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Another autumn had come to Fort Cromwell, New York, and Sarah Talbot was there to see it. She sat on the front porch of her small white house, drinking apple cinnamon tea, wondering what to do next. The college kids next door were washing their car. Spray from the hose misted her face. Wrapped in a red plaid blanket, she tilted her face to the sun, and imagined the drops were saltwater and she was home on Elk Island.

A blue sedan drove slowly down the street. It looked municipal, as if it might belong to an undercover police officer or street inspector. FORT CROMWELL VNA was stenciled on the side, and when it parked in Sarah’s driveway, a small, trim woman in a white coat climbed out.

Sarah smiled to see her.

‘What are you doing here?’ Sarah asked.

‘That’s a fine greeting,’ the visiting nurse said.

‘I thought you were done with me,’ Sarah said. Holding her blanket with one hand, she used the other to unconsciously ruffle her closely shorn white hair.

‘Done with you? My daughter would kill me. Besides, do you think that’s how I treat my friends?’

‘I’m your patient, Meg,’ Sarah said, smiling.

‘Were, Sarah. Were. We’re here to take you for a ride.’

‘A ride? Where–’ Sarah began. Glancing at the car, she noticed Mimi in the backseat.

‘Happy birthday, Sarah,’ Meg said, bending down to hug her.

Sarah reached up. She put her arms around the visiting nurse and smelled her citrus-scented shampoo. Meg’s pockets jangled with keys, pens, and a stethoscope. A colorful plastic teddy bear was pinned to her lapel, just above her name tag. Sarah could feel by the new padding between her bones and Meg’s skin that she was putting on weight. The hug felt good, and she bit her lip.

‘How did you know?’ Sarah asked when they pulled apart. Today was her thirty-seventh birthday. She was having a quiet day: no party, no cards or calls from home. In the car’s back window Mimi was waving with one hand, trying to paste up a bright pink sign with the other. In silver glitter she had written MANY HAPPY RETURNS OF THE DAY!

‘I read your chart,’ Meg said, grinning. ‘Come on.’

Will Burke stood in the hangar, his head under the hood of the Piper Aztec. Fall was his biggest season. He needed all three of the planes he owned serviced and ready to fly. The lake region was a tourist destination, with all the cider mills and foliage trails. He operated fifteen-minute aerial tours, especially popular during the Fort Cromwell Fair. The end of October brought parents’ weekends at two area colleges, with scheduled flights back and forth to New York, shuttling parents to see the big games and visit their kids.

At the sound of tires crunching over the gravel outside, he wiped his socket wrench on a blue rag and placed it on his tall red toolbox. He checked his watch: four o’clock. A friend of his daughter’s had booked a quick birthday tour, up and down, a fifteen-minute scenic loop of the lake and mountain. An easy thirty dollars, and he’d be back to the tune-up in no time.

Tucking his work shirt into his jeans, Will walked outside to greet his customers. He didn’t really feel like taking a break, but the afternoon was sunny, and the fresh air felt good, so he found himself smiling at the car anyway. He waved as they pulled up.

Meg and Mimi Ferguson got out. Meg was the town visiting nurse, and she yelled hello with cheerful efficiency, making Will smile a little wider. He hung back, wondering which one had the birthday. His daughter sometimes baby-sat for Mimi, and judging from what he remembered, Mimi must be about ten.

But then someone new got out of the car, a woman Will had never seen. She was small and thin, the size of an underfed teenager. Her skin was pale and translucent, like high cloud cover on a fall day, and her head was covered with blond peach fuzz. It was the way she looked at the sky that caught Will’s attention: with total rapture, as if she hadn’t ever seen it so blue before, or as if she couldn’t believe she was about to go up in it.

‘Ready to fly?’ he asked.

‘Which plane, Mr Burke?’ Mimi asked, excited.

‘That one,’ he said, pointing at the two-seater Piper Cub.

‘We can’t all fit?’ Mimi asked, disappointed.

‘Now, Mimi–’ Meg began.

‘Sorry, Mimi,’ Will said. ‘The big plane’s getting an oil change. If I’d known …’

‘You know what, Mimi?’ the woman said eagerly. ‘Why don’t you go up for me?’

‘It’s your birthday flight,’ Mimi said. ‘It was my idea, and we want you to go.’

‘Happy birthday,’ Will said to the woman.

‘Thank you.’ Again, that expression of amazement, as if she had never been so happy. She stared at him directly, and he had that shock he felt when coming upon a person he knew from somewhere, hardly at all, but who has undergone a drastic change of appearance. A weight gain or loss, a different hairstyle, a drop in health. He had seen this woman around town looking quite different. Then, for some strange reason, he pointed at the sky.

‘Ready?’ he asked.

‘I am,’ she said.

‘Let’s go,’ he said. Then, speaking to Mimi in a voice he tried to keep from sounding overly hopeful, he said, ‘Hey, Susan’s in the office. She’d be glad to see you.’

Secret’s dad had brought her to the airport. Her allergies were out of control, and the school nurse had tried to call her mother, but of course she wasn’t home. So Secret had told her to call Burke Aviation and ask for Will: Her father would definitely pick her up. And he had. She’d felt better almost immediately upon reaching the airport, but there was no point in going back to school: the day was almost over. She slouched at his desk, painting her nails. Craning her neck, she could just see the action outside, through the big window. Mimi and her mom and their friend were standing by the landing strip, talking to him.

Of all the kids Secret baby-sat for, Mimi was the best. She was a nice little kid. She listened to her parents, never tried to get Secret to pierce her ears in weird places, and wanted to be a veterinarian when she grew up. She had Dreams and Goals, she knew there was more to life than Emma Turnley, the only school in this one-horse town, just as Secret herself did.

‘Hi, Susan,’ Mimi said, bursting through the door.

‘“Susan”?’ Secret said, barely looking up. ‘There’s no one named Susan here.’

‘That’s right, I forgot,’ Mimi said, grinning. ‘Secret. You changed your name. What’re you doing?’

