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Dedication

To Margaux and Chris

My Angels, on Earth and in Heaven




Epigraph

We shall not cease from exploration

And the end of all our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started

And know the place for the first time.

—T. S. Eliot, Little Gidding
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The Geography

The phrase “Downeast” has nautical roots that trace back to the 1800s. In summer months, ships carrying goods from Boston up the Maine coast typically sailed with a southwest wind at their backs—pushing them downwind to go eastward to their destinations. As such, sailors came to refer to the northeastern stretches of Maine as being Down East in relation to Boston. Conversely, they routinely spoke of going “up to Boston” from Down East ports, even though Boston is many miles south of Maine.

Over time, “Downeast” became a catchall phrase for the geography, culture, and distinct accent of the northern reaches of Maine’s coast. Guidebooks will tell you that there’s no precise southern or midpoint in the state where Downeast Maine begins; indeed, locals often use the term colloquially to describe any point east of where they are. But by the time you get far enough north to the coastal county marked in gray on the map—Washington County—you’re universally acknowledged to have arrived Downeast.

Running along the Downeast corridor is a ninety-six-mile stretch of largely pristine land known as the Sunrise Trail. Conceived as a recreational draw for nature-loving tourists, its bounty begins just below the Canadian border, in the town of Calais. From there, it tracks the jagged coast southward to the commercial enclave of Ellsworth, just north of Bar Harbor. But the portion that skirts the homes of the five girls profiled in this book is often lonely and unkempt. Here, the trail’s intrinsic beauty is obscured by rocks and underbrush—and without examination, the path can be difficult to follow.




Prologue

It’s 5:00 a.m., and I’m driving up the Maine coast toward the Harrington River. I’m on the periphery of the state, and the edge of the entire nation—but in the heart of Downeast Washington County. A soft October sun has just begun to arch across the sky. The land is unforgiving: sheathed in granite, dotted by austere homes, and punctuated by low-lying brush. Around me, lobster fishermen are settling in for another day of work. Some have traveled to open waters through moonlight, eager to get a jump on their hauls. Others, in smaller boats, are just setting out. They’ll hover closer to shore, or hug an inlet tucked in the jaws of the jagged coast. They’ll fish like generations have before them. The waxing light will guide them to their buoys, and the sea will bring them what they need.

There are moments in life that start out feeling ordinary, until somewhere along the way, they turn out to be more extraordinary than you could ever have imagined. There are places that echo long after you’ve left them. And there are people, strangers at first, who end up bringing you the faith and perspective you never quite realized you were missing. So it was for me Downeast.

It’s not just the region’s sweeping geography—the way it feels so close to nature that you can hear its heartbeat through the trees and see its soul through the fog that dances on its skeletal coast. It’s not just the feeling of being utterly alone as you wind across the Blacks Woods Road, complete with its whispered legacy of a haunting ghost named Catherine. It’s the reverence with which generations of families have wrapped themselves around this place, thrived in terrain that leaves no room for idleness or self-pity, and woven a code of honor around the community they’ve built. They’re not just from Downeast, but of it. And, despite the multiple challenges they face, there’s nowhere else they’d rather be.

An hour into my early morning coastal drive, I turn off U.S. Highway 1. I make my way through the narrowing, unpaved stretch that will lead me to Harrington’s Town Landing dock. When I get there, Olivia Marshall, one of the few female lobster boat captains in Downeast Maine, is standing beside her 36-foot boat, the Gold Digger. Olivia is in her early forties, and striking, with long blond hair, silver-blue eyes, and perfect teeth. She’s been fishing since she could walk. She married a lobsterman straight out of high school, and together they raised two boys who fish. She’s captained her own boat for more than fifteen years, most days with her sister Emily by her side.

We head out on the water to the first of Olivia’s eight hundred traps. Both the bay and the boat are quiet, despite the presence of a dozen other working vessels. Fishermen here don’t care for idle talk. Olivia will haul about a third of her traps today before she heads to shore midafternoon. Instinctively, she flicks her left-hand fingers around the Gold Digger’s steering wheel. Her eyes are trained on her traps, and the light creeps higher to reveal a perfect sky. She is at home.

