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Summer 1968


One

In June—the June before Meryl Lee Kowalski’s eighth-grade year—she watched the evening news reports from the Vietnam War. Twenty-three American soldiers in a CH-46A Sea Knight had helicoptered in to evacuate Marines not far from Khe Sanh, South Vietnam. Their helicopter was hit by enemy fire and went down. Half the men were killed.

No one who loved those Marines had a chance to say goodbye.

Meryl Lee watched the story with her hands up to her face.

In July, Meryl Lee watched the evening news report about the American Marines on Hill 689, who killed three hundred and fifty North Vietnamese soldiers. They weren’t going to leave the hill, they said, until every North Vietnamese soldier was dead.

They didn’t.

And no one who loved those soldiers had a chance to say goodbye.

Meryl Lee watched that story, crying.

Then in August, Meryl Lee’s best friend—her very best friend who had once handed her a rose, who had danced with her at Danny Hupfer’s bar mitzvah, who had listened with her to the sound of a brand-new bottle of Coke when you pry the lid off and it starts to fizz—her very best friend was sitting in the back of his father’s Mustang on the way to a movie, a stupid movie, a stupid stupid movie, when they were rear-ended and Holling Hoodhood’s head snapped back.

Just like that.

Meryl Lee did not make it to Syosset Hospital in time to say goodbye.

For Meryl Lee Kowalski, everything in the world, absolutely everything in the world, became a Blank.

The service was at Saint Andrew Presbyterian Church. It was packed. Men in black suits, women in dark dresses. Everyone from Camillo Junior High—the principal, Mrs. Sidman; Holling’s teachers; his friends Danny Hupfer and Mai Thi. Cross-country runners from Bethpage and Farmingdale and Westbury and Wantagh, wearing their uniform shirts. Mr. Goldman from Goldman’s Best Bakery, sitting in the back, bawling. Mercutio Baker holding a new white perfect baseball he had wanted to throw with the kid, and Lieutenant Tybalt Baker in his dress uniform. The priest from Saint Adelbert’s. The rabbi from Temple Beth-El.

His seventh-grade teacher, Mrs. Baker, spoke the eulogy, holding a single chrysanthemum. She did fine until she got to the end: “Fear no more the heat o’ th’ sun,” she said, “Nor the furious winter’s rages; / Thou thy worldly task hast done, / Home art gone and . . .” She could not finish. She tried, but she could not finish. She went back down to her seat. As she walked past the casket, she laid the chrysanthemum oh so gently upon it.

So the pallbearers came to take Holling, and his father stood—they all stood—and when Holling passed him, his father put his hands on the casket and began to howl. Horrible, horrible hollow howls that could not be stopped, because there was no comfort.

The pallbearers stood still. They waited a long time.

Even through the Blank, Meryl Lee heard the howls.


She thought she would hear them the rest of her life.

She thought they would echo in the place where her heart had been, forever.

She did not go to the graveside. She could not go to bear those last words, to bear that thud of earth, to see Holling . . .

She could not go.

Her parents drove her home.

In the next weeks, Danny Hupfer and Mai Thi came over, and Mrs. Baker, and some of the other teachers from Camillo Junior High, and even Mr. Goldman, but Meryl Lee did not leave the house much that whole month. Everything she saw was without Holling, and the howls echoed in her empty chest. She could not go onto his block, she could not pass that Woolworth’s and its lunch counter where they had had a Coke, she could not walk down Lee Avenue, and she could not could not could not go near Camillo Junior High. She could not.

Because if she did, then the Blank would change. It would become a hole, a dizzying white hole, and she would fall into it, and she would be the empty hole where the howling echoes rolled around, and she had already come close, very close, to falling in.

So in September, her parents made phone calls to St. Elene’s Preparatory Academy for Girls. She would have a new start, her parents said. A whole new routine, her parents said. She would meet so many new friends. She would become so Accomplished. That’s what the headmistress had promised. Meryl Lee would become so Accomplished. And she had never before lived so close to the sea. The Maine ocean would be beautiful, they said.

And Meryl Lee knew that Holling Hoodhood had never been to the coast of Maine. He had never been there. And nothing familiar would be in Maine. Not Lee Avenue. Not Camillo Junior High. Not Goldman’s Best Bakery. Not . . . anything. Maybe that was where she should go.

Her mother packed her clothes for her.

Her father packed some books for her.

They bought her St. Elene’s regulation uniforms: six white shirts, three green and gold plaid skirts, two green and gold sweaters, and two green blazers with the gold St. Elene’s cross insignia. They packed them all carefully into her suitcase.

Then on the day, they packed her into the car.

On the ride up to St. Elene’s Preparatory Academy, it rained all across New York. And the whole way through Connecticut. And every mile of Massachusetts. New Hampshire and southern Maine were nothing but gray drizzle.

They stopped at a hotel in Brunswick overnight, and it poured.

The next morning, Meryl Lee leaned her head against the hotel window and stared at the blurred world outside.

None of them spoke.


Two

1967–68

No one on the peninsula knew how long Matt Coffin had been around. A year? How old was he? Hard to tell. Thirteen, fourteen? He was that kid who lived down by the shore, that kid who never went to school, that kid who skipped rocks into the waves at sunset, that kid who was always by himself.

That kid who never let anyone get near him.

He did live by the shore, in an old lobster shack left behind by Captain Cobb after he died. When folks saw smoke meandering out of its stone chimney, they figured some grizzled tramp had moved in, even though the place was falling down from rot and gravity. But fall came and went, and winter came and went, and the old shack still stood, and Matt Coffin lived like a seal near the ocean: he’d be standing by the water, and then he’d slip away and be gone.