‘October is the month for witchy doings, and since you know I’m a witch, I’m painting my nails accordingly,’ Secret said patiently, as if she were explaining something terribly obvious to a dim but cherished friend. She wiggled her fingers at Mimi, casting a spell.

‘Wow,’ Mimi said, admiring the artwork. Secret had used India ink and a crow-quill pen to paint delicate spiderwebs on her iridescent pale blue nails. Being right-handed, her left hand was more intricately done, with microscopic spiders clinging to the silken strands.

‘You brought that lady here for her plane ride, I see,’ Secret said, looking out the window again. The airport was tiny, and there wasn’t much activity. ‘Was she surprised?’

‘Very surprised,’ Mimi said. ‘I’m glad you suggested it.’

‘Mmm,’ Secret said, taking the compliment as her due. She was known for her great surprise and party ideas. Watching the woman walk toward the plane, she noticed a few things: She was too thin, her hair looked terrible, and she had the nicest face Secret had seen in a long time. ‘Is that lady really sick?’ she asked.

‘She was,’ Mimi said. ‘But she’s getting better. My mom takes care of lots of people, and for a while she said Sarah was going to die. But now she says she’s probably not. I’m really glad, but I don’t get it.’

‘You’re too young to get it,’ Secret said benevolently, although Mimi was older than Secret had been when her brother died. Secret’s throat began tickling. Her chest got that heavy feeling, and she reached into her father’s top drawer for the inhaler they always kept there. She took a hit.

‘Are you okay?’ Mimi asked, always looking so worried when Secret had an attack. This was nothing. Secret had asthma and allergies, and she had first met Mimi because Meg Ferguson had been her nurse. After a really bad attack, when she had stopped breathing and started turning blue, Secret had needed inhalation therapy for a few days, and her mother had called the visiting nurse.

‘I’m fine.’

‘Good thing you have your inhaler.’

‘I didn’t have it at school today, so I had to come home early.’ As soon as she said it, Secret felt bad for lying – to Mimi and to the school nurse. She had had her inhaler; it was buried deep in her book bag, beneath her art supplies and Franny and Zooey. But she had been bored at school, feeling lonely, and when the opportunity had presented itself with a choking fit, she had asked them to call her father.

Lonely: Secret felt it all the time, down to her toes. She missed her brother. Living with her mother, she missed her father. Right under the same roof, Secret missed her mother. Half the time she missed people when they were sitting right next to her. Walking through the mall with girls from her school, she missed her friends and they were right there.

Like now: Sitting here with Mimi, gazing out at the airstrip, she watched the sick lady with the terrible hair get into the plane, with this beautiful radiant look in her eyes, and Secret missed her. Missed her so badly her chest began to hurt, even though Secret had never met her before and didn’t even know her name.

They flew north. The pilot took her over the lake and western ridge, where the leaves blazed in the orange light. The craggy rocks glowed red, and the lake itself was deep blue-black. Sarah pressed her forehead against the cold window, looking out. She watched red-tailed hawks circling below the plane, their shadows dark and mysterious on the lake’s smooth surface.

‘Ever been up in a small plane before?’ the pilot asked.

‘Yes,’ Sarah said.

‘Don’t know why, I thought it was your first time,’ he said. ‘The way Mimi and her mom were so excited about arranging it for you.’

‘I think maybe I mentioned to Meg that I love flying,’ Sarah said. ‘Although I don’t do it as much now as I used to. Lots of weekends, I’d be on a plane just slightly bigger than this, flying home to Maine from Boston.’

‘I’m from New England too,’ he nodded. ‘That lake’s pretty, but it’s not –’

‘The Atlantic,’ she said, grinning.

He laughed too, the response of a man who had saltwater in his veins, who for some reason, like Sarah, had found himself living in upstate New York after a lifetime by the sea.

‘I’m Will Burke,’ he said, taking his hand off the controls to shake her hand.

‘Sarah Talbot.’

‘Hi, Sarah.’

‘Who was that I saw in the window back at the airport?’ Sarah asked. ‘That young girl looking out?’

‘My daughter, Susan,’ Will said.

‘A teenager?’

‘Fifteen,’ he said. ‘Going on thirty.’

‘I know the syndrome,’ Sarah said, glancing east, as if she could see across four states to a tiny island off the coast of Maine.

They kept heading north, even though they had reached the midway point, been in the air for seven and a half minutes, and should have turned for home. Down below was an endless pine forest. It covered the hills in all directions, an unfathomable expanse of green, and the dying sun threw glints of gold in the tall treetops. Sarah felt her eyes fill with tears.

Will glanced over.

‘I didn’t think I’d be here,’ Sarah said. ‘For another birthday.’

‘But you are,’ Will said.

He pulled back on the controls, and the plane began to climb. They left the earth behind, flying straight into the sky. Sarah felt the exhilaration of adventure, something new, of being alive. Her heart was in her throat, gravity pulling her shoulder blades against the leather seat. Will glanced quickly over.

The plane dove down. Holding tight, Sarah felt the plane do one loop-de-loop, then another. Will’s hand was so close, she wanted to grab for it. It was a sudden, mad impulse, and it passed. The plane steadied off. Sarah’s fifteen minutes were up, but they kept flying north for a while longer before they turned for home.
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Thanksgiving morning was crystal clear and very cold. The sun came up like thunder here, and Sarah made sure she woke up in time to see it. Again she felt the ripple of fever. It ran through her body as she got dressed. Her father was cheap with oil, so he kept the house cold at night. Standing in her freezing room, her skin felt hot. She stood naked by her bed, glistening with a fine sweat, trying to remember her dreams. They had been busy and passionate, causing her to toss around the bed all night, twisting in the sheets. Will’s was the face she recalled, as if he had been the one responsible for her fever.

But by the time she had pulled on thermal underwear, jeans, turtleneck, and a heavy sweater, she felt normal again. Her temperature was down. No one else stirred. She paused outside Mike’s bedroom door, listening for his deep, steady breathing. The sound contented her, as it always had. Knowing he would be there when she got back, she left the house and walked down the snowy path to the bay.