This is a place of seafarers and sacrifices. Where people are as tied to the whims of the water around them as human beings can be. Their sea, the Downeast sea, is a blue-hued canvas, spotted with brightly painted buoys to which the captains stake their claims. The buoy colors and patterns are unique to every owner. Admire them from afar, but don’t dare to touch them if you value your limbs—as these buoys represent the fishermen’s livelihood, honor, and, for many, their birthright and passage to a cherished way of life.

Here, seasons define that life. Each summer, the lobstermen glide across a steady sea, and their workdays stretch through endless sunlit hours. By the time October rolls around, they give the chilling air a knowing nod, and quicken their pace. As fall succumbs to winter’s yawn, they brace their boats against the coming freeze. Months later, when they feel the ice-blown craters in the roads beneath their pickup trucks, the lobstermen know that, finally, spring has come. They hum a psalm to it, even as it swallows their muck boots in mud and pierces their ears with angry winds.

They take the hand they’re dealt without fanfare or wonder. It simply is, just as it has always been.

To me, a girl from Brooklyn, the wonder is everywhere. And what I learn here is both unexpected and familiar. In every obvious way, Olivia and Emily’s Downeast is as distant as could be from my Brooklyn. Their towns post population sizes that would barely fill a high-rise. Their modest homes sit on sprawling acres of largely untouched land. On a typical weekday afternoon, the corner store, post office, and library are the only open buildings on Main Street. I pass them in the blink of an eye.

But in ways that matter, I feel deeply connected to Olivia and Emily, and to this place—a place I’ve come to love these past four years. Even though, at a superficial level, we don’t appear to have much in common, I realize my foundational story is not so different from theirs.

Although my childhood memories were carved in concrete five hundred miles away, the priorities my parents emphasized mirrored many of those that shape Downeast life. At fourteen, my mom, a wide-eyed, old-world girl from a tiny Peloponnesian village, had boarded a ship from Piraeus, Greece, with her sister and crossed the Atlantic to find a new home. She and her four siblings followed their widowed father’s quest for a better life. A few years later, she fell in love with my dad, a first-generation Greek American who made it through the Depression with generous daily doses of stickball and family love. My parents’ story was the classic working-class immigrant tale—of hard work, sacrifice, veneration of education, heartfelt patriotism, and a relentless pursuit of the American Dream. It’s a story so common to immigrant families of their time that, in its retelling, it feels almost ordinary. Even though, in the living of it, it was anything but that.

I was raised to value three things: family, education, and church. With each came aspirations and a sense of belonging. We spent our time surrounded by dozens of cousins, aunts, and uncles. We played tag in postage-stamp-size backyards. We watched football together after Sunday school. We gathered routinely in cramped, noisy dining rooms that overflowed with traditional Greek food. My parents, exceeding expectations, earned professional degrees. They each served their community through the church: Dad on the parish board, Mom as a Girl Scout leader. When my sister, brother, and I came along, they made sacrifices, not to indulge us—but to provide and be present. Together, they gave us the tools to journey as far as our dreams could take us. And we did.

Fifteen years ago, life carried me to Southwest Harbor, Maine. I’d recently met my future husband, Jeff; he had loved the Maine coast so much that the year before, he’d invested a majority of his savings to buy a home there, enabling him to divide his time, whenever he wasn’t traveling for his consulting work, between a New York City studio rental and this beautiful spot. As I got to know and love him, it did not take long for me to love Maine too—and later, to want to share its coastal magnificence, and the sweep of Acadia National Park that surrounds it, with our young daughter.

Yet, the more time we spent in what became our home, and came to know the broader region, the more I became aware of a strong dichotomy between our town and those just up the coast. Because of its close proximity to Acadia, Southwest Harbor, though technically part of Downeast Maine, is vastly different from the relatively nearby places that produced the young women I would eventually meet and profile in this book.