The town did try twice to force Matt Coffin into Harpswell Junior High, but both times he quit after a few days, and neither his teachers nor the principal were inclined to bring him back. So he spent his days clamming, or fishing, or tending the rows of beans he planted in the spring behind Captain Cobb’s shack, bush beans in rows straight enough and pole beans on posts sturdy enough that folks said he’d do as a gardener if he put his mind to it.

Things might have gone on this way for a very long time, except one early spring evening, when the orange sun was low and the shadows of the pines long, Mrs. Nora MacKnockater came down the steep ridge to the shore beneath her house and settled her substantial rump on a smooth rock large enough to hold it. She watched a flat stone skip in the trough between the low waves—the tide was heading out—turned, and saw Matt Coffin brush back his hair, pull his arm to toss the next stone, see her, and stop.

“Five skips,” she said, “is a creditable throw.”

Matt Coffin jerked out the T-shirt looped around his belt and turned toward the pines.

“Is that the best you can do?” said Mrs. MacKnockater.

He turned back to her, pulling the shirt over his head.

“Five?” she said.

His head popped out. “Seventeen,” he said.

Mrs. MacKnockater looked around her, rose, maneuvered about the rock, stooped, and picked up a stone. She steered her large self down toward the water as Matt Coffin stepped away—but he still watched.

Mrs. MacKnockater pulled her arm back and threw.

She turned to Matt Coffin. “Eight,” she said.

“Seven,” he said.

“You miscounted,” she said.

“It doesn’t count when the last one goes into the wave.”

“That is hardly charitable arithmetic,” said Mrs. MacKnockater.

Matt Coffin came down to the shore beside her, stooped, and picked up two stones. He handed one to her. Until it got too dark to count, they threw stones into the water and watched them skip over the outgoing tide, away into the lowering dark orange.

Mrs. MacKnockater was back at the next sunset.


So was Matt Coffin.

“Eleven,” he said.

“What happened to the rule about the last skip going into the wave?” she said.

“I didn’t count that one.”

“You most certainly did,” said Mrs. MacKnockater, and she threw her stone.

“One,” Matt Coffin said, “counting the skip into the wave. How’s that for charitable arithmetic?”

“Do you like franks and beans?” said Mrs. MacKnockater.

He looked at her. In the low light, she couldn’t quite tell what he was thinking—and she was good at telling what people were thinking.

“Sometimes,” he said.

“It would only take a moment to warm them up,” she said.

Matt Coffin threw his last stone into the trough.

“Three,” she said.

“Okay,” he said.

It took more than a moment to warm up the franks and beans, and to set out the brown bread with raisins, and to lay a line of cinnamon over the applesauce, and to put out the dish of dill pickles, and to pour the ice cold milk, and to light the two tall candles that threw their lovely glow up to the ceiling beams.

Matt Coffin ate everything on the table, stopping only once, then twice, to look at the rows of bookshelves that lined the walls of the parlor beyond.

“Are those reading books?” he said.

Mrs. MacKnockater nodded and moved the plate of brown bread closer to him. She scooted the plate of butter beside it.

“You read all those?”


“Every one,” she said. “Do you have a favorite writer?”

He took another slice of brown bread, dipped it into the applesauce, and ate it.

It rained the next day, and Mrs. MacKnockater did not go down to the shore. But at suppertime, when she could hear the waves at low tide, she stepped out onto the porch and Matt Coffin was standing by the rhododendrons, one hand in his pocket, one hand holding a half-full pillowcase over his shoulder, his hat drawn low and dripping.

“Eighteen,” he said.

“Meatloaf,” she said, and he came inside.

“You can leave your bag in the parlor,” she said.

He sat down, laid the pillowcase on the floor, and kicked it well underneath the sofa with his heel. He could already smell the meatloaf.

“We’re ready,” Mrs. MacKnockater called from the kitchen.

He picked out as many onions as he could, then ate almost the whole meatloaf by himself, stopping only to spread tomato ketchup over it. Mrs. MacKnockater watched him the whole time.

Later, after two apple dumplings, he walked back into the parlor and looked at the rows of books.

Mrs. MacKnockater followed. She drew out Treasure Island and showed it to him.

“What’s it about?” he said.

“A boy named Jim,” she said. “The sea. A search for buried treasure. Pirates. Captain Flint and Black Dog and Billy Bones and Long John Silver.”

He took the book and flipped through it. “The pictures look pretty good,” he said. He handed the book back to her.

“You know, Matthew, I’ve always enjoyed reading aloud. I used to do it when I was a teacher, but now I’ve no one to read to. Would you mind terribly if I read the opening chapter to you?”

Matt shrugged. “If you want to,” he said.

Later, when Dr. Livesey had stared down the Captain and Mrs. MacKnockater had finished the first chapter, Matt said, “Why do you talk so funny?”

“Funny?” said Mrs. MacKnockater.

“Yeah, funny.”

“I grew up in Edinburgh,” said Mrs. MacKnockater. “A long, long way from here, across the wide ocean.”

And Matt suddenly grew quiet, very quiet, and he looked at her, then he looked out the window into the dark, and he wondered if that would be far enough.

On sunny days after that, Mrs. MacKnockater went down to the shore and skipped stones with Matt. And when they both got hungry—that is, when Mrs. MacKnockater got hungry, since Matt was always hungry—they climbed the shore ridge to her home and ate supper, and afterward Mrs. MacKnockater read Treasure Island. On rainy days, Matt just came to her house when it was suppertime.

When he did not come, Mrs. MacKnockater understood that he was out on the water. At dusk on those days, she stood on her porch and held up her binoculars to watch the fishing boats and the lobster boats come in, and Matt would be standing on the deck of one, waving at her, and she would be surprised at the way her heart filled. Once she asked him about school.

“I thought you weren’t a teacher anymore,” he said.

“No teacher ever really stops being a teacher. I’m the headmistress at St. Elene’s Preparatory Academy for Girls.”

“What does a headmistress do?”


