

“There you go,” Hob says over his shoulder. “It’s all just water.”

“It’s all just water, all just water,” Agnes repeats, singing the words. “But, really, I want to come!”

“I know you do,” Eleanor says. “Tell you what: Maybe we’ll go to the city pool after. It’s indoors, out of the storm. Maybe Marjorie will be there. What do you say?”

“No, no, no,” Agnes says. “The ocean!”

“No,” Eleanor says. “And don’t ask again.”

Agnes’s smile fades, and her eyes glisten darkly.

“Ocean’s too dangerous for little girls,” Hob says, turning to show Agnes a plate with three slices of bread prepared for toasting. “How’s this?”

Agnes inspects the buttered bread and the fine layer of cinnamon and sugar sprinkled on top. She points at one of the slices. “This one is sad,” she says. “It only has a little cinnamon.”

Eleanor watches Hob swirl back to the kitchen. With a flourish he dashes more cinnamon onto the impoverished piece of bread, and then Agnes leaps up to help him arrange the slices on the baking pan and slide it under the broiler.

Eleanor watches Agnes, a tiny knot of energy beside Hob. One day, of course, in Agnes’s future, Hob and Eleanor will be gone. Hob, the gentle giant of a man who taught her how to navigate the world with confidence, who was always a source of strength, a wellspring of love: That’s almost certainly how Agnes will remember her father.

How will Agnes remember Eleanor?

She thinks about this for a moment, but the rain is a messenger with news of the sea. Eleanor closes her eyes and imagines she is there.

DESPITE THE STEADY rain, the ocean is warmer in the early afternoon. This is a relative term; warmer does not mean that the water is warm, only a few degrees less cold than it is in the morning. Eleanor stands in the shallows, impatient to begin, wearing the thermal wet suit that Hob ordered for her. She always feels restricted in the suit, at least until she’s submerged and it begins to flex with her movements.

Each Sunday afternoon, at two o’clock, Eleanor and Hob drive down to the shore. The Pacific spreads wide and gray before them like a rippling, dark parachute. Behind them, their little town of Anchor Bend goes about its own routines. The first wave of fishing trawlers returns at this time, chugging into port a few miles up the coast, trailing inky belches of oily black smoke. The fishing lanes are crowded, and the patchwork sound of collision horns becomes nearly constant.

It is Eleanor’s favorite time of the week. Hob leaves Agnes at Marjorie’s house and accompanies Eleanor for her afternoon swim, rain or shine. It’s the only day he’s free from work, and he’s always been uncomfortable with the idea of Eleanor swimming alone.

Hob says, “Hold up a second, there,” as if Eleanor is about to plunge into the sea without him. She looks over her shoulder, shielding her eyes from the glare of the bright gray sky, and watches him cross the gravelly beach to the pier. He is fully dressed and carries a waterproof duffel bag, inside which are Eleanor’s clothes and a short stack of fat, fluffy towels. Hob’s boots echo on the short pier, heavy and hollow. She loves the sound, although she privately wishes he would permit her to swim alone, even just now and then.

Eleanor crouches and inspects the water at her feet. It’s clearer than usual, even with the rain dancing on the surface. She watches a tiny crab pick its way over the pebbles, its delicate shell wobbling upon its back. It passes her toes, almost touching her, and then moves along into deeper water.

Eleanor flexes her toes, digging deeply into the cool sand beneath the layer of smooth stones. She’s ready to go.

“Come on now, Hob,” she calls.

“All right, already,” comes his faint reply.

She squints and watches as he pulls at the lashes that keep the old rowboat moored to the dock. It isn’t their boat, but it’s been there for as long as either of them can remember. It belongs to the town now, which means that sometimes when the two of them come to the beach, the boat isn’t there, and on those days Hob cancels the afternoon swim altogether. She argues with him, but he’s resolute: Without the boat, he can’t be there to assist her, and to Hob, that’s a risk too great to accept. “I won’t have Aggie grow up without her mother,” he said to Eleanor in the beginning, after watching her battle her way back to shore against an unexpectedly strong undertow.

She had begged him to buy a small boat, then, so that Sunday afternoons at the beach weren’t at the mercy of some community-use vessel. He’d refused that as well, explaining that it wasn’t practical to buy a boat that would only be used once a week. Or maybe he thought she might abscond with it and drift away forever, contentedly lost at sea.

“Come on!” she shouts again.

But he’s got it now. He throws the duffel down into the boat, then steps aboard himself. By the time he settles in and grips the oars, Eleanor is already away, fifty yards offshore, stroking hard against the current.

