
		
			[image: Book cover for, "When You Loved Me" by Beatriz Williams, featuring a painting of a woman seen from behind, with light brown hair in a low chignon and bare shoulders, wearing a pearl necklace and a white dress with a red floral pattern, standing at the edge of dark blue, gently rippling water; the author’s name appears in large orange letters across the top and the title in large pink letters on the right, with the words “New York Times bestselling author of Husbands & Lovers” and “A Novel” in smaller white script.]
		

	
		
			By Beatriz Williams

			When You Loved Me

			Under the Stars

			Husbands & Lovers

			The Beach at Summerly

			The Wicked Widow

			Our Woman in Moscow

			Her Last Flight

			The Wicked Redhead

			The Golden Hour

			The Summer Wives

			Cocoa Beach

			The Wicked City

			A Certain Age

			Along the Infinite Sea

			Tiny Little Thing

			The Secret Life of Violet Grant

			A Hundred Summers

			Overseas

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Book Title, When You Loved Me, Subtitle, A Novel, Author, Beatriz Williams, Imprint, Ballantine Books]
			

		

	
		
			Ballantine Books

			An imprint of Random House

			A division of Penguin Random House LLC

			1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019

			randomhousebooks.com

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			Copyright © 2026 by Beatriz Williams

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			Ballantine Books & colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Hardcover ISBN 9798217094820

			Ebook ISBN 9798217094837

			Book Team: Production editor: Cindy Berman • Managing editor: Pamela Alders • Print production manager: Meghan O’Leary • Copy editor: Amy J. Schneider • Proofreaders: Pam Rehm, Karina Jha, Kristin Jones

			Title page and part-opener art courtesy of Adobe Stock

			Book design by Alissa Rose Theodor, adapted for ebook by Kyle Madigan

			Cover design by Belina Huey

			Cover illustration by T. S. Harris/Bridgeman Images

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland. https://eu-contact.penguin.ie

			ep_prh_7.3a_156402076_c0_r0

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Dedication

				The Winthrop Island Families

			

			
				The Winter Before

				
					Ben

				

			

			
				Autumn

				
					Chapter 1: Lucy

				

				
					Chapter 2

				

				
					Chapter 3

				

				
					Excerpted from The Great Snow: A Romance

				

				
					Chapter 4

				

				
					Chapter 5

				

				
					Chapter 6

				

				
					Excerpted from The Great Snow: A Romance

				

				
					Chapter 7

				

				
					Chapter 8

				

				
					Chapter 9

				

			

			
				Holidays

				
					Chapter 10

				

				
					Chapter 11

				

				
					Chapter 12

				

				
					Chapter 13

				

				
					Chapter 14

				

				
					Excerpted from The Great Snow: A Romance

				

				
					Chapter 15

				

				
					Chapter 16

				

				
					Chapter 17

				

				
					Chapter 18

				

				
					Excerpted from The Great Snow: A Romance

				

				
					Chapter 19

				

				
					Chapter 20

				

			

			
				Winter

				
					Excerpted from The Great Snow: A Romance

				

				
					Chapter 21

				

				
					Chapter 22

				

				
					Excerpted from The Great Snow: A Romance

				

				
					Chapter 23

				

				
					Chapter 24

				

				
					Chapter 25

				

				
					Excerpted from The Great Snow: A Romance

				

			

			
				Thaw

				
					Chapter 26

				

				
					Chapter 27

				

				
					Excerpted from The Great Snow: A Romance

				

				
					Chapter 28

				

				
					Chapter 29

				

				
					Chapter 30

				

				
					Excerpted from The Great Snow: A Romance

				

				
					Chapter 31

				

				
					Chapter 32

				

				
					Chapter 33

				

				
					Chapter 34

				

				
					Excerpted from The Great Snow: A Romance

				

				
					Chapter 35: Ben

				

				
					Excerpted from The Great Snow: A Romance

				

			

			
				Spring

				
					Chapter 36: Lucy

				

			

			
				Summer

				
					Chapter 37

				

			

			
				Author’s Note

				About the Author

				Appendix: Image Description

			

		

	_156402076_

	
		
			To the players, coaches, and managers of Stanford Football, 1990–1994

		

	
		
		
			
				
					[image: Diagram of the Winthrop Island Families family tree showing multiple generations descending from Silas and Beulah Winthrop and branching into the Winthrop, Peabody, Schuyler, Fisher, Monk, Vargas, Kennedy, Cooper, Frossard, Dunne, Miller, Adams, and Tate families.]
				