Each year, Acadia National Park draws more than three million visitors, who collectively support nearly six thousand local jobs, and spend hundreds of millions of dollars there. Almost none of that money, or those jobs, find their way to Downeast Washington County. Indeed, Washington County—which is just as naturally beautiful, and sits barely an hour’s drive from the heart of Acadia—remains one of the poorest and most isolated regions on the American Eastern Seaboard. It claims one of the highest reported rates of opioid overdoses in the nation. Many in the county struggle economically, despite a thriving lobster-fishing trade. The signs of lost industries—defunct fish-processing factories, shut-down mills, and bereft blueberry farms—are everywhere.

How could so much poverty and isolation persist so near to the bounty of Acadia—a tourist attraction that routinely attracts both busloads and billionaires? What, if anything, did the people of Downeast Washington County think of this phenomenon? And what, in the wake of so many ongoing challenges, did the future hold for their hometowns?

I started asking people around me—people like our neighbor Woody, whose family has been Downeast for generations, and whose pragmatic attitude and cheerful embrace of life’s curveballs made him, in our eyes, not just a great friend but a quintessential Mainer. I joined Jeff as he volunteered his time to the Maine Seacoast Mission, a nonprofit that’s been serving Maine’s most isolated Downeast communities since 1905. Together, we came to know the mission’s then president, the Reverend Scott Planting. Scott had led a set of ministries for thirty-five years in rural central Maine before turning his focus Downeast. He opened my eyes to the region’s strengths and challenges, and opened doors to local leaders and educators.

I wanted to learn more. Over time, I took long drives up and down the Washington County coast. And I tried to imagine what it would be like to raise my daughter there. I sought out further connections to the area, and met dozens of Downeasters who had little reason to welcome a stranger into their midst, yet did so with kindness and open hearts.

A few months later, in November 2016, came Donald Trump’s improbable electoral victory. With it came a sharp national spotlight on rural America, whose voters had played a big role in carrying him to the presidency. I’d been spending more and more time Downeast—morphing from a city girl to something of a country mom. And what I heard and read from national pundits was, for the most part, not what I saw.

Much of the postelection conversation about modern-day rural America, I came to feel, was dominated by one-dimensional preconceptions: oversimplified silhouettes of an ostensibly undereducated populace. To be sure, there were some deeper, more thoughtful efforts to recognize small-town Americans as rational actors responding to a storm of confounding challenges. These works delved into the unique contributions of and increasingly complex challenges facing citizens from remote communities, their struggle to be recognized in our nation’s broader cultural, political, and policy-based discussions, and the crisis of culture that has cast a shadow on once-thriving beacons of self-preservation and communal spirit. Particularly poignant was their spotlight on the tragedies of people who are dying younger, and other long-term effects of lost industries and persistent poverty.

Many of those elements resonated with what I saw in my travels up the coast. But other aspects of the rural experience I felt went largely unrecorded—most significantly, the role of contemporary rural girls and women as central subjects for serious study—not as ancillary players, pawns, or victims, but as individuals who contribute to the American narrative in powerful, dynamic, and often positive ways. A handful of recent female-authored, rural-focused memoirs and novels have emerged in recent years, and have provided valuable, and often heart-wrenching, insights in this realm. But they have tended to be rooted in decades-old experiences, with limited focus on the challenges and opportunities of today’s generation of girls growing up in rural America.

The more time I spent in Downeast Washington County, the more I realized that the greatest clues for what’s to come there—and in small towns across America—may, in fact, lie in the hearts and minds of its girls. In a region that evokes images of boys brandishing pickup trucks and old salts hauling traps, it is Downeast’s girls who are most visibly wrestling with the growing complexities around them, and forging new paths both within and outside their hometowns. Their stories parallel that of millions of rural girls who face a widening generational divide and a changing economic, social, and cultural landscape as they come of age and start to make hard life choices. Their choices will determine not only their own immediate futures but also those of their struggling communities.