IN HER YOUNGER days, Eleanor was a competitive swimmer. As the star member of the high school swim team, she set district and state records in freestyle events. She’d attended Oregon State on an athletic scholarship, where her coach talked about entering her in an Olympics qualifying event, but Eleanor never made it that far. At nineteen, she had already met and fallen in love with Hob, despite their nearly twenty-year age difference. She began to miss practices, then swim meets. She married Hob between freshman and sophomore year, and then Agnes arrived, a slow and steady swell that began small and built into a wave that crashed over Eleanor’s academic career.

For a time, Eleanor hardly noticed what she had lost. Hob was charming and older and wise. He had cheered at her events and even liked to come to her practices. He would sit high in the bleachers and watch as she carved through the pool, the water collapsing into her wake. Afterward he would take her to dinner, and then they would go to his place—a real house, not a dorm. That first year was almost magical.

When Agnes was born, Eleanor transformed before Hob’s eyes, from just a girl herself into a mother. Her body changed, responding well to the pregnancy and the early months of breast-feeding and healing. For Hob, nothing could be better. Eleanor knew that he was the happiest he would ever be, the conquering soldier returned home, finally able to build a family from such promising raw materials.

Eleanor didn’t feel the water’s quiet tug again until Agnes was nearly two. By then, Eleanor had given up her own dreams and settled contentedly into this new chapter of her life. Agnes was a lovely child. She picked up words quickly. She furrowed her brow like a small, grumpy old man, reducing Eleanor and Hob to laughter. Theirs was a happy home, and Eleanor was proud to be a better mother than her own.

One evening they went to Hob’s sister’s house for dinner and returned along the winding, dark Highway 101, high along the coastal cliffs. The sea sparkled under a fat moon, and Eleanor fell into a trance as the waves rolled lazily below. Lying in bed that night, Agnes finally snoring softly in the corner crib, Eleanor nudged Hob and said, “I want to swim again.”

The college pool had been closed for repairs, the municipal pool was stuffed with children and teenagers, and Hob had been ready to throw in the towel when Eleanor suggested Splinter Beach. He resisted at first, muttering about sharks and frigid water and such, but Eleanor pooh-poohed all these excuses. That day, Hob stood on the shore, watching, as Eleanor swam parallel to the land, reveling in the slow suck of the tide at her belly, the taste of salt upon her lips. This was swimming. The sea took her in like a surrogate parent.

Hob thought that she should return to competition. “You’re only twenty-three,” he said after taking her home that day. “Twenty-three isn’t too old for the Olympics. You could still try.”

“I’m not sure,” Eleanor said. “It was nice just to be in the water. And I’ve lost years of training already. Nobody’s going to remember me. They’re all years ahead of me now. They’ve been swimming and winning medals while—” She had stopped short of finishing her thought: while I’ve been mashing up bananas for a two-year-old.

But Hob persisted, and one afternoon they left Agnes with Marjorie and drove to Oregon State. Eleanor met with her former coach, who echoed her own arguments: “Motherhood weakens a woman,” he said to her. “It isn’t the woman’s fault. Women have babies, and the world moves on without them. It’s a shame, too, Els. You were really good.”

“She can do it,” Hob said. He’d been so committed to the idea that Eleanor tried—for his sake—to make a go of it. She swam at a local event, in a fifty-meter freestyle, and placed dead last. Hob encouraged her not to give up—“It’s just your first event back, you’ll get back into the swing of it”—but Eleanor had already had enough. The battle wasn’t in her blood anymore.

The sea was.

Driving back from that swim meet, Hob said, “Summer Games are two years away. You can practice hard, but that’s too soon. So—what? You train for the next one, in sixty-eight. Yeah?”

“I’ll be almost thirty,” Eleanor said. “Nobody medals at thirty, Hob.”

“So you’re too old to swim,” Hob said. “Are you too old to dive?”

ELEANOR LEANS INTO each stroke. The waves diminish as she puts distance between herself and the mainland. She can’t hear the horns bellowing in the port lanes anymore. The sound of the waves in her ears is too close, too loud. She loves the sound. It’s almost a part of her, her momentum stripping molecules of water from the ocean. The water clings to her skin. Her arms break the surface. She turns her head, sucks in a breath, drops her face into the sea again.

Hob rows a safe distance away, giving the oars a long, lazy pull now and then, matching Eleanor’s pace.

He loves her. She knows that he’s different. She can’t think of a single man in her life who ever demonstrated an interest in a woman’s dreams. In her cooking, yes. In her figure, of course. But what man would insert himself into a woman’s heart and embrace the things that moved her most deeply? Hob is unique, and she supposes this is why she loves him, even if the dreams he took an interest in were dreams she’d already given up.

