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        Nora

        Some years earlier.

      

      

      Boats bobbed against their slips, drifting up and down over the soft evening waves of Lake Huron.

      Nora stood at the piling and held herself against it. A gentle breeze slid inside her chiffon shawl, cooling her skin and sending a shiver down her spine.

      The dock lamps glowed softly above and around them. Just hours before, boat shoes and flip-flops tromped up the wooden planks and into Birch Harbor. Just hours before, he’d arrived. His weekly trip. His forever promise.

      This time, however, was different. Not all different. For, Nora’s response never had changed. No, she wasn’t interested. No, she wouldn’t go with him. No. No. No.

      It was Gene who’d turned over a new leaf.

      Earlier that day, they had bumped into each other at the Village. Where else?

      That’s when she found everything changed. The game of cat and mouse. The unending history. Their secret. It was over.

      They locked eyes outside of the Harbor Deli, where he stood ordering on behalf of a wisp of a woman. Icy blonde like Nora. Fewer grays. Better root coverage, maybe. Firmer skin. More expensive sunglasses. All of it. She was Nora if Nora had aged better. Or Nora ten years earlier. Or ten pounds lighter and six inches cuter. Still, a fierceness about their dynamic assaulted Nora. Eased her but irritated her, irrationally.

      Gene nodded at Nora, lifting his paper cup of midday margarita in a distant toast. Nora turned to her girlfriend and ignored the gesture entirely.

      But moments later, she looked back and caught the woman watching her. That’s when Nora knew. It was time.

      Time to say goodbye for good. Time to tell him that she was so happy for him and that it gave her peace to know that Gene could move on.

      Yes, Gene could move on from her, if not Birch Harbor; and it was apparent that he wouldn’t be doing the latter. It was painfully apparent that she’d have to share the small town, her small town, with this man who was once a boy who found himself wrapped inside of the worst thing that could happen on the heels of a summer fling. And he didn’t even run from it. He’d clung to it. To their shared drama.

      But Nora wouldn’t. She pushed ahead, of course. She pushed past the whole horrid thing with a passion. And then, there was that second wave of shame and humiliation. The one that Nora could not move on from. Ever. Ever. Ever.

      “Gene,” she called into his boat.

      She had followed him there carefully. Once the little blonde tucked herself inland in some weekend vacation rental (at least, that’s what happened in Nora’s mind’s eye), Gene, always the gentleman, had wandered past the house on the harbor, in full view of Nora as she sat smoking a cigar. A cigar! For goodness’ sake! What was wrong with her?

      She sat there, in a weather-worn deck chair, her gaze following the steady flow of traffic, local and tourist alike, her eyes homing in on any gray-haired six-footer with a bright polo and khakis. There were many, in fact. Some cooler than others. Some more handsome. None emitting the distinctiveness that Gene Carmichael always seemed to.

      Eventually darkness fell. Late. Too late. After the vast majority of foot traffic ebbed, she caught him waving goodbye to someone or some ones, she wasn’t sure. Nora kept her gaze on him. Just a hundred yards or so away, she confirmed it was Gene when he found his way to the third berth, The Carmichael Berth, as she called it to herself, although Gene was the only Carmichael who drifted in and out on any given weekend.

      The Carmichaels visited Birch Harbor when Gene was a senior in high school. Eventually, he’d gone off for college, returning soon after and taking up with the school district, pinching Nora out to the lake. Crowding her. Pressuring her.

      After some years teaching then running Birch Harbor High, his time rounded out to a split in some city down the shore and far inland and weekends in Birch Harbor, where Nora had the displeasure of watching him cavort as some sort of half-tourist-half-local hybrid. A charming phenomenon who came into town wearing polos and left wearing Hawaiian shirts.

      She glanced briefly inside to ensure Clara wasn’t watching. Clara, her bored little helpmate who had no idea how much Nora treasured her. Never would, probably.

      With the coast clear, Nora dipped down off her back porch and picked through her yard, then down onto the sand.