The stars were still out. They hung in the deep blue sky, low globes of light that someone had forgotten to extinguish. Sarah stood by the water, her hands stuck in her pockets. The geese were beginning to cackle in the barn, and the seals were starting to bark on the rocks. Again, returning to a place she loved so much after thinking she would never see it again, moved her immeasurably. Grateful for dawn, Maine, her family farm, her beautiful son, she opened her arms.

But she wasn’t alone. In the darkness she hadn’t noticed the man sitting on the rock. Hearing her footsteps, he rose and walked across the tidal flats. She saw him coming, silhouetted against the cold auroral fire. Looking up into his kind face, into eyes that hadn’t seen much sleep last night, she smiled.

‘Good morning,’ Will said.

‘You’re up early,’ she said.

‘I figured if I was the first one up, being this far east, I’d be the first person in the United States to see the sun rise.’

‘Do you mind company?’ she asked.

‘No,’ he said, standing beside her as they faced the sea. ‘Not at all.’

His leather jacket crinkled as he unfolded his arms. They listened to the wildlife growing noisier as the horizon blazed brighter. Waves broke over rocks fifty yards away. The tide was low, and Elk Island tides were notoriously extreme. The exposed sea bottom was rippled, the silver mud scored with rivulets of water running out to sea. Lobsters and crabs scuttled beneath the rockweed. Boulders changed shape and slid into the bay, and Sarah touched Will’s hand and pointed.

‘Seals,’ she said.

‘Those rocks?’ he asked. The animals did look rocklike, sleek and gray and thrown together in haphazard fashion, the water rising around them.

‘A whole colony,’ she said, watching the creatures arch their backs, pointing their noses toward the sky, fifty or sixty adults and at least a dozen young.

‘I’ll be damned,’ he said.

‘You didn’t have seals in Newport?’

‘Maybe one or two, spending the winter in Narragansett Bay. That’s about it. Someone would spot one, and the word would get out, and the kids would beg us to take them to Castle Hill or Beavertail to see if we could look for them. Wait till Susan sees these guys.’

‘Kids love seals,’ Sarah agreed. ‘When Mike was little, I couldn’t get him off the rocks. He wanted to chase seals all day long.’

‘He’s a nice kid,’ Will said. ‘He did a good job yesterday, getting the airstrip ready for us. And he’s glad to see you.’

‘Hmm,’ Sarah said, trying to be strong. But her insecurities got the better of her. ‘Why do you say that?’

‘I can just tell. The way he mentioned fixing that step last night. He wants you to see he’s indispensable. It’s a man-of-the-house kind of attitude. He wants you to be proud of him.’

‘I was thinking … something different.’

‘Like what?’

‘That he wants me to see he doesn’t need me at all. He’s adopted my father and Bess as his new family, he’s theirs now.’

The sun had broken out of the sea. It was a red ball shining through the outer islands dotted throughout the bay, turning the tall pines black and spiky and sharp against the golden light. The air was still frigid, and thinking of Mike in his new life in her old family made Sarah’s arms feel numb.

‘Why is he here?’ Will asked quietly.

‘He ran away.’

‘From home?’

Sarah paused, thinking of their last, and worst, fight. ‘From me,’ she said.

‘Isn’t that normal at his age? Guys go through a stage where they can’t stand their mothers. Or at least they can’t show it.’

‘He had his things packed,’ Sarah said, closing her eyes as she remembered. ‘Ready to hitchhike to Maine, to catch the ferry out here from Bethlehem. We fought, and then I caught up with him on the highway. I asked him to think of his future, stay with me just until he finished high school, and he just looked at me and said he couldn’t. He wouldn’t even listen.’ She took a breath. ‘He looked like he hated me.’

‘Why would he?’

‘Lots of reasons,’ Sarah said.

Will didn’t speak right away. He seemed to be watching the seals. As the sun rose, they were more visible. They looked bonded to the rocks, hardly separate at all, like infants pressed up against their mothers. Sarah had to lower her eyes.

‘He doesn’t hate you,’ Will said.

Sarah looked up at him. His face was dark with whiskers, sexy, and kind; he hadn’t shaved yet. He looked disturbed, as if he wanted more than anything for the words he was saying to be true.

‘How can you tell?’ she asked, praying he would tell her something she could stand to hear.

‘Because no one could hate you,’ he said.

Sarah’s heart fell. She had started to shiver, and she couldn’t quite get it under control. She had wanted something specific, some observation Will Burke had made after watching her and Mike, some revelation she could let herself believe. She didn’t say anything, but she didn’t have to. Will knew he had to give her more.

‘Because a boy who hates his mother doesn’t ask her to come all the way to Elk Island to spend Thanksgiving with him,’ Will said.

‘He didn’t want to be with me last year. I know it’s not why he left, but I found out I had cancer and he couldn’t get away fast enough.’

‘He was scared,’ Will said.

Sarah nodded. That was part of the reason; she knew, deep in her heart, that any son would be afraid of losing his mother, no matter how self-sufficient he was, no matter how many years he had been letting himself into the house after school while she worked hard to pay their rent, to sustain this old farm.

‘He wouldn’t want to lose you, Sarah. No one would.’

‘Oh, God, that sunrise is so beautiful,’ Sarah said, watching the sky turn from dark gray to blue, watching the last star fading into the light of the new day.

‘Happy Thanksgiving, Sarah.’

‘Happy Thanksgiving, Will.’

Ready for coffee and breakfast, wanting to see their children, they walked slowly up the frozen path to the still-dark house.

While all the adults were busy fixing Thanksgiving dinner, Snow decided she needed a tour of Elk Island. She bundled into her parka and checked all the rooms in the crooked little house. Her favorite was Aunt Bess’s sewing room. It was full of tiny white feathers. They stuck to every surface, including the ancient black sewing machine. A stack of finished quilts stood in the corner, and it made Snow happy to think of them on the shelves in Sarah’s shop, ready to make the people of Fort Cromwell feel safe and warm.