In the case of Downeast, girls are, by and large, surpassing the boys in academics, sports, arts, focus on community, and general ambition and leadership—and are doing so despite big challenges. Even in lobster fishing, where boys still dominate, girls are making inroads. What forces are pushing them to thrive and succeed? How has growing up in the region shaped them? And how are they helping to shape the future of their hometowns?

Serendipitously—having met many young women who are coming of age Downeast—I found myself in a position to grapple with these and other questions. Drawn to the community both personally and professionally, and inspired by many of the stories I was hearing, I wanted to make a contribution to the broader narrative of contemporary girls in rural America. In that spirit, I set out to help recount and memorialize what’s happening in one slice of the country today.

Over the next several months, I spent more and more time with young women who’d been born and raised Downeast. I chose five who collectively seemed to represent a microcosm of the goings-on of local life. These five, and dozens of others in their circles, gave me the gift of their trusting friendship and open communication, and welcomed me to join them—working on their lobster boats, praying in their churches, cheering at their sporting events, exploring their favorite campus haunts, harvesting blueberries, and reminiscing in their homes with their mothers and grandmothers. For the next four years, from their teens into their twenties, I chronicled their lives and journeys—visiting them regularly, and speaking repeatedly with family members, friends, teachers, coaches, mentors, and local leaders. Beyond these interactions, I learned about the region’s economy, history, and culture through hundreds of supporting interviews, documents, and databases.

Downeast unlocks the life stories of these five girls, who, as they come of age, are caught between tradition and transformation in Washington County—and follows their journeys in this time of uncertainty. All five know the pain and joy of growing up in a region whose natural beauty and cultural stoicism mask mounting tensions around place, family, faith, and future.

Together, these girls’ stories capture and exemplify the conflicts, dilemmas, and opportunities young women are facing in Downeast Maine. Willow lives in the shadow of an abusive, drug-addicted father, and searches for an elusive stability in the love she’s found and the photos she takes. Vivian is a gifted writer from an established family who questions the values of her church and town, and struggles to break free without permanently severing family ties. Mckenna is a softball pitching phenom whose deepest passion is the lobster-fishing trade she learned at her father’s knee. Audrey is a beloved, bighearted high school basketball star who earns a coveted college scholarship. Josie is a confident, Yale-bound high school valedictorian, determined to take the world by storm.

Today’s Downeast population is confronting increasing challenges—and the general perception is that much of what is good and strong seems at risk of being lost. Members of the older generations speak in hushed tones of the forces that are closing in on their beloved towns. They see dwindling populations, vanishing job opportunities, fraying families, and ravaging opioid use threatening to shatter Downeast’s time-honored ways. It’s a storm fomented over decades. And to those who treasure the life they’ve built, it often feels unstoppable.

But the paths taken by these five girls, and so many like them, give reason for hope. The journeys of Willow, Vivian, Mckenna, Audrey, and Josie shine a light on many crucial questions young women across rural America face today, and offer clues to what the future may hold—not just for them and their hometowns, but for the sixty million women, men, and children who call rural America home.

In the summer of 2019, I traveled with my husband and daughter to Greece. There, we joined my parents and uncle for a visit to Petrina, the Peloponnesian village of my mother’s youth. Petrina sits on a wide plateau. Distant mountains frame its view from every angle. The Mediterranean Sea beckons some nine miles down the road, and the famed city of Sparta bustles twenty miles north.

Petrina has been around since medieval days. At times it has prospered. At times it has struggled. It has endured empires, fires, wars, and occupations. Its people are proud, industrious, and fiercely independent. It nurtures a valuable commodity in the olive oil that’s drawn from a multitude of surrounding trees—a coveted asset owned by the most fortunate local multigenerational families.