But here, in the ocean, the water sluicing over her face, the briny tang of the sea filling her nose, she imagines what it might be like to return to a distant time, to the days before she met Hob. Knowing what she knows now—knowing his love and the sparkle of her daughter’s eyes—would Eleanor make the same decisions? Would she allow herself to fall in love?

As she swims, she glances in Hob’s direction. He’s a good man: quiet and patient and gentle.

She dives beneath the surface for a few strokes, kicking to a depth at which she knows she cannot be seen from above. And only there, where the light begins to dim and the warmer surface water turns abruptly cold, does she permit herself to answer the question.

ELEANOR IS NOT a natural diver. She learned this early, standing atop the island cliff for the first time. The fifty-foot drop was significantly higher than any competitive diving platform. The island, called Huffnagle, was, on all sides but one, a disaster zone, its shallows a minefield of broken rock. But if a girl was to go ashore, and if she was to discover the gnarled path that led to the top of the island, she might find that the side of the island that faced the Pacific horizon also overlooked a deep blue cove mostly free of skull-shattering rocks.

That first day, Hob had rowed the little boat into the cove and drawn close to the cliff, where he waited, craning his neck to see her high above. It had taken her forever to gather her courage and actually dive, and when she did, her dive was formless, like a crumpled origami pattern. Despite weeks of practice on the high boards at the municipal pool, she had hit the water like a child pushed down a flight of stairs.

“You were never a gymnast,” her coach had cautioned when Eleanor told him that Hob was encouraging her to explore diving. “Swimmers don’t make good divers. Gymnasts and ballerinas, surprisingly enough, do. And you have a swimmer’s build, Eleanor. Do not get your hopes up. Please.”

Now, a full season later, her dives are fluid, clean. Hob believes she has promise, but she knows she will never be a competitive diver. She is good out here, on the cliff, but in a regulation pool, with professionally trained athletes vaulting from the limber boards, she would be outmatched. So while Hob encourages her, praising her form and her grace, Eleanor simply learns to enjoy the sensation of flight, that moment of weightlessness before gravity snatches her out of the sky. After each dive, she swims around the island to the beach, then goes ashore, climbs the path, and repeats the routine. On a good afternoon, when it isn’t too cold, when the water isn’t too hard, she might dive a dozen times.

But on a great afternoon, she lingers in the water between dives, swimming the long way around the island. On those days she might dive four times, maybe as many as six, which is never enough for Hob but is more than enough for her.

SHE EVENTUALLY TOLD Hob that he had to stop hoping, that she would never be a competitive diver. To his credit, he adjusted his expectations and stopped trying to coax greatness from her. “We don’t have to go to the island anymore at all,” he said. “You can just swim.” So, most times, that’s what they did. But on other days, Eleanor herself suggested they go out to Huffnagle again, and she would dive a time or two, just to relive those fleeting moments when she almost floated above the entire world, untouchable.

Instead of commenting on Eleanor’s form, Hob just waits in the boat, reading a book or his newspaper, like a parent waiting patiently for his child to wear herself out on the playground equipment. He has found the right spot to hover in the boat, where the slow ocean swells keep him pinned to the cliff wall. He can turn his pages without worrying that he’ll drift away.

This day the rain has made reading difficult, so Hob sits beneath his umbrella, watching Eleanor’s dives more carefully than usual. Her first dive is graceful—maybe the best yet. But he doesn’t say so; he just watches her swim back to the beach. If he is honest, he might admit to himself that he prefers this to coaching her: huddling in the boat in his raincoat, enjoying the damp smell of the cliff beside him, watching the occasional fish break the surface. A quarter mile out, seven or eight seagulls bob on the water, unconcerned about the rain.

Eleanor dives again, then smiles at him before swimming around the rocks. It usually takes about seven or eight minutes for her to go ashore and reach the top of the cliff, so this time, when more than ten minutes go by, he tilts his head back and looks up at the cliff. She isn’t there. He calls her name, and she answers—but her voice is smaller than it should be.

Hob grabs the oars and begins to row.


1963

eleanor

Eleanor sits in the breakfast nook and watches the rain fall. The tree that Hob and Agnes planted two summers ago bends sideways with the wind. Even from here Eleanor can see the earth around its base beginning to pucker. If the storm gets much worse, the tree won’t survive.

She can hear the rain lashing the house with each gust of wind. Up above, the attic moans like a Coke bottle as the wind whistles through the rafters.

“No swimming today,” Eleanor says aloud.

She’s surprised to have spoken the words but more surprised that they crossed her mind at all. She and Hob haven’t gone to the ocean since the accident, which was minor enough. A misstep on the island path, a twisted ankle. Normally that sort of thing would have kept her out of the water for a couple of days, no more.