Finally she found Mike down by the bay. He was coming out the door of a tiny little shack, and he looked guilty the minute he saw her. He held a bushel basket full of feathers.

‘What’s in there, secret treasure? she asked, walking straight over to the shack.

‘Uh, no,’ he said.

‘Then how come you look so afraid I’ll open the door?’

‘Believe me, you don’t want to,’ he said.

Snow stood very still. She tilted her head, looking him over. She hadn’t spent twenty minutes freezing cold in front of a bathroom mirror for nothing that morning. Zero eight hundred, out of bed, and beautifying. Applying eye shadow, dark liner, mascara, and lip gloss here in the wilderness of deepest, darkest Maine, she had been thinking the whole time how cute Mike Talbot was. And now they were face-to-face. Tall, dark, and wow.

‘Why not?’ she asked. ‘What is it?’

‘The picking shack.’

‘The what? Why can’t I go in?’

‘It’s kind of gross.’

‘Gross? How?’

‘It’s where we take the feathers off the geese.’

‘Really?’ she asked, her eyes lighting up as she looked at the basket. ‘Are there a bunch of naked little geese running around in there?’

‘No, they’re dead.’

‘Dead?’ she asked, unbelieving.

‘Yeah.’

‘You have to kill them? To get their feathers?’

‘Well, yeah.’

‘Oh, my God,’ Snow said. This threw new light on Sarah’s shop. Snow hated killing animals. She refused to eat meat, not even chicken or fish. She despised rich women who wore fur coats, imagining the suffering endured by the tiny creatures. So what if they were rodents? She cringed, thinking of the sable coat Julian had given her mother. And geese were no different. She couldn’t believe this of Sarah.

‘Are you okay?’ Mike asked.

‘No, I’m not,’ Snow said. ‘Not really okay at all. Does your mother know about this?’

‘About what?’

‘Killing the geese?’

‘Well, yeah. Of course. She grew up with it.’

‘I just can’t believe it. I just can’t.’ Snow felt sick. Compared to all the other adults she knew, even compared to her own mother, Sarah was the best person in the world. But here she was, selling products that required the slaughter of beautiful birds! A pair of geese waddled by, nuzzling against Mike’s boots, which Snow suddenly noticed were streaked with reddish-brown.

‘Is that blood? On your boots?’ she asked.

‘Yeah,’ he said, looking down for an instant.

‘Go on,’ Snow said, scaring the geese. She waved her arms, chasing the birds down the path. They ran ahead of her, looking over their backs as if she were a madwoman with an ax. All the way to the edge of the cove, which was filling fast as the tide poured in. The geese veered off just as they reached the water’s edge. Snow stood there, watching them run back to Mike.

They can’t fly,’ he explained. Their wings are clipped.’

‘More cruelty,’ she said. ‘I can’t believe they die for their feathers. For quilts!’

‘We kill them for food,’ Mike said. ‘My grandfather and aunt would starve if we didn’t have the geese to sell.’

‘No one should starve,’ Snow said nobly, her lower lip quivering as she stared at the geese. ‘But quilts!’

‘I know how you feel,’ Mike said. ‘When I was little, my mother told me the geese liked having their feathers taken. I pictured this really serene procedure, combing the geese … but it’s not that way.’

‘When did you find out?’

‘Not till I moved up here,’ Mike said.

‘Oh,’ Snow said, shuddering. She tilted her head again, suddenly feeling sorry for Mike. What a horrible thing to learn. And now he was trapped on this island, taking care of his mean old grandfather and killing geese. Staring at Snow, seeing her terrible distress, he looked very worried.

‘Grandpa handed me an ax one day and told me what to do,’ he explained. ‘If we didn’t need the money so badly, I’d never kill another goose.’

‘Stop the death,’ Snow said. ‘You have to stand on your principles.’

Mike shrugged. He looked as if he were about to laugh, but he turned serious instead. That’s what I’m doing,’ he said. ‘Keeping the farm alive.’

Suddenly he reminded Snow so much of his mother. His eyes were really beautiful, deep and full of some amazing yearning. He wanted something so badly: Snow felt she could almost peer inside his soul. She had seen that same intensity in Sarah’s face. It was the thing that had initially drawn them together. Just remembering that feeling made Snow forgive Sarah for the geese. What she wanted more than anything in the world was to reunite, really reunite Sarah and her son.

‘You don’t have to kill the geese anymore,’ Snow said softly.

‘What?’

Snow took a step toward him. The sun was in her eyes, and as she squinted she felt herself start to smile. They were so close, she could feel the warmth of his body. A shiver ran down her spine, and she felt herself wanting to save the day, to make everything better between Mike and Sarah.

‘You can come home with us,’ she said. ‘When we leave on Sunday. There’s room on the plane.’

Mike was breathing funny. His mouth was open slightly, and he licked his lips. She could see by the way he blinked and looked away that he was very nervous, and she wondered what he was thinking. They were wearing gloves, but she touched the bare spot on his wrist, between the cuff of his sleeve and the top of his glove. The connection shocked them both.

‘I can’t go back with you,’ he said, his voice nearly a croak.

‘Why not?’ she asked.

‘Because I have things I have to do here.’

‘Oh …’ Snow said, tipping her head back.

Mike just stood there, paralyzed by Snow’s touch. He dropped the basket, and it clattered against a rock. Drifts of white down rose around them like a private snowstorm. The feathers swirled in eddies, flying on the air currents, sticking to whatever they landed on.

‘Sorry,’ Mike whispered, still just staring at her.

‘For what?’ she whispered back.

He could barely talk, he was breathing so hard. ‘For getting feathers in your hair.’

‘You’re forgiven,’ she said.

And then they didn’t talk anymore, until Snow’s neck ached from bending back for so long as she stared up at Mike, wondering why she felt this way, until they heard Aunt Bess ringing the bell, telling them that Thanksgiving dinner was served.