      Gene had long disappeared into his vessel, but she forged ahead, jogging lightly toward the dock, pulling her shawl around her shoulders as her short hair bounced off her neck. She felt young again, with new energy to confront this man who haunted her. Asking her always to come back to him, especially after Wendell left.

      Seeing him like that, earlier, at the deli, should have been confirmation enough that he’d finally leave her alone. Let her be.

      But Nora wanted confirmation. She wanted it over with. She wanted to know that he was done pestering her, done hoping. That she could well and truly settle into her golden years without the threat of this man always begging, always nagging her to be his.

      He wasn’t a predator. He wasn’t a bad man. He was a bothersome, meddlesome man who tied Nora to a bad memory. Sometimes, though, a person like that—a person with whom one shared a bad memory—became bad by virtue of the commonality. He was made worse, of course, when he wouldn’t just leave her alone.

      And now she would go to him. She would go to him and see to it that he was done. That they were done. That they could bury the past and that Nora could take whatever time she had left on the earth and know that this threat—this threat of her secret surfacing or her connection to the wealthy summer tourist named Gene Carmichael… Nora could know that it was over.

      “Gene!” she cried, this time shielding her call with her hand and glancing back up to the marina, fearful of drawing attention.

      A shadowy figure appeared in the sunken doorway of the boat.

      Nora waited, and when she saw that it was Gene, glassy-eyed and dark in the night, she began to unleash. “The woman,” she began with no hello, no easy slide into a calm adult conversation.

      Gene frowned, but Nora had no patience for that game.

      “Listen, it looks like you’re happy, but I just want to make sure—”

      He interrupted her. “You want to know if I’ve moved on?” An eerie grin took shape on his mouth as he moved, hand over hand on the side of the boat, toward her.

      Tugging her shawl over her like a blanket, she nodded and frowned. “Listen Gene. I’m happy for you. This is a very good thing. It means we can let bygones be bygones. Right?” Nora dipped her chin. He was just in front of her now, near the piling she’d pushed off of as soon as he emerged from the bowels of his vessel. It was his turn to grab it, hold himself there. She took one step back, but they were still within just feet of each other.

      Gene’s expression was hard to make out even with the lamplight overhead. It was his voice that gave her reassurance, though.

      “Yes. Bygones. Nora,” he went on. His boat rocked beneath him and he grabbed the piling with his second hand. The feebleness took her by surprise. Gene was a seafaring tourist with pocketsful of money and every summer to spend on the harbor. And here he was, unsteady on his feet. As he pulled himself more upright, new light spread over his face and she saw up close the soft wrinkles. The shaven jawline and sparse eyebrows. The shell of the man who she more often than not had, unreasonably perhaps, feared.

      And in that moment, Nora was no longer frightened. Everything about their dynamic flipped itself like a scaly trout, flopping across the wet wood of the dock.

      Just when Nora was about to thank him and leave and feel that her entire quest was a success… that she could go home, smoke another cigar, sip a glass of wine, and chat with Clara and be free, a second figure emerged from the inside of the Carmichael houseboat. A small figure. Frightening and threatening Nora all over again. It was the woman from the deli, and there was a wide, strained smile plastered across her glowing white teeth.

      At first, Nora tried for decency, offering a small wave. But then, a look about Gene’s petite companion told Nora that no good would come of even the briefest and sweetest of introductions.

      Gene, apparently, agreed. When Nora glanced at him, his face grew red and he fumbled over some explanation about an old schoolmate and something about planning a high school reunion as if Nora wasn’t the mother of his child who he had refused to leave alone all those years.

      There, just in front of her, he lied. He told this beautiful, miniature version of Nora some lie about their history. A distortion. A twist of the truth so far removed from her sense of reality, that Nora had to grab at the piling herself just in time for Wendell to release it and move to the woman.

      The dock gave way beneath her feet. Maybe it was bucking over a heavy wave, but then Gene’s boat wasn’t rocking. The lady wasn’t rocking. Gene wasn’t. Just Nora. Unmoored by the strange disconnect between how Gene had veritably chased her for so long, moving into her town and planting himself there like some sort of king of the lake and how he was framing their connection, undermining the truth to this tourist. This strange tourist.