These days, only a few dozen people live in the village full time, but distant links to it endure. Each summer, a thousand or so Greek Americans with generations of Petrina roots return—some for three months, others for three hours. These families swap stories about their connections to the village and share in the bounty of the olive trees that sculpt its landscape. Those who gather remember everyone and everything through the lens of Petrina’s past. I, for example, am the baker’s granddaughter—colloquially named “tou fournairi” (“of the baker”)—and that is how my siblings, cousins, and I will always be known.

It is late afternoon in Petrina, and the summer residents are tucked away for their daily siesta. I walk across the tranquil village square, and I realize that despite the geographical and historical chasm between the Peloponnese and Downeast, the towns in these regions are not so different after all. I close my eyes and try to picture what towns Downeast will be like hundreds of years from now. I think about Willow, Vivian, Mckenna, Audrey, and Josie. What mark will be left by these five smart and willful girls? How will their choices shape the lives of future generations? And what will remain of the proud, resilient communities, Downeast and beyond, that struggle today to maintain the best within them?

The challenges faced by the rural swath of our nation run deep. But hope is not lost in small-town America. Far from it. True, places like Downeast Washington County are geographically isolated, continue to struggle with persistent poverty, and lose too many in their midst to opioid addiction. But they also embody some of the strongest tenets of our American model—through their work ethic, closeness of community, deep social capital, devotion to the natural surroundings that help sustain them, love of country, and intense drive to improve their lot in life. Not every girl will be a hero in the narrative of small-town America’s survival. But the choices that rural girls make, and the paths they travel, lie at the core of what’s to come. It’s time, at last, to allow these girls to speak for themselves.




Part One

Daybreak




Chapter 1

The Downeast Life

Seven thousand pairs of eyes burned through Audrey Barton’s heart, and she breathed deep at the free throw line. With four seconds left in the half, Audrey, the Narraguagus Lady Knights’ co-captain and center, had once again reminded fans why she was the one to watch. Everything about her was lean and strong: her angular jawline; her deep brown waist-length hair, loosely swept into a ponytail; and her extended body. She picked off the ball at half court, stole a quick glance at the clock, and counted the seconds in her head. Four, three, two, one: she took the shot at the buzzer and drew the foul.

It was the 2016 Class C North state championship game, the Lady Knights’ chance to bring the Gold Ball home for the first time in school history. Narraguagus was down by one point. Everyone knew the Boothbay Seahawks were favored. They were bigger—much bigger. They’d battled tougher regular-season opponents, and had emerged with a 20-1 record. But the Lady Knights were scrappy. And they had the power of Downeast pride behind them.

True, Narraguagus wasn’t playing in the most competitive league in Maine’s high school tournament. Big-time colleges weren’t calling them. Division I scouts weren’t circling their names. Those honors were reserved for Class AA teams from cities like Portland and Bangor, bright-lights places rich with talent and opportunity. The Class C teams were the small-town upstarts, whose schools struggled to keep enrollments up, whose families stretched to make ends meet. But tonight, to the nearly four thousand Downeasters who packed the Augusta Civic Center’s rafters, the Lady Knights stood taller than the Boston Celtics. Barely a soul had been left at home, barely a face in their crowd was free of maroon and gold war paint, and barely a sound was heard as Audrey Barton stepped up to the foul line to try to pull the Lady Knights ahead before halftime.

When Audrey missed both free throws, she hung her head low at the bench, and whispered “I’m sorry” in a voice so pained it cracked. Olivia Marshall, the pride of Harrington, the lobster fisherman-cum-basketball coach who had shown these girls they could compete, opened her eyes wide and shook her head. “No, no, no. We’re not doing that,” she said as she gave Barton’s arm a quick, tight squeeze. “We’re good. Let’s get it back together and go out there and do what we have to do. That’s done and over with.”

And it was.

Things stayed tight through the final minutes. Defense ruled on both sides, and baskets were scarce. Finally, forty seconds remained. Narraguagus had stretched its lead to 4 points, and the Lady Knights were jumping up and down, and almost celebrating. But Olivia Marshall knew it wasn’t over. She stopped pacing long enough to gesture wildly to her head and yell, “You have to think. You have to think. You play until the final buzzer goes.”