But Eleanor had turned up pregnant again. And that, according to her doctor, made swimming in the ocean a no-no.

“And no throwing yourself off cliffs, either,” he advised upon learning why Eleanor was at Huffnagle in the first place. “I’m surprised you’re still pregnant, to be quite honest. That kind of pounding can terminate a pregnancy in a heartbeat.”

Hob had babbled on the way home about having a son, but Eleanor barely heard him.

Pregnant.

Again.

Sometimes Eleanor swore her life was being written by someone else’s hand. Certainly it wasn’t Eleanor’s. Maybe Hob’s. Maybe Agnes’s, even—she’d asked not six weeks earlier for a little brother or sister.

“And we can call her Patricia,” Agnes had pronounced. “Or Patrick!”

Eleanor sips her tea now and sighs. She does this an awful lot now, the air pushed worriedly out of her lungs by the weight of her thoughts. Dark, awful, guilty thoughts. A few nights before, she dreamed about a man who had bothered her at the grocery store. He had been holding a clipboard and a pen, and instinctively she had tried to step past him. He’d said, “I’ll see you on the way out,” and let her pass, and she had forgotten about him. But he was there when she finished shopping, and this time as she tried to slide by, he said, “Vote for Eleanor,” and she stopped.

“Excuse me?”

“Eleanor,” the man repeated. “The town is voting on her issue.”

“What issue?” Eleanor asked.

“It’s simple,” the man said, folding back one of the pages on the clipboard and holding it up for her to see. There were two big words on the page: Yes and No. Below each word was a list of names, some scrawled illegibly, some in neat cursive. “Either Eleanor can start over, or Eleanor can stay in prison.”

“Prison?”

“Right,” the man said without explaining further.

“But—but I’m Eleanor.”

“Oh!” the man said. “Well, then, you definitely should consider voting. Right now it’s a tie. You’ll be the tiebreaker!”

“Isn’t voting a private affair? This looks like a petition to me.”

“Not at all,” the man said. “But bananas eat for free on Thursday afternoons.”

“What?” Eleanor asked.

“I said, you’d better hurry and vote, because I think you’re about to wake up.”

But she had woken from the dream before she’d had time to cast her ballot. The dream has remained with her since, her brain working on the question of her vote—while she makes dinner for Hob and Agnes, while she washes dishes, while she sits in the bathtub, the deepest water she’s been in for months.

She mourns the sea. At night, when Hob sleeps, Eleanor listens and can almost hear the sound of the surf, small and distant.

Prison.

She tells Hob that her hormones are all over the place, and that’s why he catches her crying so often these days. He believes her, she thinks. She can’t remember if she was this way when she carried Agnes.

Eleanor rubs her belly idly as the storm worsens. She’s showing now—not much, but enough that strangers have begun complimenting her when she goes to town. She and Hob haven’t made love since they found out. She hasn’t been in the mood, and he’s been worried about hurting the baby—something she thought he’d figured out during her first pregnancy.

She’s grateful that preparations for the new baby seem to have distracted Hob and Agnes. She worries that those terrible, guilty thoughts are readable on her face. Her attacks come all the time now, but she finds quiet, dark places—such as the closet floor, behind Hob’s hanging shirts and sweaters—and cries there, where nobody can see her.

She hears Agnes upstairs, asking her father if the baby can sleep in her bed when it comes.

At least someone is excited.

SHE SLIPS OUT of the house, furtively, before Hob or Agnes wake. The sky is dim and growing darker. She sits behind the wheel of the Ford and stares up at the clouds, leaning forward to see them through the windshield. They’re ominous and dark, almost black. She wonders what the view from above the clouds is like. She thinks that it’s probably all blue skies and sunshine up there, unlike life down here in Anchor Bend.

The rain bangs on the Ford like a bag of rocks in a tumble dryer. Eleanor drives slowly, both hands tight on the wheel, the only thing moving for miles. None of the shops is yet open. There are no pedestrians on the sidewalks. Days like this feel a bit like the end of the world. Everything is still and murky and slow.

Like a magnet, she is drawn to the ocean. She parks the truck in the small lot beside the beach and kills the engine and turns off the wipers. Rain courses down the windshield in waves. In the distance she can see the shape of Huffnagle, blurred by the rain until it’s only a cottony shadow.

Eleanor closes her eyes and quiets herself. The world is made of water. It falls upon the Ford, the asphalt lot, the beach stones, comforting her. The ocean has some life today, every wave a low roar as it breaks on the beach. Chaos up here, but below the water, she knows, there is only quiet. Peace. Like the sky above the clouds. Like a moment of weightlessness.