“I ensure that the school is run properly.”

“How do you do that?”

“With guile. Matthew, you should be in school.”

“I tried that. Twice. I’m not going again.”

“Whatever happened before, it is not inevitable that—”

“Are we going to read tonight?”

“Matthew . . .”

“Are we?”

So they ate supper together that night—slabs of white scrod with lots of tartar sauce—and then they read, and they read through the heat of July, and through the firefly nights of August, and into the first cool days of September when the maples looked as if they had tipped the edges of their leaves in pirate blood. They finished Treasure Island a few nights before St. Elene’s Preparatory Academy for Girls would open its doors to the new fall term, with the voice of Captain Flint squawking in the parlor: “Pieces of eight! Pieces of eight!”

Mrs. MacKnockater looked down at the book. “Mr. Stevenson certainly knows how to tell an adventure,” she said.

Matt was quiet, and then he said, “It’s like Long John Silver is a jerk, but it’s also like he’s Jim’s father. Sort of.”

Mrs. MacKnockater looked at him. “I suppose that’s true, but Jim is certainly glad to be rid of him.”

Matt reached over and closed the book in her hands. “I guess,” he said. “But still, he hopes he’s okay at the end.”

“Perhaps,” Mrs. MacKnockater said quietly. Then, “Matthew, do you know where your father is?”

Something shattered in the room like old glass. Matt Coffin looked at her as if betrayed. He stood up.

“I don’t mean to pry, Matthew.”


The screen door slapped behind him as he left the house.

“Matthew,” she called.

He did not come the next evening. Mrs. MacKnockater wrapped the meatloaf without onions in tinfoil and put it away in the refrigerator.

Three days later, when Mrs. MacKnockater went to preside over the opening ceremony of St. Elene’s Preparatory Academy for Girls, the missing Matthew Coffin was all she could think about.


Fall Semester

September–December 1968

Obstacles


Three

When Meryl Lee and her parents drove onto the grounds of St. Elene’s Preparatory Academy that first morning, girls in regulation green and gold school uniforms were holding dark umbrellas and pointing the way to the dormitories. They smiled in the rain as if they were the happiest girls in the world, and they waved as if Meryl Lee were a long-lost friend finally come home.

Meryl Lee did not wave back.

Her father followed the signs to Margaret B. Netley Dormitory, where portly Mrs. Kellogg, who was the dorm matron and looked exactly like what a dorm matron should look like, was waiting beneath the overhang on the front porch. While the Kowalskis stood with Mrs. Kellogg, two girls in black dresses and white aprons—they didn’t have dark umbrellas and they weren’t smiling—unloaded Meryl Lee’s suitcase and two shopping bags. The shopping bags, Mrs. Kellogg said, were to be taken up by Alethea, the suitcase by Bettye. They were to carry everything to Miss Kowalski’s room: Netley 204.

Meryl Lee watched them go.

“We’re so glad to have you here,” said Mrs. Kellogg.

“Thank you,” said Meryl Lee. She did not believe that Mrs. Kellogg, who sounded as if she were reading her lines from a script, was really all that glad to have her there.

“We hope that you’ll be very happy at St. Elene’s,” said Mrs. Kellogg.

Meryl Lee didn’t believe that either.

If Holling had been there, Meryl Lee would have turned to him and said, “See what I mean?” and Holling would have said, in some sort of robot-y voice, “We are so glad to have you here, Meryl Lee. We hope that you will be very happy at St. Elene’s, Meryl Lee. The girls of Margaret B. Netley Dormitory are eager to meet you, Meryl Lee, Meryl Lee, Meryl Lee.”

Then Mrs. Kellogg shook Meryl Lee’s hand and said, “The girls of Margaret B. Netley Dormitory are eager to meet you, Meryl Lee.”

Really, she said that.

Holling would have been rolling on the ground, holding his stomach, laughing.

“I think it’s time,” said Meryl Lee’s father.

She felt as if someone—maybe Mrs. Kellogg—had punched her in the stomach.

Her mother hugged her and her father kissed her on the top of her head, and suddenly Meryl Lee knew it was really going to happen. They were going to leave her at St. Elene’s Preparatory Academy for Girls and Holling wasn’t there and she would be very, very alone.

The Blank.

The howling echoes in her empty chest.

She followed them to the car and stood beside it. In the rain. Without a dark umbrella.

Her parents got in. They closed the doors.

Her mother rolled down her window.

“Mom,” said Meryl Lee.


“It will be all right,” said her mother.

“You are not leaving me here,” said Meryl Lee.

“Meryl Lee, this is a new start. It will be all right.”

“No,” said Meryl Lee. She put her hand on the back door handle. It was locked.

“Meryl Lee, you’ll be used to all of this in a day or so. You will. I promise.”

Rain coming down harder. Meryl Lee wiping at her eyes.

She looked over the car at the clapboard buildings of St. Elene’s Preparatory Academy for Girls. She looked at the white chapel across the commons, more gray than white in the rain. She looked at the steps of Margaret B. Netley Dormitory, where the waiting Mrs. Kellogg, standing strategically under the porch roof, purposefully wound the watch dangling from a dark braid from around her neck. She looked at the green and gold uniformed girls walking in and out of Margaret B. Netley Dormitory in umbrellaed groups, smiling as though they had been walking in and out of Margaret B. Netley Dormitory in those same umbrellaed groups together since, oh, first grade. Smiling with friends they had known all their lives.

Oh, smiling with friends they had known all their lives.

The two girls in the black and white uniforms had come back and were standing behind Mrs. Kellogg. They were both very wet. They both looked down at the ground.

“You are not leaving me,” said Meryl Lee.

Her father leaned across the car seat toward her. “Meryl Lee, we’ve been over this. There will be wonderful opportunities here, and new people, and new friends. St. Elene’s is one of the finest academies in all New—”

“Do you see that brick wall?” said Meryl Lee, pointing. “Do you know why it has iron spears on top?”