The main course was goose. It was roasted golden brown, its skin crackling. Sarah had made her mother’s apple stuffing, and Will had mashed the potatoes. They had turnips and parsnips from the root cellar, and Bess had prepared prunes soaked in brandy and stuffed with goose liver, a recipe she had saved from her entertaining days as the wife of a jewelry manufacturer.

‘Isn’t this a little swanky?’ George asked, frowning at the spread. He seemed particularly upset by the candles, tall white tapers Bess had unearthed from one of her boxes from Providence.

‘It’s a holiday celebration, George,’ Bess said.

‘I don’t like candles. I like to see what I’m eating.’

‘The Pilgrims ate by candlelight,’ Snow said.

‘The Pilgrims didn’t have electricity, but we do,’ George reasoned. ‘Now, that’s something to be thankful for.’

‘I think it’s romantic,’ Snow said, and Sarah noticed Mike starting to blush.

‘Come carve the goose, George,’ Bess called.

‘I brought it to the table. Let’s give Will the honors.’

‘Thanks,’ Will said as George handed him the Sheffield cutlery set.

Everyone had changed into their best clothes. Snow wore a short plaid jumper, Will wore soft gray corduroys and a navy blue sweater. Aunt Bess kept on the same blue dress with pearls, Mike had put on clean khakis and a blue oxford shirt, and Sarah wore a long hunter-green velvet dress.

Her father wore gray flannels and a white shirt. The shirt was yellowed with age, stiff with starch. Sarah knew he hadn’t worn it in years, and she felt touched by his effort. She wondered whether her mother had been the one to iron it. Sarah watched him limp around the kitchen, knocking the fireplace tools over as he added another log to the dwindling fire.

‘Goddammit,’ he said, burning his hand as he pulled the poker out of the flames.

‘Come here,’ Sarah said, pulling him over to the sink, turning on the faucet. Water, icy from the well, came gushing out, and she pushed her father’s hand into the stream.

‘Can’t see a thing with those damn candles,’ he said.

‘Dad, it’s only three o’clock. It’s broad daylight. If it makes Aunt Bess happy to have candles, let her.’

‘It’s hoity-toity,’ he grumbled. ‘Just to let the company know she used to live in grand style, down there in Providence with old what’s-his-name.’

‘Uncle Arthur.’

‘The executive. Get a load of those stuffed prunes. Can’t you just imagine serving them up to the country club set? They’d have the runs to last them till Christmas. Makes me so damn mad. Blow those candles out, will you, Sarah?’

‘Mom loved candlelight,’ Sarah said.

She had been holding her father’s rough hand under the faucet, amazed at the strength and tension in his wrist and forearm, but suddenly it went slack. At the mention of Sarah’s mother, all the fight went out of him. His whole body relaxed. For the first time since arriving on the island, Sarah could look at her father and not think about how angry he was.

‘Yes, she did,’ he said.

‘Especially around the holidays,’ Sarah said. ‘We always had candles for Thanksgiving and Christmas, remember? Beautiful tall ones, just like these.’

‘They had to be white,’ her father said. ‘Boats and candles, she always said, had to be white. I miss her every day.’

‘I know you do, Dad.’

His anger was back, or something close to it. George Talbot peered into his daughter’s eyes as if he wanted to catch her in a lie. As a teenager she had sometimes come home after dances on the mainland, and he had stared at her in this same intense way, with protective suspicion, as if he would see in her eyes the reflection of boys she had kissed, beers she had drunk.

‘How’s that sickness of yours?’ he asked.

‘It’s fine.’

‘What d’you mean, it’s fine? It can’t be fine. It’s over or it’s not. But it can’t be fine.’

‘Dad, medicine has come a long way since Mom died,’ Sarah said. She had turned off the cold water, but she continued holding his hand. Wanting to reassure him she was all better, she didn’t understand why her heart was pounding like mad. And then she noticed Mike. He was leaning against a counter across the room. Will was carving the goose, and Snow was tempting Mike to pull the wishbone, but he was looking over her head at his mother, listening intently.

‘I’m fine,’ Sarah said again.

Her father waved his hand. ‘What a bunch of double-talk. If you can’t answer a straight question, I won’t bother asking. Blow them candles out, Bess. I mean it, now.’

But the candles stayed lit. The families sat at the big table, in the seats they had claimed last night. Already, it felt like a tradition. Will had been honored to be asked to carve the goose, and watching Bess and Sarah fill the plates, it pleased him to be told how well he had sliced the meat. He had thought that Snow would miss her mother, but he shouldn’t have worried. She was lost in adolescent rapture for Mike Talbot, unable to take her eyes off him.

Will felt the same way about Sarah. She wore a long, beautiful velvet dress that hugged her body perfectly and made him want to take her in his arms and give thanks of a very quiet and private nature. Watching her reach for a silver dish on a high shelf, he caught sight of her collarbone, delicate and pale, and imagined kissing it. She kept glancing at him. Moving around the kitchen, she gazed over with those deep blue eyes.

She took the seat across from him. Will had not felt anything close to all right for several Thanksgivings now, but he felt that way today. All right. Sitting near Sarah made him happy. She calmed him and excited him at the same time, a way he couldn’t remember feeling for a long time. He felt as though he knew her well, had known her forever, better than anyone else in the world, and she knew him too. It was impossible, but it was the truest thing he knew.

George had gone out to the barn for a jug of hard cider, and everyone was waiting for him to return. Bess seemed impatient with her brother’s bad mood, and the kids were oblivious, but Sarah took it in stride. Will wondered whether she knew her father’s rotten manners were the result of missing her mother. He wondered whether George knew it himself. He figured they must: they had had enough time to figure it out.

Will had learned more recently. The grief he felt for Fred had barely dulled to an ache. After five years it had just begun to feel manageable. He recognized the emptiness in the old man’s eyes. He had seen the same blank look in his own eyes in the bathroom mirror. Listening to George question Sarah about her own health had shaken Will, but just for a minute. She was fine, she had said so herself. Her bright eyes were testament, her glowing skin, her amazing energy.

Finally George slammed through the door, set the jug down on the table.

‘Storm’s here,’ he said. ‘We got high clouds moving in fast, flurries just starting to come down.’