When Eleanor opens her eyes again, she has made up her mind. She leaves the keys in the ignition, opens the door, and steps out into the rain. In an instant she is soaking wet, her nightgown and housecoat clinging to her swollen body.

Another pickup truck is parked at the opposite end of the small lot. The only other person in the world arrived at the beach while Eleanor’s eyes were closed. She can see the shape of the driver inside, perhaps enjoying the weather.

The beach stones are black and wet and shiny. Eleanor crosses them slowly, though she isn’t worried about slipping and falling down. Two sandpipers putter around, dipping their beaks into the sand after each receding wave. The distant clouds pull apart like taffeta, feathery black tendrils separating from their bodies.

Eleanor walks to the edge of the beach and stands there for a moment in her heavy, wet housecoat. The waves are needle-sharp, crisp and hard against her ankles and feet. She closes her eyes again, hands deep in her pockets, and thinks of Hob and his pleasant smile and his broad shoulders and secrets and his carefully parted slick hair and his deep, true eyes. She thinks of Agnes and her knotted hair and the premature wrinkle lines around her own sad, dark eyes.

Eleanor knows those eyes. They’re her own.

Agnes will be better off. Hob will see to that.

Eleanor pulls her housecoat off, sleeve by sleeve. It grabs at her skin, resisting, but she casts it onto the beach. She bends over and grasps the hem of her nightgown, the wet flannel squishy between her fingers. She gathers it into her fists, lifts it up and over her head, then casts it aside and faces the ocean, naked. The rain is bitingly cold, the wind worse. She can barely swallow. It’s hard to breathe. Her shoulders and hands are tight, her head pounding. This is the moment when Hob would reach for her, would soothe her.

Behind her she hears the muffled snick of the other truck’s door opening. A distant male voice shouts something unintelligible.

Eleanor doesn’t answer, doesn’t look back.

She steps into the ocean and strides forward, the water reaching her knees, then her hips. Her panic dissolves the deeper she goes. The sea beckons her, as if it alone knows her.

She’s home.

When she’s waded in waist deep, she spreads her arms wide and lunges forward into the water, and she begins to swim and swim and swim.
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agnes

The twins are six years old—just weeks away from their shared birthday—when it happens.

Agnes rushes about the house, looking for her rain boots.

“Esme,” she huffs as she climbs the stairs. “Ellie—have either of you seen my galoshes?”

“They’re called rain boots, Mom!” Esmerelda shouts. “Galoshes are the things you wear over your shoes.”

“Those are called overshoes,” Agnes says.

“No, they’re—”

“Just—” Agnes pauses on the landing, breathing hard. “Stop. Just stop.”

Esmerelda stands in the doorway of the girls’ bedroom. She shrugs, then squeezes past her mother and walks to the bathroom.

“Where’s your sister?” Agnes asks.

“Attic,” Esmerelda says, as if it should be obvious, and she shuts the bathroom door.

Agnes raps on the door with her knuckles. “Make it fast in there. Your father’s going to be waiting at the airport for us.”

“Whatever,” Esmerelda says, her voice muffled by the door.

Agnes pounds the door sharply with her fist. “Young lady, you’re too young for ‘whatever.’ Save it until you’re thirteen. What are you doing in there?”

Esmerelda doesn’t answer. Agnes turns and leans against the wall and presses her fists against her eyes and drops her mouth open in a hushed scream. Then she straightens up, pushes off the wall, and unclenches her hands slowly, stretching her narrow fingers wide until they tingle slightly. She takes a deep breath, then exhales.

“One thing at a time,” she says softly. “One thing, one thing.”

She stands there for a moment, almost swaying on her feet, eyes still closed. Then she takes a deep, calming breath, opens her eyes, and goes to the attic door.

“Ellie!” she shouts up the stairs. “You’d better be ready!”

eleanor

Eleanor sits alone in her father’s workshop, studying the unfinished model house. It’s dim in the attic. The rain has turned the outside world a pleasant gray. She prefers days like this to any other kind—no sunshine, just rain. At age six, her favorite word is inclement. She uses it whenever she can, having learned it from her first school closure of the year. Today can certainly be described as inclement.

But the light spilling through the circular window at the far end of the attic is too pale, too far removed from the workbench, and Eleanor cannot see the details of her father’s latest project. Reluctantly she reaches up to the lamp and switches it on. A warm orange glow floods the work space, and the small house before her casts a long brown shadow across the table.