“That’s wrought iron on top, Meryl Lee.”

“So if anyone tries to get out, she’ll fall on the spears.”

“It’s time to go,” said Meryl Lee’s father.

“And do you see the ivy climbing the brick wall?”

Meryl Lee’s mother began rolling up her window.

“That’s poison ivy.”

“It is not poison—”

“No, it really is. And if you touch poison ivy that thick, you know how infected you’ll get? Do you really want to leave me in a place surrounded by a brick wall with spears on top and covered with poison ivy?”

“Meryl Lee,” said her father.

“This is a big mistake,” she said.

“Meryl Lee,” said her mother, “you’re going to love St. Elene’s. And you’re going to love Dr. MacKnockater. In every call we’ve had, she’s assured us that St. Elene’s will be just what we hoped for. A month from now, St. Elene’s will feel like another home.”

“Who knows if I’ll be here a month from now?” Meryl Lee said.

“Of course you’ll be here a month from now,” said her mother.

“Holling isn’t.”

The Blank.

Her mother got out. She took Meryl Lee’s hands. “No, he isn’t. And we all miss him. And we’ll always remember him. But you are here. You are. And now it’s time to live your own life, because you must.”

Meryl Lee knew her mother was right. She must. What else could she do?

“And you’re going to make the most of this new beginning. And we’re going to be so proud of you.”

Meryl Lee could not speak.


“We already are,” her mother said.

Meryl Lee nodded, and she tried to smile—because her mother wanted her to smile.

Her mother got back in. Her father put the car in gear.

“We love you,” said her mother.

“Don’t get too close to that poison ivy,” said her father.

They waved, and she watched them drive down the road toward the main gate—which also had spears on top—the dark wet gravel crunching under the tires. She watched the brake lights come on for a moment—“Please, please,” she whispered—and then the car pulled out of St. Elene’s and was gone.

The edges of the Blank blurred.

Rain misted around her, so that Meryl Lee almost looked as if she was crying.

Mrs. Kellogg finished winding her watch. She called from the steps of Margaret B. Netley Dormitory, “Miss Kowalski, being late for your arrival hardly grants you the privilege of being late for the opening ceremony as well.”

Meryl Lee took a deep, solidifying breath. One last look down to the main gate—just in case—and she turned to Mrs. Kellogg, who stood as straight as an exclamation point. Then Meryl Lee pushed back the Blank and walked up the porch steps, wishing beyond all wishing that she was not a new student at St. Elene’s Preparatory Academy for Girls, wishing beyond all wishing that she was at Camillo Junior High, wishing beyond all wishing that Holling, oh that Holling was coming up the main staircase with that worn-out black and white jacket he always wore and he would give that shy sort of wave he does—did—from his hip.

“Your luggage has already been taken to your room, where you should have been some time ago,” said Mrs. Kellogg. “Students—even new students—are expected and required to don the St. Elene’s Academy uniform for all school activities and events—especially the opening ceremony.”

Meryl Lee looked at the two girls standing under the porch roof, one still looking down, one now staring at Meryl Lee.

“Alethea,” said Mrs. Kellogg sharply.

Alethea looked down.

“Please follow me,” said Mrs. Kellogg.

Meryl Lee followed her.

But she had seen Alethea’s face before she looked down.

Alethea was not smiling.

Alethea was definitely not smiling. And somehow Meryl Lee knew that Alethea did not care at all whether Meryl Lee would be happy at St. Elene’s or not.

She went to don her regulation St. Elene’s Academy uniform.


Four

The soap-smooth wood floor of Margaret B. Netley Dormitory was to be trod upon only by the upper school girls of St. Elene’s Preparatory Academy; the boards resounded with every single step Meryl Lee and Mrs. Kellogg took. Above them, aged dark beams crossed the ceilings—“Norman abbots once walked beneath these,” said Mrs. Kellogg. On Netley’s first floor, doors to the kitchen—“The refrigerator is well provisioned with snacks: cheese rounds, cut vegetables, assorted fruit juices, and bottles of Coca-Cola, the last supplied only if each girl, on her honor, pays twenty-five cents per bottle”—and to the laundry room—“Locked after nine thirty p.m. and packets of detergent available upon request, but to use only if needed, in between regular laundry days, when soiled garments are picked up in the morning and delivered back to your room by four o’clock”—and to the telephone—“No calls after nine forty-five p.m.” On the second floor, doors to the girls’ rooms, which were all open. Mrs. Kellogg made introductions as they passed, and Meryl Lee tried to listen: “Here are Elizabeth Koertge from Los Angeles and Julia Chall from St. Paul. Here are Ashley Louise Higginson from Brooklyn, New York, and Charlotte Antoinette Dobrée from Charlotte, North Carolina. Here are Marian Elders from Manhattan and Barbara Rockcastle from White Plains. Here is Heidi Kidder from Rutland, Vermont. And here . . .”

Meryl Lee felt the Blank hovering.

“And here is your room,” said Mrs. Kellogg. “You will be living with Jennifer Hartley Truro from Truro, Massachusetts.” To make sure Meryl Lee understood, Mrs. Kellogg leaned down and said, “The town is named after the family.” This door was closed, so Mrs. Kellogg knocked and opened it. “Miss Truro? Here is your new roommate, Miss Meryl Lee Kowalski, from . . .”

She turned to Meryl Lee.

“Hicksville, New York,” said Meryl Lee.

“New York,” said Mrs. Kellogg. “Miss Kowalski, Miss Truro.”

Jennifer Hartley Truro slowly elevated from her bed, tossed her long blond hair back like a cape behind her, and floated cloudlike across the room. She extended her hand in a way that suggested Meryl Lee should bow down and do worship.

“Hey,” said Meryl Lee.