      And then Nora knew that nothing was over. It had only just begun. And she wondered where this would go. How it would end. If it ever would.

      “A schoolmate?” the woman asked, nearing Nora and lacing her fingers across crisp white shorts, entirely steady on the water. “But Gene isn’t from Birch Harbor?”

      Inexplicably, Nora found herself adding to his lie, to the story. Her own spin, stringing out from her mouth on floaty notes as if she was always in on it. “Right. He spent a semester here. He taught my girls. The reunion, um, is for them. Gene was like a father to my daughters.”

      Surprise stretched across the woman’s face. “How bizarre,” she murmured as silence swept across the dock. “I’m afraid I’m not quite sewn into the fabric of this place yet.” She lifted a smooth, tanned, manicured hand up toward the Village.

      Gene cut in, saving them all. Or condemning them, perhaps. “Judith, this is Nora. Nora, this is Judith Banks.”

      There was no handshake. Not across the turbulent distance between the Carmichael houseboat and Nora’s refuge at the piling. But a crafty smile curled across Judith’s mouth.

      “Nora,” she said, the name sounding strange on the woman’s lips. “Nora…?”

      Frowning, Nora flicked a glance to Gene.

      He answered his friend. “Hannigan. Nora Hannigan.” Then, with a foolish grin, he added, as if on accident, “They call her the Queen of Birch Harbor.”

      And it was the wrong thing to say. Nora knew in an instant. It was the wrong thing to say.
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      Heat prickled along her skin as Megan Stevenson leaned over a sun-bleached patio chair. Pinching the corners of the little waterproof pillow, she frowned.

      Her backyard had never looked so good. It was a shame, really, that one’s house was at its absolute finest on the precipice of the end.

      Megan and Brian had agreed to list.

      Just to see, she’d said, hemming and hawing over price point and what concessions they ought to make (spoiler: none). Maybe we’ll get a nibble, she’d said, knowing full well in her heart that even if they got a full-priced offer, she’d chew on the tips of her nails, little black bits of polish flaking off until she couldn’t take it anymore and she’d say, Brian, you just decide. I can’t do this.

      And he did decide, for the both of them. They had no choice, really. It was inevitable.

      In the interim, the seemingly endless expanse of time between when the house might sell and whatever happened next… well, who knew what they would do.

      Okay, that was unnecessarily dramatic.

      They did have a loose plan in terms of living arrangements.

      Brian had found a townhome closer to the city. Closer to new opportunities. More affordable. He’d even shown Megan the listing. She’d responded to him ambiguously. That could work. And Right. Maybe. She knew it maddened him to be free floating. No commitment. Other than to their tenuous marriage, of course.

      Did such a thing exist? Commitment during the threat of divorce? Megan wondered. It would appear that, yes, they were still committed. Delicate though the bonds of that commitment may be.

      For her part, well, Megan had all of Birch Harbor. She had a room at the Heirloom Inn. Or an apartment at The Bungalows. Her sister, Amelia, may even have an extra futon in the lighthouse, if Megan needed it. If worse came to worse, then she could stay in the cottage, too.

      Then, there was the land. Out off of the main drag, less than a mile from the shore. Acres of it. A wood-encircled plot that once could have been a cherry orchard or a dairy farm, grassy and lush with a pond at the far corner. If Megan knew how to pop up a tent, it was hers for the taking. Brian could bring a tent, too. If they got cold overnight, she’d tiptoe barefoot across the dew-damp grass and unzip his little tent door, slip inside, wiggle her way into his sleeping bag as he snored, and…

      And Sarah? Well, even more of Birch Harbor belonged to their seventeen-year-old daughter. She had all of the above and then some. Her aunts would happily welcome their sweet niece. Her new townie friends, made quickly and over the summer as teenage friendships often are, were already begging for Sarah to stay over. To move there. To become a local.