With seven seconds left in the game, the Lady Knights still led by two possessions. The Gold Ball was in their grasp, and the girls were dancing a bit as Olivia called their last time-out. “No fouls,” she exhorted, fighting to check her own exhilaration. “Just let them shoot.” But they were smiling, and Olivia was smiling, and she said, “Man, I’m proud of ya,” and sent them on their way.

When the game ended, the roars were deafening. And the nightlong celebration began.

Every one of Harrington’s 950 residents felt as if they had carried home the coveted Gold Ball. Along with neighbors from the adjoining towns of Addison, Cherryfield, Columbia, and Milbridge, they had made the five-hour round-trip drive to Augusta’s Civic Center. They had followed their hometown girls since the season’s late-November start, from the gym at Narraguagus, where most of them had gone to school years earlier, to Searsport, Baileyville, Jonesport, and other hamlets along the Downeast corridor. As the season chugged along and the girls ground their way toward an 18-2 record, the people here found themselves forgetting, for a couple of hours each week, about where they’d find the money for the unpaid heating bill, or how many times they’d fixed the leaking roof on their aging double-wide; about the way the money wasn’t coming in so fast once blueberry raking season had come and gone; or why this year’s lobster yield wasn’t even close to what they needed, ever since Donny had succumbed to the lure of fentanyl; about where they’d go, without their neighbors knowing, to stock up on food for the long winter that lay ahead.

They found themselves forgetting, and they cheered for the squad with an average height of five feet five. They cheered for the multitalented coach, Olivia Marshall, who gave the girls something to strive for on and off the court. And they cheered for the possibility that this once-robust set of communities could beat the odds in other ways. Because if a group of underdog girls could lift themselves up from the valley of the overlooked, surely, they could too.

Welcome to Downeast Washington County, where the state juts so far into the Atlantic that first light routinely breaks by 5:00 a.m. Here, in the most rural county in the most rural state in the nation, is a proud, traditional place, where generations have fished lobster, raked blueberries, withstood harsh winters, and thrived amid the rugged natural beauty of their birthplace. For more than two hundred years, they have also embraced a creed of self-sufficiency, bolstered by the bonds within their communities. But now, they are struggling to navigate the changes that have overtaken their once-protected world.

By a host of metrics, there is no more challenged place in Maine than Washington County. Nearly 30 percent of its kids live in poverty, and more of those kids are persistently poor than anywhere among the New England states. Of Maine’s sixteen counties, it is ranked as the least healthy, as measured by a set of factors that include behaviors, access to and quality of clinical care, education, income inequality, unemployment, family structure, and death by injury. Mortality rates from drug and alcohol abuse are significantly higher than in the rest of the state, with the fewest and farthest options for recovery. Indeed, overall life expectancy in Washington County is the lowest of Maine’s counties. What’s left of the population is aging, with fewer and fewer kids remaining to take their place.

To be sure, there have been boomlets, and with them prosperity for some. Downeast Maine has long been known for commercial fishing, forestry, and blueberry harvests, each bringing a century’s worth of steady processing and manufacturing jobs. The lobster industry alone, a more than one-billion-dollar statewide endeavor, has sustained generations of families. It’s backbreaking work, but it pays.

In recent years, though, other core employment has disappeared at alarming rates.

It’s a now familiar story. Between 1970 and the early 2000s, Maine lost more than sixty thousand industrial jobs. Shifting demand and technological advances were the main offenders, forcing mills and plants into a steady retreat. What’s more, a legacy of overfishing depleted the waters of virtually all breeds save the lobster—eliminating key coastal work that had long been taken for granted.

Many of those changes landed hard Downeast. Some companies that stayed retooled with new technologies, requiring fewer and more highly skilled workers. A service economy crept in, looking to fill the growing void. Instead, for most, it brought low pay and unfamiliar job demands. Economists call it a skills mismatch. Whatever you name it, the trend has helped place Washington County at the bottom of Maine state rankings of metrics for educational attainment, employment, and income. And for the residents of these towns, whose children attend Narraguagus High in dwindling numbers, social and economic forces continue to push hard against hope.