“Good morning,” said Jennifer Hartley Truro.

“Generally Miss Truro rooms with Stephanie DeLacy from Philadelphia,” Mrs. Kellogg said. “But Stephanie’s father is a United Nations diplomat and the family is living in Budapest for the next year. So the two of you will be rooming together. I’m sure you will get along well.”

The whole time Mrs. Kellogg was talking, Jennifer was looking at Meryl Lee as if she had completely blundered into the wrong room and there was no reason in the whole wide world that they would ever get along well.

Then Jennifer pointed to a corner of the room, beyond Meryl Lee’s bed and the mattress that lay naked upon it, where a suitcase held together with a leather belt and two wet shopping bags dripped.

“Those must be yours,” she said.

Jennifer had obviously been in the room for several days—and it looked like she had brought her interior decorator with her. A green satin duvet covered her bed, and gold satin pillows lay strewn over it, perfectly placed as if they had been tossed there so very carelessly. A paisley cloth covered her dresser and cushioned the tray that held her set of tortoiseshell combs. Above them, a gilded mirror hung. On the wall above the green satin duvet, framed posters of Ringo and Paul and John and George, all signed in big felt-tip marker. “Love and kisses to Jennifer,” said Ringo. “This night the stars were all in your eyes,” said Paul. In the closet, her hangers were pink and plush. Meryl Lee turned away before she could see what they were holding.

This isn’t going to work, she thought.

“You’ll need to change quickly, girls,” said Mrs. Kellogg. “The opening ceremony is in”—she looked down at her dangling watch—“eighteen minutes.”

“I’ll be ready,” said Jennifer.

Meryl Lee lugged her wet suitcase onto the mattress. She undid the leather belt. The first thing she took out was a dried rose. She laid it carefully on the desk beside her bed. Then she took out her regulation St. Elene’s uniform and looked around for the bathroom so she could be alone for a minute, just a minute, just one stupid minute—and then maybe she could hold back the Blank a little while more.

But there wasn’t even time for that, since Jennifer made it to the bathroom first. She took twelve minutes—mostly, Meryl Lee figured, with her hair. Meryl Lee took two—mostly with her eyes closed, breathing slowly. Then, one minute after that, Meryl Lee was walking down the hall, three steps behind the blond hair of Jennifer Hartley Truro, the flowing auburn curls of Charlotte Antoinette Dobrée, and the chocolate-colored locks of Ashley Louise Higginson. The three were all wearing their regulation St. Elene’s Academy uniform—except for Charlotte, who had substituted a blouse made of something that shimmered.

Charlotte’s shimmering blouse fit her perfectly.

The regulation St. Elene’s Academy uniforms that Jennifer and Ashley wore fit them perfectly too.

The sleeves of Meryl Lee’s regulation St. Elene’s uniform shirt—which did not shimmer—came down over her knuckles.

Of course.

“Maybe we can find some paper clips,” said Ashley, looking back.

They paused on the steps of Margaret B. Netley Dormitory. The rain had stopped and the sudden sun was already steaming the puddles. Across the commons, Newell Chapel shone brilliantly white in the clearing air.

Suddenly, more than anything, Meryl Lee wanted to hear the sound of a bottle of Coke being opened. That wonderful fizzing sound that said something wonderful was about to begin. Something wonderful that was wonderful because you were sharing the Coke with someone you . . .

But all she heard was the sound of boots on the gravel path, the giggles of friends reunited after a summer, the light chimes of Newell Chapel, Mrs. Kellogg’s matronly fussing.

This wasn’t going to work.

They walked past the oldest part of campus—the long white steps and high wooden pillars of eighteenth-century Greater Hoxne Hall, the shorter white steps and shorter wooden pillars of Sherbourne House, the diamond-windowed Putnam Library, the six-gabled Lesser Hoxne—and joined the current of girls (lower school first, then upper school) channeling into two lines beneath the high white steeple of Newell Chapel, which needled the newly blue sky.

Every regulation St. Elene’s uniform in sight fit every girl perfectly—except Meryl Lee and, as it turned out, the girl beside her in line. Her skirt was a lot longer than it should have been. She kept hitching it up. Meryl Lee was afraid to look, but she thought the girl might be crying.

She knew how she felt.

She really knew how she felt.

Suddenly, at some cue Meryl Lee missed—maybe it was the organ starting to play, or maybe it was a glance from Mrs. Kellogg—the girls quieted, then marched side by side through the high doors of Newell Chapel. They marched beneath the ancient school banners of St. Elene’s Preparatory Academy for Girls, and Meryl Lee looked up. Those banners must be a hundred years old, she thought. They marched up the center aisle between the black-robed academy teachers, who stood at attention by the end of each of the pews. Some of them must be a hundred years old too, thought Meryl Lee.

When they had all moved into the pews—Meryl Lee stood in the pew behind Jennifer and Ashley and Charlotte since they hadn’t left room for her beside them—the organ shifted from its slow processional into something a little more rousing, paused dramatically, and then boomed into what Meryl Lee figured was the school song—which she did not know, but everyone else seemed to.



Hail to thee, St. Elene’s.

I pledge my heart to you.

Hail to thee, St. Elene’s.

I pledge my two hands too!



Meryl Lee thought the school song used the word hail a little too much.


Hail to thee, St. Elene’s.

The stars shine down on you.

Hail to thee, St. Elene’s.

To you we will be true.



Definitely too many hails. If Holling heard this song, he would be on the floor again, laughing like a dog. He would laugh and laugh and his hair would be all messed up and his eyes would be bright and . . .