      Hah. Megan had laughed at that one. You can never be a local, even if we move there, she’d chided. Sarah pouted in reply. Brian had smirked. Megan liked that. The small agreement. The ounce of hope.

      Now, Megan pushed her fingers into her temples and massaged tight circles.

      “Kate, what if it sells right away?”

      Megan’s older sister (and newly appointed realtor) lifted her eyebrows. “Wouldn’t that be a good thing?”

      Shrugging, Megan left the patio in favor of a blast of air conditioning. Kate followed. The open house was set to begin in just minutes. Inside, Megan fiddled with the short stack of spec sheets, pages hot off the printer from Brian’s in-home office.

      “Listen, Meg. You have a plan. Once it sells, you come to Birch Harbor. Brian rents the townhouse. You two figure it out from there. Easy.”

      It did sound easy when Kate said it. Like a firm set of guidelines for “How to Navigate A Fledgling Separation.” However, Megan knew what Kate did not know. The ugly sadness of things. The state of the union and the people inside of it.

      Kate’s plan and the hidden truth were a far cry from Megan’s twilight vision of how things could go in her fantasy, the one that played out over a wine-tipsy dinner when Sarah was gone and they had the house uncomfortably, tantalizingly, to themselves for once.

      That was the dinner where previous momentum, the momentum of lawyer-speak and paperwork and dissolution this and division-of-assets that… it crashed to a stop.

      That draining momentum had picked up on the heels of a marriage that got caught in a cove of craggy rocks and just stuck there, like seaweed, gooey and lifeless and useless. And all over what? Her wish to find a great job? His drive to carry on like usual, whistling as he worked? Their mutual silence about the fact that Megan was floundering. Floundering in a sea of self-doubt and the sorts of regrets only homemakers can know. The ones their husbands cannot fathom. The kinds of things that drive Virginia Woolf types to do Virginia Woolf things.

      Megan was no Virginia Woolf, though. She’d watch documentaries about the woman. Read books if she was really bored. But ultimately, Megan was happy.

      Anyway, it was at that private, tentative dinner, just weeks before, on the tails of discovering the lighthouse and Nora’s diary entries and in the wake of Kate’s reunion with Matt… it was there that angry energy turned soft. Megan and Brian shelved the legal pages that had been so carefully curated by their two separate lawyers. She’d clapped the ick from her hands and smiled at him over the table. He smiled back. They shoveled mint chocolate chip ice cream into their mouths.

      And then, he murmured an apology.

      No.

      No divorce yet. That part of things remained the same. By now, the paperwork was likely expired. Did divorce paperwork expire? Was there a best-by date when someone said they wanted to quit love?

      She hoped so.

      Still, the grand fantasy fizzled in a matter of days. June wore into July. Megan and Brian’s alone time, the time away from Sarah, who stayed in Birch Harbor to help her aunts, began to feel less like alone time and more like together time. And in a wobbly marriage, together time was generally a bad thing.

      The Fourth of July, Megan’s second favorite holiday after Halloween, had presented a fresh opportunity. She and Brian ambled down to the local parade, a Who’s Who of Suburbia.

      But that year the floats lacked the magical patriotism that Independence was meant for. Instead of hope, each coasting trailer blared out messages of disruption. And those were the better ones. Others were decorated commercials, touting garish sponsorships out of Detroit. Then, the school’s marching band passed them in between its rotations of “America the Beautiful” and “This Land is Your Land,” so all Megan and Brian had were the tired drummers, fumbling along to a beat, weak and out of tune, ready to shed their itchy uniforms and chug a pop before the cherry pit spitting contest.

      Then, later, Megan and Brian returned home to what might have been an intimate barbecue. But the burgers Brian cooked were too charred. Megan’s lemonade too sour. Finally, the fireworks, the part she anticipated so fiercely that there was no way they could have lived up to her dreams… well, those fireworks started too late. So, after the parade and crispy burgers and acrid lemonade, Megan and her almost-ex fell into bed.

      The same one, yes.