She can see the house clearly now and can almost pick out the last part her father painted: a hardened dollop of blue paint lurks beneath one tiny windowsill. She can picture his careful, deliberate brushstroke. He would have realized that he had too much paint on the brush. Under ordinary circumstances, he would have dabbed the excess paint on the mouth of the small bottle, but he had probably been in a hurry, in which case she could imagine him stroking the exterior of the house this way, then that way, and working the extra blob of paint into the narrow crevice beneath the windowsill, where it would be mostly hidden from view, a secret that only she can share with him.

The rest of the house is well constructed. She thinks it’s probably her father’s best work yet. The floor plan is creative, different from the simpler houses that she draws during art hour at school. Her houses are single-room blocks with leaning doors and lumpy rooftops. Her father’s are split-level constructions, sometimes with elaborate windows that reach all the way from the floor to the ceiling of a room.

Her favorite days are spent in the attic with him, perched on the stool on the other side of the table. She would be careful to stay out of his light. He would pull the lamp closer and peer through its magnifying lens at the house, delicately pressing the skeletal bones of the structure into the Styrofoam foundation with tweezers.

“Why do you make little houses?” she had asked him once.

“Well,” he answered slowly, drawing the word out as he fit a miniature chimney into place, “because I’m not a very good architect.”

“What’s an architect?”

He smiled at her without looking up. “Someone who designs buildings. They say where everything goes and what it looks like.”

“Why aren’t you a good one?”

“I’m not a very good student,” he confessed. “You have to be a good student to be a good architect.”

“Oh,” Eleanor replied. Then she said, “But you make pretty houses.”

“Well, thank you, sweetheart.”

She watched him a little longer, then asked, “What’s your work instead?”

“You know the answer to that,” he said. “What does Daddy do for a job?”

Eleanor bit her lip. “Real cheese.”

“Realty,” he corrected.

“I know,” she said, then laughed. “‘Real cheese’ is funnier.”

She studies the unfinished house on the table now and marvels at the microscopic detail: the insect-size stairs leading to the front door, the little brass knocker on the door itself. Her favorite parts are the lawn and trees, something her father’s houses didn’t always include but which this one does. The lawn spreads wide around the roofless home, rolling with little hills and crunchy vegetation. The driveway is empty, but a perfect mailbox stands at the end of it.

Down the attic stairs, the second-floor door bangs open. Eleanor jumps, jostling the diminutive house in her hands.

Her mother calls upstairs. “Ellie! You’d better be ready!”

“I’m ready, Mom!” she shouts back.

“Good.”

Eleanor hears the door creak as Agnes begins to close it again, but then the sound stops.

“You shouldn’t be up there without your father,” her mother adds. “Come on down now.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Eleanor jumps down from the stool. It rocks under her bottom, and she takes a moment to steady it before heading downstairs.

That’s when she notices the mailbox, its post snapped clean in half.

agnes

The attic door opens a little more, and Eleanor comes out, looking sheepish.

“You know your dad wouldn’t like you being up there alone,” Agnes says.

Eleanor nods meekly and stares at the floor. “Yes, ma’am.”

“No time for moping,” Agnes says. “I can’t find my galoshes.”

“Your rain boots?” Eleanor asks. “They’re by the back door.”

Agnes shifts her jaw and goes into her thoughts, then snaps her fingers. “That’s right—I was covering the petunias.”

Eleanor turns toward her room, but Agnes puts a hand on her shoulder.

“No goofing off,” she says to her daughter. “I need you both downstairs. We’re late.”

Paul will return from Boca Raton in just under two hours. He had complained to Agnes on the phone last night that he’d seen only the inside of a Holiday Inn—his room and the banquet hall where the realty seminar was being held—for six days straight. He had put postcards in the mail—quaint photographs of gulls on the sterns of sailboats, funny pictures of elderly women in bathing suits—but none had yet arrived.

“I don’t want to hear it,” Agnes had said. “You’re in Florida. It’s your own damn fault if you can’t find the beach.”

She knew the strain in her voice was obvious. Paul had to have known she was approaching her limit—he had traveled three times last month, and then there were his regular nights drinking with the other realtors, plus a few late showings in the new beachfront development—but he went, anyway. Maybe he didn’t know how little patience Agnes had to start with. Maybe he couldn’t see that it was running out.

“How are things going?” he’d asked.

But her problems wouldn’t matter much to him. The walls of his hotel room were so close that he couldn’t see past them. Agnes and her problems weren’t real until he got home again and they were something he had to confront and solve.

“When you get home,” Agnes answered, “I’m driving to Portland, and I might spend all your money on wine and a suite of my own. And I might not ever come back.”

“Agnes—”

But she had hung up on him, and her frustration hadn’t diminished overnight.