‘Winter’s too early this year,’ Bess said.

‘We’re having a storm?’ Sarah asked. ‘Oh, I hope so. I’d love you guys to see a real Maine gale.’

‘Should hit around midnight,’ Will said. He had checked with the weather service, and the storm fit right in with their travel plans: an early snowstorm would end by noon tomorrow, give way to an Alberta clipper, dry Arctic air that wouldn’t interfere with their flight home. Although, looking around the warm basement kitchen, seeing the excitement in Sarah’s eyes, he wouldn’t mind being snowed in for a few extra days.

‘It’s only November, and we’ve already had two big snowstorms,’ Bess said, sounding worried.

‘What do you expect?’ George asked. ‘You’re in Maine, not Florida.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Mike said. ‘We have the plow, and there’s enough firewood cut to take us into spring.’

‘Our beautiful goose is getting cold,’ Bess said, still upset.

‘Let’s eat,’ George said, agreeing with her for once.

‘I’d like to say grace,’ Sarah said.

George slouched, a sullen look on his face, but everyone else folded their hands and bowed their heads. The candles flickered. Will closed his eyes. He heard Sarah clear her throat and take a deep breath.

‘Bless us, O Lord,’ she said. ‘Thank you for the food we are about to eat, thank you for our health. Thank you for bringing us together on this island, thank you for one another. Thank you for everyone we love, especially for those who can’t be with us right now.’

‘Fred,’ Snow whispered.

‘Fred,’ Will repeated.

‘Mom,’ Sarah said.

‘Yep,’ George said. ‘My Rose.’

‘Arthur,’ Bess said.

‘Can I say something?’ Mike said, immediately getting everyone’s attention.

‘Of course, honey,’ Sarah said, blinking at him with such hope and love in her eyes that Will wanted to reach over and hold her forever.

‘Just this,’ Mike said, clasping his hands and bowing his head even lower than before. ‘I’m thankful you’re well. And you’re here.’ He paused, then stared at her very hard. ‘Okay?’

‘Okay,’ Will said, because suddenly Sarah could not speak. ‘Amen.’

Mike glared at him, and Will figured it was because he’d answered for his mother. His eyes reflected anger, but he nodded.

‘Amen,’ they all said.

Will had caught Sarah’s eye, and she didn’t look away. The table was laden with food, the fire was warming the cozy room, six people of three generations were gathered closely together. Sarah was home with her son, and for one amazing moment, looking at her, Will could almost imagine that they were all part of the same family. They were connected by some mysterious and nameless love. Even Fred was with them.

Later, when the house was quiet and everyone had gone to bed, Sarah came down to sit by the fire. She felt too churned up to sleep. The house was full of old memories of her mother and father, of the family the three of them had been. And seeing Mike again was incredible. Staring at the glowing embers, she sat on the window seat feeling quiet and content from just being under the same roof as him.

‘I thought I’d be the first one up and the last one to bed, but here you are,’ Will said, surprising her as he entered the room.

‘Can’t sleep?’ she asked.

‘I haven’t tried yet,’ he said. Coming closer, she saw he was wearing his parka and boots, both dusted with snow. ‘The storm’s starting. I was just outside.’

‘Get warm,’ Sarah said, sliding down the window seat.

Will slid off his boots and placed them by the door. He hung his jacket on the coatrack. He held back, standing in the shadows. Sarah watched him reach into his parka pocket, transfer something into his jeans. He was big but very graceful, and she realized that she enjoyed watching him.

‘I keep interrupting your solitude,’ he said.

‘That’s good,’ Sarah said. ‘I have enough of it in Fort Cromwell.’

Will nodded. ‘It gets quiet without them around.’

‘It does,’ Sarah said, knowing he was referring to the kids.

The snow had begun to fall outside. It blew against the windows, driven off the sea by the wind. Across the room the dying fire crackled. Sarah looked over at Will and smiled.

‘This is nice,’ he said.

‘I know. I’m glad you came in.’

‘No, I mean all of it. Thanksgiving with your family. Thank you for inviting us.’

‘You’re welcome,’ Sarah said. ‘I’ve been feeling guilty about bringing you all the way out here. Is there somewhere else you usually go?’

Will paused. ‘Used to go, maybe.’

‘Like where?’

‘Well, we used to have Thanksgiving with my parents. We lived in Newport and they lived in Connecticut, so it was easy. Every year we’d drive down.’

‘Your mother cooked?’

Will nodded. ‘Yes. She was a good cook too. She had this thing about Thanksgiving – everyone had to have everything they wanted. So if one person liked one kind of cranberry sauce and someone else liked another, we had both.’

‘Bountiful,’ Sarah said. ‘The old Pilgrim spirit.’

Will nodded. He got quiet. Maybe he felt he had said enough about it, but he seemed to enjoy talking. He kept going. ‘My father grew up in Mamaroneck – in Westchester County – and his family smoked their turkeys. So instead of choosing between smoked and roasted, we had both. When I married Alice, my mother sat her down and found out everything she’d had at her family Thanksgivings in Northampton. Like sweet potatoes, creamed corn, chocolate cream pie. Things that were sort of different for us. We didn’t do away with our things, we just added hers.’

‘Sounds like a wonderful time,’ Sarah said, curious about Alice.

‘It was. I miss them. My parents died within six months of each other, about five years ago.’

‘That’s recent,’ Sarah said, looking over.

‘It is. I feel it today,’ Will said. ‘My mother went first, a sudden heart attack one spring morning. My father just didn’t want to live without her. It was so obvious – he just got tired. Stopped going out, doing the things he always did. Never even put his boat in the water that summer. He just died in his sleep one night in September.’

‘I’ve heard of couples like that,’ Sarah said. ‘Who love each other so much, they can’t live without each other.’

‘That was them,’ he said.

‘My father didn’t die after my mother did,’ Sarah said. ‘But he changed. He wasn’t always so … hard,’ she said finally, trying to think of the right word. ‘He was so mad at God for taking her, he’s never forgiven anyone. Especially me.’