      But sleep came too quickly for one or the other. Neither knew which since both were pretending.

      Now, Megan folded one of the real estate spec sheets into a tight square and shoved it into her back pocket. A memento or scratch paper for some undetermined future use, she didn’t know which.

      The doorbell rang. Megan stirred back to life. No one liked a sulky attitude. Least of all potential homebuyers. Of course, they also didn’t like the home seller to be around, peeking over their shoulder as they inspected the drawers for signs of errant hair ties. Or as they criticized the distinct lack of storage space—storage space, of all things!

      “I’m out of here,” Megan whispered to her sister, as the latter strode towards the front door.

      Slipping back out onto the patio, she cinched her dark ponytail tighter and tiptoed through the backyard and around to the front of the house in time for the first arrivals to step into Kate’s warm, realtor-y greeting.

      Once in her car, Megan let out a sigh of relief. She turned the ignition and punched the air on, then checked her mirrors, ready to take a few lazy loops throughout the neighborhood.

      The gear stayed in park, though, and soon enough Megan found herself on the phone, her fingers navigating to him, the familiar name and the familiar digits… hitting Send. Waiting as it rang. Once. Twice. His voice came on.

      As he answered, another call came in. Kate. Megan let it go to voicemail. Soon enough, she’d hear about the open house. The interested party with the hefty down payment and a taste for pillows on patio furniture.

      It was all but irrelevant because as Megan heard his voice, something occurred to her. Something more important than a house in the suburbs with its lack of storage space and close proximity to the school.

      The burgers weren’t that burned. The lemonade was more tart than sour, really. The fireworks weren’t too late… the bed was just too comfy. And Megan knew for a fact that when she thought he’d fallen asleep, finally, long after the finale of stars and stripes had petered out… Brian’s hand had brushed hers. Beneath their covers. Just days before.

      Maybe the Fourth wasn’t a bust. Maybe it was a beginning.
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      “So, what’s the plan?” Kate flashed a grin at her sister and Brian. “You’ll both move into the Heirloom Inn? With me?”

      Previously, she’d been under the impression Brian was going his separate way. To an apartment or something. But then, a day after the offer came in on the Stevensons’ house, he decided to join Megan on the lake for the day. And Megan had whispered something to Kate about hope. A reunion. New plan.

      Kate was confused.

      Sure enough, there they were, back in Birch Harbor, sipping iced tea at Birch Village. Shore birds barked just yards off, at the edges of the dock, as tourists and locals came and went, striding in steady measure up and down the wooden planks, laughing and flushed in the Michigan summer sun.

      Megan held Kate’s gaze, slowly nodding her head. “As long as you’re sure we aren’t taking income from you. And as long as Sarah has a comfortable place somewhere. Until we make permanent arrangements. For everyone.”

      They’d been over this. It was the only option now that the offer on the house was in. Things were moving fast. Too fast, perhaps, for Megan and Brian, who weren’t as cemented in their plan as Kate thought.

      “Sarah can keep staying with Clara. Or Amelia. She’s the least of your concerns.” Kate said. “You can stay with me. Both of you. For however long you need.” She lifted a brow to them. “We reserved my old room for family. It’s empty. It’s yours.” She smiled at Brian, who shifted in his seat, uncomfortable.

      Megan’s eyes flicked to her husband before returning to her iced tea. “Does that work for you?” She frowned, running her finger up the side of the glass.

      Brian’s hands flew up. “Listen, this is awkward. I didn’t think the place would go fast. When Megan called me before I left town, I panicked. I… I stopped by that townhouse and signed. The lease, I mean.” He shook his head to himself and lowered his gaze, pushing his fingers into his eyes and rubbing them.

      “You what?” Megan replied, her voice cold. Kate’s anticipation turned to dread. No way did she wish to be a party to drama. Megan kept her cool, but her face and voice filled with hurt. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Kate sat, quiet, trying to pretend she wasn’t even there. Just another patron at a different table minding her own business. Someone wasn’t telling the truth. Megan, probably. Or, even worse, she wasn’t facing the truth.