				
					For a plain-text version of this image, go to this page.

				
			
		

	
		
			The Winter Before

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			Ben

			By the end of the third quarter, he doesn’t hear the crowd anymore.

			He doesn’t feel his broken fingers, taped together in the first quarter, or the cut on his forearm, which the trainer stitched up at halftime. The sutures have since burst, but the temperature now lurks around nine degrees Fahrenheit, accelerated by a steady wind off Lake Michigan, and that will freeze up your blood pretty good.

			He’s aware of none of these things. Only afterward, as he watches the tape on repeat, will he notice such details.

			That’s one thing he loves about playing football. When you start the fourth quarter of a conference championship game, and you’re behind by a single field goal, and you jog onto the field after a thirty-two-yard punt return to face down a steaming, bloody offensive line protecting an arrogant twenty-three-year-old quarterback with a howitzer arm, first and ten on your own forty-eight-yard line, end zone at your back, snow driving like pins into your skin, you don’t think about anything else.

			You don’t think about the tens of thousands of people on their feet in the stands or the tens of millions of people watching on live television.

			You don’t think about your pain or the other guy’s pain or the weather or that missed tackle just before halftime.

			You don’t think about your past or your future, or your mom’s high blood pressure, or the girl you’re about to marry, or the girl who got away.

			You don’t think about anything except your job. What you need to do in this play, this minute, this second, to win the game of football.

			

			—

			The quarterback’s name is Garcia and he’s got some growing up to do, but with an arm like that his mental age is what it is. Staring him down over the backs of the linemen, Ben feels like a grizzled veteran, a shrewd old man at thirty-two. Garcia is a kid who wants to make the big play, to be the hero. On first down, he shoots a bullet up the right side to his fastest receiver and overthrows him by at least five yards.

			On second down, Ben blasts through a gap between the right tackle and the end and sacks Garcia’s ass before he sees Ben coming.

			As he rises to his feet, Ben is aware of the deafening roar that surrounds him, but not exactly conscious of it. He doesn’t spare a glance for Garcia, picking himself up from the frozen tundra. What he feels is triumph. Adrenaline. Nailed him. Nailed his cocky ass. He feels the congratulatory slaps of his teammates. The awe that anoints him from the crowd. The instant reversion of his brain to the next play, the moment right now, the job he needs to do.

			Until he watches the tapes later, he won’t hear the announcers—the play-by-play guy who says And BIG BEN RESSLER gets in with a MONSTER sack, loss of eight, maybe NINE yards on the play, and the color guy who says OH MAN, that is VINTAGE Ressler right there, he saw that gap and shot in there so fast, he just LAID OUT Garcia on the grass and strolled away like he was out walking his dog, and that’s why he’s the best free safety playing in the league right now, Kevin.

			The last nice thing anyone has to say about him.

			

			—

			Third and eighteen.

			He needs to shut this shit down now so his offense can take the field and score. Win this game. Last year, they lost the Super Bowl in the final three seconds and he is not the fuck going to let that happen again.

			But first you need to get to the Super Bowl. You need to win this game. You’re down three points in the fourth quarter, so what are you going to do to WIN THIS GAME?

			You are going to shut this shit down. Now.

			Nose tackle—juiced with adrenaline—jumps offside. Five-yard penalty and replay of down.

			Third and thirteen. Offense needs a big play, a long pass from that gunslinger quarterback. Ben looks to his inside linebacker, who looks back over his shoulder at Ben. He and Darius joined the team together as rookies, started ten seasons side by side. Thrill of victory, agony of defeat. Everything in between. They communicate with nods, with flicks of fingers. With a glance like this one.