She scurries downstairs now. On the landing behind her she can hear the bathroom door open, and Eleanor and Esmerelda murmuring together. Agnes misses the bottom step and almost falls down. The red runner that covers the hardwood floor bunches up under her feet, and she slides and grabs at the banister.

She steadies herself and kicks the runner flat again.

Her boots are exactly where Eleanor had said they were, like small sentries beside the sliding glass door. It’s one thing off her back, and she exhales slowly. The glass is cool, and she rests her forehead against it and watches the rain falling in the backyard. Her breath fogs the glass, and then the fog quickly retreats when she inhales. Then it comes back with the next breath.

The backyard was supposed to be her place—her version of Paul’s attic. The petunias are lined up carefully beneath the plastic cover she put out the night before, safe from the rain, but now she doesn’t care. They’re only flowers. If they’d been destroyed by the rain, Paul would only tell her to get some more from the nursery. He wouldn’t consider the care she’d put into them, teasing them out of the ground, transforming them from hard bulbs into delicate, lovely paintings.

She’s serious about the hotel room in Portland.

Upstairs, the twins are fighting. She can hear the sound of their voices filter through the ceiling.

She should go up and pull them apart, but the glass feels nice against her skin, and her hair hangs around her face, separating her from the world outside, creating a small space that is all her own. She can feel the chill radiating off the glass, and each breath she lets out is warm and slow. The contrast between the temperatures is delightful.

Agnes closes her eyes. A lifetime of rainy mornings like this one. They are beautiful in their own cold way, but they burrow into her and turn her into somebody else. An angry parent, a lost child. Every one reminds her of her mother.

What little she remembers of her.

“It’s all water,” she mutters to herself. “Fucking water.”

Agnes pushes away from the glass door. She slips her feet into her boots. They slide in comfortably. The rubber creaks. Her shoulders are tight. Her head has begun to pound. She reminds herself to breathe—in, out, slowly, slowly—but the migraine will come along, anyway, and there is nothing to be done about it.

She goes to the foot of the stairs and calls again for the girls.

They appear at the top, disheveled, elbowing each other for standing too close.

“Get your coats,” she tells them. “We’re late.”

She presses her thumbs against her temples gently and moves them in circles. The girls reappear and thunder down the stairs. Agnes winces. This is not the time for one of her headaches.

The telephone chirps in the kitchen.

“I’ll get it!” Esmerelda crows.

“No, Esme—,” Agnes starts, but the girl moves in record time, and, given the choice now between her exasperated mother and her sister’s sudden important task, Eleanor also darts from the hall into the kitchen.

“It’s Aunt Gerry,” Esmerelda calls.

Agnes says, “Tell her we’re out the door, and get your bottoms over here and into your coats.”

“She says you have to talk to her,” Eleanor says, reappearing in the hallway.

“Jesus,” Agnes grumbles. “Fine.”

Gerry offers to drive to Portland for her. “I closed the office because of the storm,” she says. “You might as well keep the girls home. Let me go get the big guy for you.”

But that isn’t part of the plan, and though Agnes does not look forward to the long round-trip, she declines the offer. “We’re running late. I’ve got to get the girls into the car. Come for dinner later, if you want.”

She takes her own raincoat from the peg beside the front door and puts it on. She leaves it open, because it’s a stiff coat, and getting into the car is difficult when it’s zipped up. Her purse hangs on another peg, and she grabs it, too, then reaches instinctively for the small foyer table. Her fingers meet its empty surface, and she glances down.

“Keys,” she says, looking around.

The girls are waiting beside her in their coats: purple for Esmerelda, blue for Eleanor. The different colors were Paul’s idea. “So we can tell them apart,” he said. It wasn’t his brightest idea.

Agnes points at the coats. “Switch,” she says. “We don’t have time.”

Eleanor frowns and shrugs out of the purple coat. “You’re not supposed to be able to tell,” she complains.

Agnes pats the pockets of her coat, ignoring her daughter.

Jingle.

Esmerelda is holding the ring of keys on one finger.

Agnes exhales in a rush. “Thank you,” she says. “Are we ready?”

She looks again at her daughters. Esmerelda has a book in one pocket of her coat. Eleanor has a spiral notebook and a pencil case. Given time, the girls often retreat into their own worlds in exactly this way. Esmerelda reads books that she has sneaked from her parents’ stash, tired of her Nancy Drew mysteries, and Eleanor draws elaborate maps—underground tunnels full of misdirection and booby traps.

“What book did you take?” Agnes asks.

Esmerelda looks away. “Oh, just a book. It’s nothing.”