The raucous midnight celebration of the Lady Knights’ championship run was on, as hundreds of proud townspeople gathered in the parking lot of Narraguagus High. At the center of the party stood Audrey Barton, star athlete, top student, hometown beauty, and a quiet, confident leader who would soon embark on the next step of her life journey at Bates College. In that moment, she epitomized optimism for the future of Downeast Maine.

A few steps away danced Willow Newenham—head held high, forgetting, for a while, the dark family secrets that she kept locked inside. A sophomore, Willow was one of two team managers for the Lady Knights. When she was with the squad, she was buoyant. With wide brown eyes, an unselfconscious overbite, and a heart-shaped face that lost definition whenever she struggled with her weight, Willow was the nurturer, the confidante, the one her teammates called “Mom.” She gave the girls of Narraguagus basketball her heart, and they gave her the family she never had.

Not far from Willow, Mckenna Holt flashed her brilliant smile and basked in the knowledge that she was one of only two freshman players to earn court time for the championship game. A gifted athlete, she could already begin to imagine the moment when she might lead the Lady Knights to statewide glory again.

Off in one of the celebration’s outer rings stood Vivian Westford, absorbing the scene with a wry and distant smile, contemplating just the right moment to slip away for another adventure beyond the community’s watchful eyes. Beneath the surface of Vivian’s childlike visage lay a well of emotional journeys. Too many for a sixteen-year-old to have withstood unscarred.

Finally, Josie Dekker. Proud, wholesome, virtuous Josie. She locked arms with those around her in tribute to the team. Yet simultaneously, in manner and deed, she stood apart and seemingly above the crowd.

They were, that night, five girls who individually personified and collectively represented a microcosm of the Downeast life. Audrey, Vivian, and Mckenna claimed multigenerational legacies in the region, and surnames that opened doors and held a trove of local lore. They were shaped in powerful ways by these legacies, both embracing and rebelling against them. Josie, on the other hand, was a relative newcomer, whose grandparents had abandoned their Pennsylvania roots in search of a “simpler country life”—who, decades later, were still defining their space in the taxonomy of Downeast culture. Willow was a local girl of a different sort, whose family name brought sidelong glances. When the celebration ended, Willow would face an amalgam of challenges not uncommon in the region. And yet she cherished this place despite the pain she endured within it.

Different as they were, and distinct as the choices were that each would make in the coming years, these five girls were alike in fundamental ways. They shared a common bond of Downeast identity that made them, above all else, resilient. They saw their birthplace for all its flaws, and yet remained reverent of the place they called home, and of the gifts of nature and community it bestowed on them. They not only accepted but embraced the work ethic that came with the life. And although they occasionally grumbled about the geographic isolation, the lack of movie theaters, and the paltry restaurant options, they were Downeasters through and through. Even if they planned to leave—for school, love, adventure, or warmer climates—they’d stay forever tied to this region. What was it about this place, and its people, that captured their very souls?

At 2:00 a.m., the crowd, still toasting hope in the high school parking lot, began to disperse. There was work to be done. There were needs to be met, and elements to battle, on land and at sea. Morning’s first light would soon emerge, and with it a stinging reminder of the troubles that sat like a weight atop this proud and tight-knit community.




Chapter 2

Beginnings

By twelve years old, Willow Newenham was lost in the wreckage of a crumbling childhood. A few days after her father’s hospital discharge, she hid in her room, hoping for a night of peace. But the damage was done, the finger had been crushed, and there was no turning back from the rage that had begun to descend on the brown house on Valley Lane. Willow had sensed it building since even before the accident. And when William Newenham’s torrent came, the only thing standing between Willow’s two younger brothers and a merciless pounding was Mom.