The organ went back to being solemn, and then Dr. Nora MacKnockater, the headmistress of St. Elene’s lower and upper schools, and Mr. Lloyd C. Allen, the chairman of the St. Elene’s board of trustees, together slowly processed down the main aisle, then up the stairs to the plush red chairs upon the podium, where Mr. Allen sat in Regal Ease, and where Dr. Nora MacKnockater stood in Awful Dignity and gazed at the girls—sort of like a searchlight scoping out the incarcerated in a dark prison yard. When Meryl Lee saw the headmistress’s gaze looming toward her, she looked down and waited until she knew it would be past. Then she looked up again.

But her timing was off: Dr. Nora MacKnockater was gazing directly at her.


Quickly Meryl Lee clasped her hands behind her back and held her breath.

The gaze lingered, lingered, lingered—and moved on.

Meryl Lee breathed again.

When the organ finally stopped, a minute of terrible silence stuffed Newell Chapel until Dr. Nora MacKnockater spoke: “The Faculty”—she paused—“may be Seated.”

It seemed to Meryl Lee that Dr. MacKnockater spoke in Capital Letters.

The collective sound of the faculty being seated. The strain of the pews. Adjusting of long robes. A few light coughs.

“Returning Girls”—Dr. Nora MacKnockater paused—“may be Seated.”

More pews strained. A few quick laughs, quickly stilled.

Meryl Lee looked around. Almost everyone in the chapel was now seated. Except the lower school’s youngest girls. And Meryl Lee. And the girl whose regulation St. Elene’s uniform skirt was too long and who was definitely crying.

“I would speak first to the New Girls of St. Elene’s Preparatory Academy,” said Dr. Nora MacKnockater.

And she did.

She spoke about Obstacles that come to everyone in life. She spoke about the Resolution we need to face Obstacles. She spoke about how Resolution leads to Accomplishment. She spoke about the Accomplishments of the Students of St. Elene’s: Jennifer Dow currently had a still-life painting in a youth exhibition at the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, where Marian Elders had three art pots she had thrown during the summer also displayed. Stephanie DeLacy had two short stories published in a New England literary journal. And Elizabeth Koertge had won a science fair competition hosted by Harvard University for her project on light fibers.

Meryl Lee thought, Light fibers? Harvard University?

Then Dr. MacKnockater spoke about the Accomplishments of the Faculty of St. Elene’s: Mrs. Connolly and her new book of poems that Houghton Mifflin would publish next fall. Mrs. Mott and the acquisition of her most recent landscape painting by the Portland Art Museum. Mrs. Bellamy’s paper in Nature on new dissection techniques for earthworms, frogs, and fetal pigs. Mr. Wheelock’s conference presentation in Prague during which he had successfully disproved a theorem that mathematicians had accepted as axiomatic since it was proposed in 1927. At St. Elene’s Preparatory Academy for Girls, said Dr. MacKnockater, we become our Best Selves, our most Accomplished Selves.

And Meryl Lee began to feel—it was hard to find the word—a little filled. Maybe that was the word. Filled.

Obstacles, and Resolution, and Accomplishment?

Was it really possible?

She could hardly remember what it felt like to live without the Blank.

Could she be filled with Accomplishment?

Dr. MacKnockater leaned toward them.

“The girl who lives purposelessly, looking only to the past, lives a wasted life. And a wasted life honors no one and gilds no one’s memory. Girls of St. Elene’s, this year, what will your Resolution be?” Another long pause. “What will your Accomplishment be?”

And Meryl Lee felt herself leaning toward Dr. MacKnockater, and she wondered, what would her Accomplishment be?


“How will you become your Best Self?” said Dr. MacKnockater.

And Meryl Lee, still leaning forward, wanted to know. She desperately wanted to know.

“At the end of the year, where will you find—” Dr. MacKnockater stopped. Everyone looked at her. She swallowed and held herself still. Then, “Where will you be found?” she said, her voice not quite so strong.

Ahead of her, Meryl Lee saw Ashley turn toward Jennifer, yawning. Maybe she had heard all this before. Maybe she had heard all this at the beginning of every school year for eight grades. But Meryl Lee had not, and still standing before the Awful Dignity of Dr. MacKnockater, still filled with the solemn moment, Meryl Lee felt that the Blank might be a little further away, and she was not far from tears.

Then across the aisle from Meryl Lee, the girl whose skirt was too long hiccupped twice and threw up.

Marian Elders, who was sitting directly in front of her, was the unfortunate full recipient of what the girl evacuated.

Her pew evacuated too.

Meryl Lee watched. She figured that most of the lower school at least would have run screaming from the chapel except they were probably terrified of Dr. MacKnockater.

On cue, she sat down. She didn’t follow all of the next flurried moments, since suddenly she was trying to not throw up herself. But she saw Mrs. Kellogg lead the girl whose skirt was too long out of the chapel by a side door. And she saw Bettye, who had schlepped Meryl Lee’s luggage, appear with a very large towel, which she wrapped around Marian Elders, who was covered with . . . well . . . and who was now crying herself—with pretty good reason, thought Meryl Lee. Then Alethea appeared with a pail and mop.

And though Mr. Lloyd C. Allen, chairman of the board of trustees, rose to speak his welcome to the girls of St. Elene’s Preparatory Academy, and though he hurtled his voice toward the rows and pews as if he were speaking from the other side of the campus, he did not receive everyone’s full attention.


Five

At five o’clock in the morning on the day when Mrs. MacKnockater would greet the new girls of St. Elene’s Preparatory Academy for the first time, Matt Coffin was down below Harpswell, walking out onto the docks.

In the purple light before dawn, Captain Willis Hurd of the lobster boat Affliction, his blue cap pulled down low, did not see him. The Captain had two dozen lobster traps to stow on board, and the day before, Jonathan Buckminster—his crew entire—had boarded a train down to Mississippi, of all places, drafted into the war. And now the Captain’s back was doing what it always did on cold mornings: seizing up like a broken piston. He stepped sideways into Affliction. Dang, how was he going to get all those traps aboard?