      “Just a month-to-month. I didn’t want to take a chance.” His answer came out under his breath, like he was ashamed to admit it.

      Megan’s tone softened. “Oh. Okay.” Then her eyes flashed back to Kate. “I’ll stay with you. That’ll be fine. I can help. At least until…”

      Surprised at how quickly the building squabble halted into resolution, Kate simply lifted her gaze. “Until?”

      Brian reached a hand to the back of Megan’s chair then started to recoil, then settled it on the edge. The smallest hint of how tenuous their dynamic really was. Still, he left it, and Kate thought he was trying to watch Megan from the corner of his eye. It was fascinating to behold: that subtle game of cat and mouse wherein the roles continually flipped back and forth. Brian cleared his throat and Megan finally met his stare. Kate thought her sister’s face reddened. Maybe it was July playing across her cheeks. Maybe something else. “Until we have a place,” he said, his voice low.

      Megan’s eyes grew wide, and Kate wanted to grin like a fool. Instead, she followed Megan’s cue, simply smiling and sipping from her tea.

      “Yeah,” Megan managed, choking a little on her tea. “Good idea.”

      With the matter settled, they commenced eating their sandwiches. The afternoon stretched before them, and Kate’s to-do list, which previously felt miles long and thicker than a stack of Bibles, turned into mindless fodder for the remainder of the trio’s lunch. Having odds-and-ends to discuss apparently relaxed Brian, who chimed in on occasion, going as far as to make frequent eye contact with both Kate and his wife. His hand settled further along Megan’s chair back, and from Kate’s position, it looked like he’d wrapped it around his wife’s shoulders.

      It was no wonder the divorce ended up rockier than the marriage, Kate thought. Those two were meant to be together. It’s why they lost the paperwork. It’s why Brian returned to town with Megan, like a forlorn puppy dog. But it didn’t explain why they put their house on the market. If a couple wasn’t quite certain about parting ways, why add another monkey wrench and give up the only stable force in their life?

      No matter how sweet his nervous hand or easy agreement, or how quick Megan was to smile at him… it was clear to Kate that they still needed out of something.

      Maybe that was why they listed.

      A fresh start. Someplace new. Even if the someplace was no place and they weren’t together, anyway.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Brian covered the check, shuffling between a couple different credit cards before settling on one, thanking the women for their company, then leaving to head back into the city. He needed to see about the townhome and settle some other paperwork.

      Megan sighed deeply after he strode from the table. Her eyes never left him.

      Once it was just the two sisters again, Kate suggested they stroll down to the lake and walk off lunch.

      “Do you think it’ll close quickly?” Megan asked, as they slid out of their shoes and plucked them up by the heels, stepping onto the warm beach on the north end of the dock.

      Kate wiggled her toes until crunchy grains of sand pushed up between them. “You mean your house? Yes, I do.”

      Megan looked thoughtful.

      “Is that what you want?”

      “Yes. I think so.”

      “Can you bring me into the loop, here?” Kate’s face hardened, but Megan didn’t return the stare and instead darted closer to the water. Following her, Kate asked again, “Why did you two want to rush to sell? Don’t get me wrong. I thought it was because you were going to see through the separation. Give each other some space. And, Megan, I am happy to help however you need. I’m glad you’re making a fresh start of things, but I’m confused. One minute you’re not together, then the next you’re talking about a ‘permanent arrangement.’ You want to list, then you don’t. Now you’re both here, but Brian signed a lease there…” Kate’s voice trailed off.

      “We were getting a divorce.”

      A gull swooped low, just missing its chance at a broadsided fish of some order. Kate didn’t know much about fish or fishing or any of the marine life on Lake Huron or any other. In truth, she didn’t know much about life, period. But she knew when her younger—youngest—sister was holding back. “It’s okay if you don’t know,” Kate said at last. “But you need to be careful about making big decisions while you’re uncertain. Does that make sense?” It was the best advice she could offer. For them to slow down. Look at the big picture. Not rush into divorce or selling a house or getting back together… and especially not all three at once. Even if they were edging toward a fresh start.