It wasn’t the first time, nor would it be the last. But the ferocity of the beatings after Dad’s accident, the bloody result of a truck jack gone awry at Powell’s Lobster plant, was evidence to Willow that the Newenham family had entered uncharted waters.

In Willow’s world, the same story played over and over again. Dad got high, Dad beat Mom, Dad went after the boys. Most of the time he didn’t get to Willow. But sometimes she wondered if the mental abuse he routinely subjected her to was worse.

They called it their “family secret.”

It echoed through the walls of their cramped rooms. Sister and brothers surrendered to it, and it bound them together. No one else in this tight community could know because, in the family’s eyes, “we would be banned.”

And it was “just fine,” remembered Willow. “I didn’t say anything, and that’s how life went on.”

But it wasn’t fine.

When Willow was born, William and Lily were students at Narraguagus High. Lily was eighteen, William was sixteen, and with the news of Lily’s pregnancy, Lily’s mother insisted there was no choice in the matter. The pair married at the local church and began to raise their baby girl. They called her their “wonderful terrible mistake.”

When Willow was one, Lily worked the night shift as an aide at a local nursing home. William worked mornings, mostly day labor on the waterfront, and he and Lily took turns watching the baby. Years later, Lily told Willow that she arrived home one night to find William high on cocaine, shaking Willow hard and fast. Lily had to beat him to make him let go.

After Willow’s first brother, Scott, was born, Lily begged William to get a vasectomy. He promised he would, but not long after, Lily was pregnant again. One night, in Lily’s first trimester, William got high again. “He knew she was pregnant with my Isaac, my younger brother, and he beat her to the point where she thought she was gonna lose the baby. She and him were the only ones that knew.”

Most locals thought it was the drugs that made him do it, but Willow knew it wasn’t. Sober or not, it was his way. It was pretty much the one thing Willow could count on in her early life. “I saw my dad beat my mom so many times,” she remembered. “I have this one visual I can never get out of my head. My dad ripping my mom’s hair as he drags her across the floor. And he wasn’t even high. My entire life I wish that I could blame it on him being high. But I can’t.”

There was a time, when Isaac was still a baby, that things felt vaguely settled in the Newenham home. Lily and William were working carpentry together, taking whatever jobs would come their way. They’d moved from the trailer park to a house in Harrington. It wasn’t much to look at, but at least it was a house, a place to begin to put down roots. Not long after, the Newenhams cheered their good fortune when they found they could afford a better place, one town over, in Cherryfield. It was, recalled Willow, “the nicest house we’d lived in, and we all got along for a while, and everything was good.”

This too would end. It wasn’t long before Willow learned that “Dad had been cheating on Mom.” He’d left the house on Christmas Day to spend time with the woman he’d been seeing on the side. “And Mom broke down.” It turned out, too, that William’s drug use and drinking hadn’t let up. “He was a mean drunk,” Willow remembered, and when he’d arrive home out of control, Willow learned to scramble to her parents’ bedroom. As Willow hid, Lily would do her best to protect her little girl. Indeed, for a time, that bedroom became Willow’s safe haven, so much so that Willow took to sleeping there regularly with her mom, while William slept in Willow’s room.

When Willow was seven, William brought home a dirt bike for her birthday. Willow never knew where he got the money for it. Dirt bikes weren’t cheap, and William wasn’t working much. It was exactly the bike Willow had dreamed of owning—bright red, with black handlebars and knobby tires—and when William gave it to her, she felt a rare sense of joy.

The feeling didn’t last. Lily would later tell Willow about the day it was lost. How they had peered out to the driveway and seen two strangers approaching. How, on its face, the presence of strangers at the Newenham home might not have been alarming to anyone—after all, throughout Willow’s childhood, characters seemed to come and go regularly. But how this time was different.

It needn’t have been a surprise to the Newenhams when the strangers yelled that they were there for their money: two thousand dollars, to be exact. William had promised them, one too many times, that he was good for it, in exchange for the drugs they’d fronted him. But this time, it seemed, he’d pushed his luck too far
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