Captain Hurd listened to the creaking of the mooring lines and the collapsing of the low waves. He closed his eyes and smelled the sea-washed boards and the tar of the dock and the piney breezes that came down from the ridges. He felt the give of Affliction as the tide began to urge inward.

He thought of young Buckminster, just a boy, hefting the weight of a rifle. Aiming it at some other young boy who—

He opened his eyes, and there was this scrawny kid on the dock, handing one of the traps down to him.


Captain Hurd looked at the kid, grunted. Then he reached out and took the trap.

And the next one.

And the next.

The kid was good. He kept up. Actually, Captain Hurd had to keep up with the kid, scrawny as he was.

When it came to the last trap, the kid climbed aboard with it himself and stowed it. Then he looked at the Captain as if he expected something. And he did. Questions. Questions like “What do you want?” and “Where are you from?” and “How old are you?” and “Why aren’t you in school?”

And “Where are your parents?”

But Captain Hurd didn’t ask any of those questions. Instead, he asked, “Can you tie a buoy hitch?”

Matt nodded.

The Captain looked at him a long time, then threw him a rope.

“Show me,” he said.

Matt did.

The Captain nodded. “Okay,” he said. “Okay, I’ll give you fifteen percent of the profits since it’s my boat. You can have one of the tuna fish sandwiches I made and I hope you like tomato and pickle and mayonnaise because I do. There’s some brownies but I made them too so don’t expect much and they don’t have any nuts because I hate nuts. I’m laying four six-trap strings down below where the New Meadows empties. Mile and a half out. Boots are over there. You tie up the traps on the way. After that, gloves are over there. No, over there. Pay attention. So that’s it. Come if you want to.”

Captain Hurd fiddled with his cap and turned to the engine.


Matt went over to put on the boots.

“Take care of the stern line,” Captain Hurd called back.

Matt took care of the stern line.

“And the bow line.”

Matt went forward and took care of the bow line.

“Push off,” called Captain Hurd, but Matt was already pushing off the dock.

And that was, pretty much, the last time they spoke until midmorning.

Affliction sputtered along the coast as the sun was almost peeking. If Matt had looked up the ridge toward Mrs. MacKnockater’s house when they passed by, he might have seen the lights on and maybe Mrs. MacKnockater out on the porch with her binoculars, watching—but it was too dark, and she wouldn’t be able to make him out. Affliction chugged by with its neatly stowed traps, the engine missing occasionally—she was an old trawler. Matt tied hitches between the traps and the buoys, and they came past the end of the peninsula and out into the long swells of the Atlantic, where the air was cold and the spray sort of moderate. The sun was barely full up, and the water was blue-black.

They worked as though they had been working together all their lives. Matt tied the lines to each of the traps, and then he put on the yellow gloves and baited the traps with herring while the Captain slowed the trawler and brought her around to face into the breeze. When the Captain nodded, Matt made sure the buoy hitch was tight and slid the first of the traps over the stern, and then the second trap, and then the Captain came to help lay the next four as the sea pulled and the line got heavier. Back at the wheel, the Captain brought Affliction around and chugged out into the waves, turned her toward the breeze again, and they laid the next six-trap string.

It was past ten o’clock when they finished, and the Captain came back to the stern, sat down, and stretched out his legs. “You know the bay?” he said.

Matt nodded.

The Captain drew his blue cap down low over his eyes. “Don’t hit anything. Take us around some.”

And Matt did. Around Chebeague, and then up to Little French, and Bustin, and past the Sow and Pigs since it wasn’t yet high tide, and over to Upper Goose and then back out to sea past the Goslings, then the long stretch to Whaleboat Island, and then Stockman Island, the water so blue and the sky bluer, and if the Captain had raised his cap and seen Matt’s face, he would have seen something close to happiness.

They anchored off the lee shore of Stockman and Affliction lay smoothly on the low swells. The Captain opened his cooler and took out the tuna fish sandwiches—Matt opened his and threw the tomato and pickle overboard, and he tasted right away that the Captain really did like mayonnaise. Afterward they shared the bottle of water—which Matt drank the most of because the brownies were pretty terrible, not at all like Mrs. MacKnockater’s.

The thought stung him.

And that was when they saw the whales.

Or heard them, first.

There were four, five, or maybe six. Seven. Swimming over toward Chebeague, riding the currents below the surface in long and slow curves, spouting their mist high into the air, as calm as if they were feeling the earth rotate slowly beneath them, as unconcerned as if there were nothing else on the planet except for this blue day, these green islands, those gray shores.

They watched until the whales moved off around the island, then sank away, Matt leaning over the side of Affliction the whole time.

He could have watched them for days.

The Captain, too.

“Only God sees them now,” said the Captain, as quiet as a ripple. Then, “Best get your gloves back on,” and the Captain headed the trawler around toward the first trap.

But Matt kept his eyes on the ocean beneath which only God could see.

He wished he could too. See what God could see, that is.

Captain Hurd didn’t hurry. They rode the troughs that Matt might have skipped stones in—Matt and Mrs. MacKnockater. Another pang. They slowed as they passed each island, as if to enjoy the light glinting off the mica in the rocks. So they didn’t reach the buoy of the first string until around 2:30, and when they pulled them up, the traps were disappointing: no lobsters at all in the first four, three total in the last two. Matt banded the lobsters and dropped them into the live tank. The second string of traps had no lobsters at all. The third was better: four in one, three in another, all legals. But the fourth string! The fourth had five lobsters in the first trap! And all the others had three or four, all good size, all legals.

“Guess we know now where we should have put all the strings,” said Captain Hurd.

While Matt stowed the traps and ate the last of the terrible brownies, they headed back to the Harpswell docks.

The sun was lower now, and the sky had begun to take on that yellow color that it takes in fall afternoons. Soon everything would be washed in gold—the rocks along the island shores, the high pines, the higher clouds, and even Mrs. MacKnockater’s house, where she was standing on the porch, looking out through her binoculars as the trawler was chugging past. She waved.