Agnes lets it go. She’d discovered a copy of The Shining under Esmerelda’s pillow a few weeks earlier and had interrogated the girl. As it turned out, Esmerelda didn’t understand most of what she was reading, but she understood the Danny parts of the story. To her, The Shining seemed to be the story of a boy who got to play all day in an empty hotel. It sounded like an adventure.

She opens the door. In the short time it has taken them to get ready, the rain has become a torrent, thundering down onto the lawn and driveway as if it might shatter the pavement. She ushers the girls onto the front porch with her, beneath the eaves, and locks the door.

“Count of three?” Eleanor asks, looking up at Agnes.

“Go now,” Agnes says, putting a hand on each girl’s back and nudging them down the porch steps.

The three of them run squealing into the rain. It pounds on their thin coats. Their boots splash in new lakes on the driveway. The blue Subaru glistens in the pale light. Eleanor and Esmerelda wrestle for control of the front door, jostling each other.

“In, in, in!” Agnes shouts over the rain.

But the doors are locked.

They scream and run back to the safety of the porch, breathing hard, their faces slick and wet. Eleanor stomps in place, shaking like a puppy.

“Front seat,” Esmerelda declares.

“It’s my turn,” Eleanor argues.

“Mom!” Esmerelda howls. “I called the front seat—”

“We don’t have time for you to fight over stupid things,” Agnes says. “This is a stupid thing. Figure it out. Okay? Now, count to five, then come after me.”

Agnes turns and darts to the car. Her hood falls away, and her hair is immediately soaked. She jams the key into the lock and yanks the door open and heaves herself into the driver’s seat. She slams the door behind her and sits, mildly dazed. The girls appear at the windows a moment later, yelling and pounding on the glass. Agnes snaps out of her momentary haze and throws the locks.

Esmerelda reaches for the front-door handle, but Eleanor throws a hip and beats her to it, scrambling into the front seat.

“Mom,” Esmerelda complains, standing beside the car in the downpour.

“Inside! Now!” Agnes barks.

Esmerelda stomps furiously in a puddle, then climbs into the backseat and slams the door as hard as she can.

Eleanor turns and looks at her sister triumphantly.

Esmerelda sticks her tongue out.

“Buckle,” Agnes says.

She starts the car and slides the heater toggle all the way up in one motion. The engine thrums to life, and cold air blasts from the vents. Eleanor pushes them toward the ceiling.

“Are we late?” Esmerelda asks, wiping the rain from her eyes.

Agnes starts to answer, then flinches, interrupted by a drop of water that smacks her in the eye. She inspects the ceiling. The cloth lining is dark, soaked through. Water collects slowly into a fresh, fat bead, then falls onto her upturned cheek.

“Oh, fuck me,” Agnes complains.

“Mom!” Eleanor gasps.

“Yes, all right,” Agnes says, a little more angrily than she intends. “Don’t be a prude, dear.” She yanks the stick into reverse, then turns, snaking one arm over the back of Eleanor’s seat. She pushes the gas, and the Subaru rattles down the drive and into the street. “We’re very, very late.”

“And the rain doesn’t help,” Eleanor adds.

“Right,” Agnes says. “The rain doesn’t help.”

“I like the rain,” Esmerelda says.

“Don’t be difficult, Esmerelda,” Eleanor says, glaring at her twin.

“What?” Esmerelda asks defiantly. “It’s only water.”

Agnes stares at her daughter in the mirror.

“What?” Esmerelda asks.

AGNES DRIVES AS fast as she dares through the neighborhood, then wrenches the car onto the avenue that will carry them through town to the highway. Eleanor folds open her notebook and continues drawing a map that looks like a cross section of a militarized anthill. In the backseat, Esmerelda unbuckles and slides closer to the window, then buckles herself in again. She watches the passing cars, then focuses on the steam on the window. With one fingernail, in very tiny print, she writes her mother’s swear word in the steam: F-U-C-K. Then she quickly erases it. She takes out her book; this time it’s Jaws. She turns to the part of the book where Hooper and Chief Brody’s wife begin their affair, curious at the words there and what they mean.

The road hisses under the car, and every passing vehicle sends up a fan of water that rat-a-tats on the Subaru’s metal hide. The girls, accustomed to these sorts of storms, don’t look up.

Agnes follows the coast road to the highway. She only takes this road when they head inland to Portland. She tries not to look at the view when the rows of houses and scruffy fields of pine fall away and the rocky beaches spread out beside the ocean, but it isn’t easy, and eventually she looks, anyway. Huffnagle Island slides into view, partially obscured by a heavy bank of fog. They’ve already driven past the pier where her father borrowed the rowboat, past the section of beach where her mother would dive into
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