      “I know,” Megan whispered back. “I feel like…” she hesitated, lifting water from the edge of the lake on her toe and flinging it out. “I feel like I need someone else to make decisions for me. The house thing just happened fast. I mean, that was the plan in May, right? Then in June. And then things sort of improved, but we’d already decided. And Sarah wants to be here.” The last sentence came out weakly, and Kate recalled that Megan had all but laughed at the notion of uprooting her daughter the year before she graduated.

      “Sarah had one more year of high school. Did she really want to miss that?” Something didn’t add up.

      Megan drew her hands to her face and shook her head, a sound like a sob preceding what she said next. “Brian lost his job.”

      Kate gasped and immediately regretted it, covering her mouth in her hands to shield her sister from her reaction. It was too late, of course. “Megan,” she hissed in sympathetic accusation. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly, Megan then cinched her dark ponytail and dropped her arms. Her hands clapped her thighs. The sob that had caught in her throat must have fallen back down to her chest, settling there. Megan was good at that. Holding back tears. Kate, less so.

      Above them, the sun started its earthward descent, drawing short shadows on the sand. At length, Megan replied, “I wasn’t sure it would affect me.”

      “How could it not affect you?” They stopped along the wet line where water crept in slow rhythm, nearing their feet. Sometimes it met them, a cool pull of beach tugging them nearer to the lake. Sometimes it didn’t, teasing instead.

      “We weren’t going to be together, remember?” Megan’s tone was acid. “Maybe we still won’t. I don’t know. Every day feels different. Every moment, even. When he told me, he was so crushed. Humiliated even. He lashed out. Then he got better. I just didn’t think it would matter. I figured… oh, hell, Kate. I don’t know why I didn’t tell you. Maybe I was humiliated, too.”

      Swallowing, Kate reached a hand to Megan, who took it.

      They stood like that and stared across the water for some moments, the noise from the dock pulsing across them like a shock wave, leaving them in an odd silence against background buzzing. Like they were at a party, having some drama in a room upstairs while everyone else was laughing and enjoying life.

      Finally, Kate broke the quiet. “Is he working now?”

      Megan nodded. “He has another week. We found out two weeks ago. He wasn’t fired,” she added quickly. “The company had budget cuts. His position was eliminated.”

      Wide-eyed, Kate frowned. “A week ago? That’s when you called me. To list the house. You were so… adamant.”

      A weak smile lifted the corners of Megan’s mouth. “We figured it was a sign. That mortgage is insane. And I have nothing to contribute. It felt like the safe move. For him and for me. For us.” Megan’s eyes flashed at Kate. “You can’t say anything. We were going to keep it quiet. Even Sarah doesn’t know. She’s already struggling with… well, you know. And anyway, Brian has a few interviews this week. He’ll be fine. We’ll be fine. And if the house sale goes through, then we’ll really be fine.”

      Kate nodded, assuring Megan she’d keep the secret. Another thought came. “Do you have savings? I mean, I will help however I can. But if you have something to tide you over, maybe you don’t have to sell? I don’t know. I don’t know what I’m saying. Oh, Megan, I’m sorry.” She blinked and pushed the heel of her hand to her head, Megan’s stress welling there inside, forming a headache. “I shouldn’t pry.”

      “It’s fine. And yes. We have a little. It’ll get him set up, I guess. It’s another reason the divorce is on hold, frankly.” Megan blinked and kicked at a lump of sand. “He’ll find something. I’ll find something. And I’ll help at the Inn, okay?” Megan narrowed her eyes on Kate, the little ruddy attitude breaking through Megan’s sadness. It was the same face she’d made as an edgy teenager. Her eyes lit up, her cheeks blazed red, and her hair even turned darker. Like a tantrum. Kate sometimes couldn’t see her sisters as grownups. Didn’t want to, maybe.

      Without answering, Kate grabbed Megan and pulled her out of the lip of water and into a deep hug.

      And they kept walking. For a long, quiet time.