			The defense organizes into nickel coverage, man-to-man across the line of scrimmage except for Ben, who sits up high by himself. Darius will lock on the tight end. Cornerbacks will lock on the wideouts. Protect the middle, that’s Ben’s job. Protect the middle and make the play on the long ball. Shut this shit down.

			The huddle breaks. The offense spreads out for third and long, no surprise.

			All week Ben has studied film. It drives his fiancée crazy, how he returns late from the practice field and bolts down dinner and watches film until bedtime, then gets up and works out and watches more film before he heads to practice. But it’s the only way he knows. You need to get inside the head of the other team; you need to know how they’re going to move before the ball snaps. You need to know where the quarterback is going to throw the ball before he moves his arm.

			So Ben watches the offense spread out into the Arizona Right Max All Go formation and knows exactly what will happen. Three wide receivers, one taking the place of the fullback. Tight end makes four. The lone remaining running back will protect the right side—the strong side. The offensive line will max protect to give the quarterback all possible time to drop back, read, hitch, make a deep throw.

			When the ball snaps, all four receivers will sprint up the field. The tight end will release inside and then widen out to the hash marks.

			Ben will have to choose where to go. Where he thinks the quarterback will throw the ball.

			Follow the eyes, Ben knows.

			All week, the coaches have been drilling down on Garcia’s tendency to look the safety to one side and then fire off the pass to the other side. A veteran quarterback will know how to feign one way and draw coverage away from his intended receiver. But Garcia is a kid with a big arm and a big ego and not a lot of cunning. He relies on his arm strength and ball speed, not his ability to misdirect his opponent. If you know what you’re looking for, you can read him like a traffic sign.

			Ben positions himself eighteen yards off the line. Frozen ground like concrete under his shoes.

			Quick count, single cadence, GO. Ball snaps.

			Ben drops into his controlled backpedal and finds the quarterback’s eyes. There it is. Garcia looks left to his weak side receivers on Ben’s right.

			Sure, kid. Try to fool me.

			Ben plants his next backstep and angles left to the strong side.

			In the same instant, Garcia snaps back and fires a line drive dart to the tight end racing up the seam, right where Ben is heading.

			Ben tracks the ball in flight. It’s coming in hard and high—fucking gunslinger. He takes two more strides and launches his body like a missile as the tight end raises his arms and leaps for the ball.

			This is the part Ben loves. Prey locked in your sights. You aim your shoulder pad right into the sweet spot, right between the two numbers on the jersey in front of you, and you drive hard, you commit your body to the collision, to the crunch of impact, the kill.

			Not the literal kill, of course.

			The figurative kill. Taking out the opponent. You don’t actually kill anybody, good God. You just want to shut this shit down.

			You want to win the game and go to the Super Bowl and win that game and start all over again in the summer. Over and over until your body is too old and slow and broken down and you retire. Maybe you try coaching, or announcing, or opening a restaurant, or a car dealership. In the meantime, you’ve gotten married during the offseason and had a few kids, also during the offseason if you’ve planned it right, and now that you’re retired you can spend more time with them, show them how to play ball, so they can go out and win games too.

			But you don’t kill anybody.

			Until you drive your shoulder pad right between the 8 and the 9 on the tight end’s chest, just as he’s stretching his body upward to find the ball that floats a few inches too high above his fingertips, thanks to his gunslinging quarterback.

			Until your good mate Darius, who has been locked in man coverage on this same tight end, also launches his body at a horizontal angle behind the receiver.

			And the tight end’s body, caught in a magnificent matrix between two defenders, receives this massive blow from Ben, this collision intended to shut this shit down, and flips backward in midair over Darius’s outstretched body while the ball bounces on the grass a few yards beyond.

			And all two hundred and sixty-five pounds of muscle and bone converge at the point of impact as the tight end’s head thuds against the frozen ground.

			Ben does not hear the neck snap. He can’t hear anything.

			All he knows is he shut this shit down.

			He hits the grass hard and springs to his feet and walks away, like he always does. No big deal. Just another vintage Ressler hit, the reason he’s the best free safety playing in the league right now. He will count his bruises later.