Captain Hurd waved back.

Matt did not.

“Wave to Mrs. MacKnockater,” said the Captain.

Matt looked at him.

“Wave to her.”

It had been a long time since Matt Coffin had done something that someone told him to do—except maybe Mrs. MacKnockater. He looked up at her. She was still waving, still watching through her binoculars.

He guessed he might as well wave.

“And that house there. Green shutters. Down the ridge from Mrs. MacKnockater’s? That’s mine. Just so you know if you need something.”

“Like what?”

“Just so you know.”

At the docks, Matt and the Captain tied Affliction securely, bow to stern. They unloaded the live tank and flushed out the seawater. They secured all the traps, washed down the bait bucket, stowed the buoys, and flushed the engine. It was almost suppertime, and Matt was hungry. Terrible brownies and one tuna fish sandwich with too much mayonnaise weren’t a whole lot.

“I’ll get these weighed and sold,” said the Captain. “Be here tomorrow morning and you’ll get your fifteen percent. Meanwhile”—he reached into the swarm of banded lobsters—“take these two to Mrs. MacKnockater.”


“Why?”

“To apologize for being a rude jerk. Someone waves, you wave back. Maybe she’ll be in a forgiving mood and boil one up for you—but don’t count on it. I wouldn’t if I were her.”

Matt took the two squirming lobsters, one in each hand.

Not much later, Mrs. MacKnockater heard someone kicking at her back door. It was more than a little annoying, the kicking. So when she pulled open the door, she was ready to point out that even someone with quite low intelligence should be able to manipulate a doorbell, and there was Matt, with his two squirming lobsters.

“From Captain Hurd,” he said.

Mrs. MacKnockater nodded. “Come in,” she said. “I’ll put the water on to boil. They’ll be done in no time.”

Matt looked at her. “No time?”

“Poetic license,” said Mrs. MacKnockater, and turned to find her lobster pot.

And it wasn’t no time, but Matt thumbed through the illustrations in Treasure Island, and when Mrs. MacKnockater told him to, he went and washed up, and she didn’t ask him anything about where he’d been—probably since she knew she shouldn’t—and she handled the lobsters as well as Captain Hurd did, in and out of the boiling pot, and onto the plates, and onto the table, a small pot of melted butter next to each of them.

“It looks like you two must have had a good haul,” she said.

Matt nodded.

“He usually does,” she said.

Matt nodded again and opened up the first claw.

He ate quickly.

He paused at his second claw. “You know the Captain?”

Mrs. MacKnockater, halfway through her first claw, paused too. “We’ve known each other for quite a long while,” she said, and smiled when she turned back to her claw.

Matt watched her.

“I’ll go get some more butter,” said Mrs. MacKnockater, and she went into the kitchen.

He wondered about Captain Hurd and Mrs. MacKnockater as he headed down the steps of Mrs. MacKnockater’s front porch that Friday night. He wondered as he walked the pathway down the ridge and into the dark pines. He wondered as he walked down toward the shore and Captain Cobb’s old fishing shack.

He wondered as he got inside, and closed the door behind him, and lit the lantern, and lay down, so very alone.


Six

When Meryl Lee got back to Margaret B. Netley Dormitory after the opening ceremony, she found Jennifer combing Charlotte’s hair in her room, and Ashley sitting on the floor, and all of them laughing, laughing, laughing.

Until she walked in.

Then, quick silence.

She looked at the suitcase she had left open on her mattress.

Not everything in it was folded as neatly as it had been.

“Is your name really Kowalski?” said Ashley.

“Yes,” said Meryl Lee.

“Really? Because I’m not sure I’ve ever met someone from Eastern Europe.”

“I’m from Long Island.”

“Oh,” said Ashley.

“Aren’t you going to unpack?” said Jennifer.

Ashley stifled a laugh.

Meryl Lee looked at the closet, filled with Jennifer’s blouses and dresses and regulation St. Elene’s Academy white shirts and green and gold plaid skirts and green and gold sweaters and green blazers with the gold St. Elene’s cross insignia—eight of each—all on their pink plush hangers, with lavender, pale yellow, and light blue sweaters on the shelf above.


“Not just now,” Meryl Lee said.

She decided to make up her bed, even though she hadn’t packed anything like a green satin duvet. She put her suitcase on the floor and took the bedclothes out of one of the shopping bags, and while she stretched the slightly damp sheets over the mattress, Jennifer and Ashley and Charlotte talked about Stephanie, about how wonderful Stephanie was, about how Stephanie knew everyone and had even once met Ringo like Jennifer had, about how Stephanie always knew exactly what to wear and how she had the nicest clothes and how she would never be caught dead in a public school sweatshirt like some girls wore, about how they wished Stephanie was back from Budapest.

Meryl Lee tried to come up with some smart and beautiful and wonderful thing to say. Something like how someday soon she was going to Budapest and she would do the same things in Budapest that Stephanie was doing, whatever they were. But she couldn’t come up with anything smart and beautiful and wonderful to say, and she wasn’t going to Budapest anytime soon, and she did have a public school sweatshirt in her suitcase, and it was her favorite thing to wear mostly because she’d worn it when she and Holling . . .

She took a long time making her bed while Jennifer and Ashley and Charlotte talked about Stephanie, who had been to Brussels with Jennifer twice, and how they had shopped all around La Grand-Place and how maybe next summer they would go to London together after Stephanie got home from Budapest because they loved going to Europe together.

Meryl Lee tucked in the corners. She thought about the lunch counter at Woolworth’s. She pushed away the Blank.

When Meryl Lee finished, she said, “I’m going to go for a walk to explore.”


“Don’t you have a duvet for your bed?” said Jennifer.
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