      “You know what?” Kate said once they’d passed the spread of shops and eateries and started to round back.

      “What?” Megan asked.

      “I think you were right.” Kate smiled. “I think it was a sign.”
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      “You told me that Brian thought you should start a business,” Amelia pointed out. “Why don’t you?”

      It was late afternoon, and the sun had already crept down below the third floor of the house on the harbor, casting the backyard and the cove beyond in a long shadow, cooling that slice of waterfront space just enough to enjoy an early wine on the deck. The four Hannigans and Megan’s daughter, Sarah, had settled there together, in game-plan mode. The mission? Help Megan figure out what in the world she was going to do with her life.

      Sarah and Clara lounged in bikinis, towels tied around their waists. They’d spent the afternoon laying out, despite Kate’s nagging about sunscreen and UV rays and skin cancer. Amelia could see clearly that Clara had started to change. She was different that summer. Outside more. With others more. A good change. A change that trumped an hour in the sun, probably.

      Amelia, Megan, and Kate sipped on their wine at the patio table, feet away from the younger two. Amelia’s eyebrows pinched together at her revelation. Younger two. Clara was falling back in time a little. That’s what having a younger niece (or, rather, cousin) did. It reversed the aging process. Amelia should really get her hands on a younger cousin. Maybe she could wipe away the crow’s lines she’d worked so hard to erase.

      “He did say that,” Megan answered. Her speech was a little slower than when Amelia first showed up at the Inn after a long day up the shore.

      The lighthouse project was coming along nicely. By Labor Day, she and Michael expected to be open for business, hosting day tours. Her evenings were already consumed. It had taken only weeks for Amelia to ingratiate herself with the Birch Harbor Players. And she took on the role of full-time property manager for The Bungalows. It was funny to her, now, that she thought she was so busy in New York. Life was slow, then, by comparison.

      “Why did he?” Amelia prompted her sister.

      Megan sighed. “We had this weird moment back at the start of summer. It was when I didn’t get that job with Mistletoe.”

      “Mistletoe,” Amelia scoffed. “Really, Megan? Mistletoe.” Amelia glanced at Kate and caught quiet agreement in her eyes. Still, she braced for Megan to retaliate with some equally snarky remark.

      Instead, Megan laughed. A full-bellied, echoing laugh that produced tears at the corner of her eyes.

      Amelia giggled along. Kate, too. Clara and Sarah smiled, unsure what to make of the older three and their wine-induced cackling.

      But it wasn’t the wine. It was the truth.

      Megan wiped her eyes with the backs of her fingers. “You’re right, I guess. I’m more Ghost Adventures than The Bachelor. I love them both equally, though.”

      Rolling her eyes at the comparison, Amelia replied, “You don’t have to define yourself by your favorite TV shows. I get it. You like the matchmaking thing. The drama. The ups and downs.”

      “It’s more than that,” Megan cut in. All laughter had died out. A serious expression darkened Megan’s face. “I’ve thought a lot about this. Why matchmaking? Or a dating app or whatever that company was. Who even knows?” She threw up her hands before going on. “I’ve thought about what I want to do. And why I want to do it, you know?”

      Amelia took a sip of wine, her gaze settling past Megan and on Sarah, who sat quiet, waiting for her poor mother to spill her guts about dream jobs and dashed hopes.

      But Megan surprised them all. “I know I wear black and like ghost stories. I know I’m not into musicals, Amelia,” she punched all four syllables of Amelia’s name. “But I’ve always been into setting people up. Ever since you two.” Megan tipped her wine glass toward Kate.

      “What do you mean?” Kate asked, skeptical.

      “You and Matt. And that party. I knew you two were going to be together. It’s when I fell in love with love.”

      “Too much wine, Mom!” Sarah spat across the porch, rolling her eyes.

      Amelia laughed. “Let the woman speak. She’s onto something here. I think we’re making progress.”

      Megan shook her head. “This has never changed. This hasn’t come about from my divorce.” She choked over the word, flashed a glance back
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