			Still, the adrenaline surges through his body. The roar of the crowd penetrates even his deafened ears. His teammates mob him, hugging and high-fiving and ass-slapping.

			He doesn’t notice when the crowd starts to quiet down. When the opposing players start to gather around the tight end, who lies motionless on the rock-hard field, the frozen tundra.

			Only when the shouted Trainer! penetrates the fog of battle does he turn to look back on the scene of carnage.

			But he’s hurt other players before. Other players have hurt him. It’s the game of football. God knows he’s wound up enough plays flat on his own back, someone shouting Trainer! Trainer! in the space above his head. There will be a short delay, maybe a commercial break, as the trainers assess what’s wrong. Assess whether the tight end can get up and walk back to the sideline under his own power or require a helping arm from a teammate.

			Then play will resume. Thanks to Ben, the other team failed to make first down, so they’ll have to punt. Ben’s offense will take the field and march down the tundra to score the go-ahead touchdown, God willing.

			The minutes tick. More trainers run to the scene. Ben sees some frantic waving. Now the trainers from his own side race on field. The team doctors. All gathered around the tight end, number 89, a fourth-year starter out of Auburn, married to his high school sweetheart, who has already delivered him one cute-as-a-button two-year-old daughter and a son due in just a couple of months, during the offseason.

			One by one, the players drop to their knees, facing the frantic knot of medical professionals all wound around the tight end. On his back. Neck bent at a sickening angle.

			The tight end does not move. Not even a finger.

			Ben drops to one knee.

			The crowd is silent.

			At some point, the adrenaline in Ben’s body turns into another kind of adrenaline. The adrenaline of fear. Stone cold fear.

			Get up, he thinks. Move, goddamn it.

			The tight end does not move. In the center of that frantic knot, he’s the only one not moving.

			The crowd is dead silent.

			Up in the booth, as Ben will later hear, the play-by-play guy says to the color guy, This doesn’t look good for number 89.

			And the color guy says to the play-by-play guy, This doesn’t look good for Ben Ressler.
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				Chapter 1

				Lucy

			
			As a teacher, I’m no stranger to standing up in front of a tough crowd to lay on a few facts. Delivering my father’s eulogy is on another level.

			The assembled audience is not large. If I were to pause and count heads, I would maybe hit thirty. Labor Day is a hazy dream—two weeks ago and counting—and Winthrop Island is for summer people. The heads are mostly gray, mostly male. A few of them seem to be checking their eyelids for holes, as my father would say. If he were still alive.

			Even after twelve years away, I recognize a few faces. Sedge Peabody sits attentively in the second pew—you never forget your first crush—though the blond woman who sits by his side is unknown to me.

			Of Sedge’s sister Laura, there’s no sign. Thank God for that, anyway.

			On his other side, old Mrs. Peabody holds her patent leather pocketbook on her lap and waits to hear what I have to say. She was the one who called my mother to break the news, so Maman could inform me that my father had folded up his clothes in a neat pile on Poseidon Beach, just above the high tide line, and disappeared into Long Island Sound exactly one week to the day before I was due to arrive for the winter.

			We do not, therefore, have a body to eulogize. We do not even officially have a death, at least according to the State of New York. People pile their clothes on beaches all the time, apparently, in the hope that their families and creditors and life insurance claims administrators will think they’re dead, and the state requires at least three years and a decent search before it will hand over a death certificate for a missing person.

			But Bud Cooper was not the kind of man to fake his own death, as pretty much everybody on Winthrop Island would agree. So here we are.

			A celebration of life, we’re calling it.

			Though what’s to celebrate, I’m not exactly sure. I’ve spent the past week laboring over these words on the page before me. How do you eulogize a man whose life, by just about every human measure, was an abject failure?

			How do you eulogize a man who walked into the ocean for no apparent reason, leaving his only child to clean up the mess he left behind?

			How do you eulogize a father you haven’t seen in twelve years?