‘When did she die?’

‘When I was fourteen,’ Sarah said.

‘Why especially you?’

‘I remind him of her,’ Sarah said, although she knew that wasn’t the real answer.

Will nodded. They listened to the storm for a few minutes. With the fire dying, the room was getting cold. Sarah didn’t want to stop talking, so she walked over to the fireplace and stirred the embers. Mike had brought in a stack of wood earlier. Sarah chose a small log and threw it on. There was a bed of hot coals, so the outer bark started to catch and blaze immediately.

‘Did Alice take over Thanksgiving after your mother died?’ Sarah asked.

Will shook his head. ‘Alice isn’t much of a traditionalist,’ he said. ‘She likes everyone to be together, but she’d be just as happy with roast beef as turkey. And by the time my mother died five years ago, so had Fred. Thanksgiving kind of faded away.’

‘I can imagine,’ Sarah said.

‘Thanksgiving seemed … beside the point,’ Will said. ‘Without Fred.’

Sarah nodded. She thought of Mike, of what she would do if something ever happened to him. The idea of any feast or celebration, any holiday at all, would be impossible.

‘We didn’t last long afterward,’ Will said. ‘Alice and I.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Sarah said.

‘I believed in marriage,’ he said. ‘I did. I thought it was supposed to carry people through.’

‘I know,’ Sarah said. Because although she had no firsthand experience, she had always believed that too.

‘It didn’t though,’ Will said. ‘Ours just fell apart.’

‘Do you know why?’ Sarah asked.

‘I couldn’t save Fred.’

Sarah waited, listening. She heard Will breathing harder. The snow slanted against the windows. Could it be that simple? Could the end of an entire marriage really be condensed into those four terrible words?

‘She was there too,’ Will said. ‘She got to watch me not save her son.’

‘What happened?’ Sarah asked.

‘We were sailing, all four of us. The boom came across, and Fred didn’t see. It hit him so hard, it … It would have knocked anyone over, and he just fell in.’

‘Oh, Will,’ Sarah said, taking his hand.

‘He was such a great kid.’

‘What was he like?’

‘He loved sports. Baseball, hockey. He was a great sailor, loved the water. Living in Newport, he got his feet wet every day. You know? He’d skip school to go fishing, and I couldn’t even get mad.’

‘I used to skip school to go fishing,’ Sarah said, smiling at the description of a boy she would have liked very much.

‘Whenever I was away, which was often, he’d look after his mother and sister. I’d get these letters from Fred, telling me about Susan learning to swim or winning a spelling bee. He’d hear his mother say she didn’t have enough money to buy new tires, and he’d write me telling me he was afraid she’d skid into something.’

‘Did you take care of the tires?’

‘Yes.’

‘Fred saw to it. What a good son,’ Sarah said.

‘He was.’

Sarah looked at the fire. She supposed he was thinking about his marriage. What was Alice like? she wondered. She found herself feeling jealous of a woman she had never met, the ex-wife of a man she hardly knew. If Snow looked anything like her mother, Alice must be beautiful. Those wide eyes, that lustrous hair. Sarah thought of herself, her skinny bones and scruffy white hair, her owl eyes, and she blushed.

‘I don’t know much about marriage,’ Sarah said. ‘But to me, couples like our parents are right. The ones who stick together through everything, and when one of them dies, it’s the end of the world.’

‘Yes,’ Will said.

‘You asked me this morning why I think Mike hates me. That’s part of the reason. I didn’t marry his father. I had Mike when I was very young.’

‘That bothers him?’

Sarah nodded. ‘When he was in second grade, I went to school for parent-teacher night. His teacher asked me when my husband was coming back from sea. Mike had told her his father was an explorer, sailing around the world on a lobster boat.’

‘They make teachers gullible these days,’ Will said, smiling.

‘That’s what I thought.’

‘It’s nothing to hate you for.’

‘He was ashamed.’

‘About what? Lots of kids have parents who live apart.’

‘I know, but we were never together at all. Married anyway.’ She cringed, drew her knees up to her chest, hugged herself tightly. She remembered how hurt she had been, how she had cried her eyes out. Her father had stood across this very kitchen, waving a poker and threatening to kill Zeke; all these years later, the shame was still damaging Mike. Wondering what Will thought of her, she looked over the tops of her knees.

‘I’m sorry,’ Will said.

Sarah shrugged, tried to smile. ‘Poor little kid,’ she said.

‘Hmm.’

‘He didn’t like it when I was away from him. I worked a lot, and … I was young. I had boyfriends. His friends had nice, stable homes, and he wanted that too. He was always tagging along with his friends’ fathers to the hardware store. They couldn’t get rid of him.’

‘Needed male companionship.’

Sarah nodded. ‘Looking for fathers everywhere he went. He didn’t really like the guys I went out with. Or he’d start to, and they wouldn’t stay around. We just couldn’t win.’

Will was staring at her. Sarah knew she didn’t have any hair falling across her eyes, her hair was too short for that, but he reached over and gently brushed his hand against her cheek as if he were pushing back a stray lock. She did the same to him. They nodded, listening to the storm grow stronger outside.

At the sound of footsteps on the stairs, they both looked up. Mike walked into the kitchen. Seeing the fire still burning, he stopped and frowned.

‘Hi,’ Sarah said, her heart rising at the sight of him.

Mike jumped. He peered into the shadows.

‘God, you scared me,’ he said.

‘Hi, Mike,’ Will said. ‘I’m just keeping your mother company.’

‘Huh,’ Mike said, sounding not quite sullen.

‘What brings you downstairs, honey?’ Sarah asked. He had always been such a sound sleeper. He would fall asleep on the couch almost every night. She would have to wake him, ask if he’d done his homework, tell him to go to bed. Sleeping through the night, he wouldn’t even wake up when the phone rang or someone came to the door, when Sarah got home late. Yet here he was.

‘Just checking the fire,’ he said. ‘I heard the wind start, and there’s something banging down by the dock. I want to tie down the tarp better.’

‘I’ll help you,’ Will said, rising.

‘It’s no big deal,’ Mike said flatly. ‘I can do it myself.’

‘I know you can,’ Will said, pulling on his boots. ‘But I’d like some air, if you don’t mind company.’

‘Whatever you want,’ Mike said. He sounded indifferent, but he was staring at Will. Sarah’s heart twisted. Her talk with Will had left her feeling raw, thinking of how she had let her son down.

‘In the navy,’ Will said, ‘we always sent two out on deck, especially at night. In storms like this – always.’

‘There’s nothing dangerous out there. What do you think? One of Grandpa’s muskrats might come to life?’ Mike asked rudely. ‘Fly out of the picking shack and attack us?’

‘Those poor little critters,’ Sarah said. This was so familiar to her: the men she knew trying to be nice to Mike, him acting tough and rude, Sarah right in the middle. She felt it again, that in-between anxiety, and she and Will weren’t even romantic. She just kept talking. ‘All dried out and strung up. He still hunts them?’

‘When he can,’ Mike said, sounding protective. ‘He’s getting pretty lame. I’m afraid he’ll trip when he’s out in the woods. We wouldn’t know where to find him.’

‘That’s why you take someone along,’ Will said, slapping Mike’s back.

‘You said you wanted air,’ Mike said. ‘I’m not “taking” you.’

‘Are you always such a jerk to your mother’s friends?’ Will asked.

Mike just stared. He seemed shocked by Will’s words; for years he had mouthed off at men, and usually they had disappeared rather than talk back.

‘I wasn’t mouthing off,’ he said, glancing at his mother to see what she had to say about Will’s retort. Sarah forced herself to remain impassive. She just sat there, pretending to be stone deaf.

‘Don’t worry about it. I was in the navy a long time. I’ve heard people be rude before. But you seem like a good guy. You might grow out of it.’

Mike didn’t speak. Grabbing his gloves and a flashlight, he led Will out the back door.

Sarah sat still, watching the men go out into the night. She heard the wind, felt her own breath in her chest. No one ever talked to Mike like that. She had felt his tension all the way across the room, imagined him wanting to throw a punch. But he hadn’t; he’d quieted down and led Will out to batten down the hatches.

She thought of allegiances and loyalties, shifting around, realigning, old connections shattering. Her son had come to her island to find his father, and here he was taking care of George. And now Will was out in the darkness with him, Sarah’s hostile son, when his own Fred was drowned, taken by the sea.

The fire had died down again. Sarah took a deep breath. A gust of air from the door being opened and closed knifed through the room. Rising, she walked over to the fireplace and added one more log. She wanted the room to be nice and warm when the men returned.
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Mike lay on the floor on his back. Everyone was gathered around, waiting for the storm to pass. His mother and Will were doing a jigsaw puzzle. Eyes almost closed, Mike pretended to be asleep and watched them. He was trying to get over being called a jerk last night.

He’d been shocked at first, then outraged. He had expected his mother to yell at Will, at least apologize to Mike for him, but she had just sat there. That was new. His mother’s attitude toward Will had Mike thinking. Will had a stealth thing going, he wasn’t always coming on with a smile.

Mike respected guys who didn’t grin too much. His mother was always going out with men who went around shaking hands and nodding their heads. Pretending to agree with every stupid thing he said, taking all the abuse Mike felt like handing out. Most of them had been super-respectable types, the pharmacist and the accountant, the lawyer and the paving specialist. Nine-to-five guys Mike figured his mother had chosen so he could look up to them.

She had always had someone around. Mike remembered asking her how bridges were built, and the next thing he knew she was bringing home a civil engineer. He had inquired about constellations one time, and within a month his mother was dating an astronomy professor at Harvard. He guessed she didn’t want to be alone, and she wanted him to have a father figure, so she tried killing two birds with one stone.

It had always pissed Mike off. By now it was habit to act hostile to the men she brought home. How could he respect bureaucrats when his father had been a maverick lobsterman? As a kid, he had told his friends his father was like Jacques Cousteau, exploring the world on an oceanographic lobster boat.

Peering across the room, he tried to tell whether Will and his mother were more than just friends. They weren’t giving anything away. He got the feeling Snow was doing the same thing, scoping out the romance angle between their parents. Wondering also what she thought about him, Mike tried to see her now. She was sitting right there, just across the room. But to actually check her out, he would have had to move his head. They’d all know he was awake, and he would lose his advantage.

Will was the kind of guy someone could respect. A navy pilot wasn’t too bad. Coming to Maine, Mike had learned his father wasn’t exactly the lobsterman hero he had once dreamed of. But he didn’t have to let anyone else know that.

Snow quilted Elk Island from the north cliffs to the bay, and it kept falling. All the barn cats had come into the house, seeking the warmth of the fireplace, and they lay curled in all their secret places: on top of the bookcases, inside the piano, in the sweater drawers, in the springs of the old sofa, in the baskets of down. Gelsey, the ancient collie, lay at Aunt Bess’s feet, right on the braided rug she was working on.

All these animals and so many feathers, and Snow hadn’t had one asthma attack! Her airways were free and clear. She felt the peace and love of Elk Island taking over her body, and she imagined never leaving. She could live here forever. Lying on the sofa, reading by the fire, she watched the snow coming down and considered the logistics.

Her dad would stay with her. He and Sarah got along very well, so he’d have a friend his own age. Plus, he and George had their military days in common. Aunt Bess liked everyone. Sarah would be like a mother to Snow, a kind of maternal best friend and eventual mother-in-law. Snow was going to marry Mike.

He lay across the room, stretched out with a pillow over his eyes. Snow watched him carefully, the way he flexed every muscle in his wonderful arms. They looked so strong. She imagined them wrapping her in a sweet embrace, lifting her against his chest, carrying her over the threshold. The whole family would be so happy.

Sarah and her dad were working on a jigsaw puzzle. They sat at a card table by the window, their heads bent together over the emerging picture of a mountain scene. One of the cats kept rubbing against Sarah’s
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