			In the front pew, Father Jake smiles encouragingly. My daughter sits next to him. Having lived all her life in Paris, Punkin knows how to dress for a funeral. Maman snuck her out shopping before we left and bought her this tragically chic black dress and a pair of black patent Mary Janes with pointed toes and a small black quilted handbag hung by a braided gold chain. I’m praying the handbag is not an actual real-life Chanel. (Although, if it is, I could probably sell it on eBay for grocery money.) Before we left the house, she made me arrange her dark hair in a chignon at the nape of her neck and slipped on a pair of gigantic tortoise sunglasses.

			“Let’s do this,” she said.

			Let’s do this.

			I look down at my notes and continue.

			“Those of us who knew and loved Bud Cooper will remember him best for the great love of his life. His true abiding passion. In fact, if I were to write the story of my father’s life, it would have to be a pirate romance.”

			There are laughs. I look up from my notes, and for some reason my gaze falls not on the first or second pews, on my daughter or Father Jake or my father’s friends and neighbors and Harvard classmates, but on a man who sits by himself in a pew at the back, half-hidden by a column.

			A large man, wearing a dark suit jacket over his gigantic shoulders and no tie. The column cuts off half his face. But there is a jaw like a chunk of granite. Some thick, glossy hair the color of an Irish setter.

			The shock hits me everywhere at once. My heartbeat stutters. Glass shatters at the ends of my nerves. My scalp buzzes, like when you see a ghost. The ghost of my Winthrop Island past.

			The hair is too long, I tell myself. And he has a beard.

			It’s not him. It couldn’t be him. In the first place, Ben Ressler would never set foot on Winthrop Island again. The Peabodys wouldn’t stand for it.

			In the second place, why would Ben Ressler—of all people—turn up for my father’s funeral?

			The crowd starts to rustle. From the front pew, Father Jake gives me an encouraging nod.

			I drop my gaze back to my notes and clear my throat.

			“But I’m not here to write the story of my father’s life. That story is written on the hearts of all of us here today. The friends who loved him. Who encouraged his passions. Who listened to his tall tales and his big dreams of pirate treasure without—you know—telling him the truth.”

			More laughs.

			“We may never understand why my father chose to end his life when he did, but I hope everyone here understands that it wasn’t your fault. Your friendship was everything to him. Your friendship sustained and nurtured him, all these years. So what I really want to say is thank you. Thank you for being his friend. Thank you for loving him. Thank you for coming here today to say goodbye.”

			When I look up again, the ghost behind the pillar is gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Of all the hard things I had to do after Arnaud died, the hardest was to explain to our daughter what had happened.

			I remember sitting on the edge of her small starter bed that morning, watching her sleep. How round and tender and innocent her cheeks were, how unbearable to know that I was watching the last innocent minutes of her life. I remember wanting to sit there forever and never do this awful thing—the worst thing you could do to a four-year-old girl. I remember thinking that maybe I didn’t have to do it. Maybe I could tell her that her father had gone away, that he was sick, that he was working. Anything but the truth. The truth is such a terrible thing to give to a child. To anybody.

			But eventually the dawn muscled its way through the crack between the curtains. It’s remarkable how the sun can exploit such a narrow weakness to fill the room with light. Punkin’s eyelashes fluttered like the wings of a pair of butterflies and opened wide.

			“Why are you sad, Mama?” she said.

			And I knew that I couldn’t lie to her. Once you lie to someone about something so important, you can’t ever get back to the truth between you. So I smoothed back her hair from her face and said, “I’m sad because something bad happened to your father last night.”

			

			—

			For some reason, this scene returns to me as I shake all the hands at the reception in the parish house. You worry and worry about what it does to a kid, losing her father when she’s practically a baby, and there she stands next to you at your own father’s funeral. Shaking each hand in turn, serene as a queen.

			Sedge Peabody offers me a big dry palm and draws me in for a kiss on one cheek, which I awkwardly screw up by going for two and ending up on his lips. I hope the girlfriend isn’t watching.

			“Sorry! Still in French mode,” I say.

			He laughs once. “No worries. I’m sorry for your loss, though, Lucy. Truly.”

			“Thanks. Thank you. I appreciate your coming.”

			He keeps hold of my hand between both of his. He wears his hot preppy vibe with the same ease as ever—dark curling hair, sturdy sailor shoulders beneath a navy suit jacket. “I ran into your dad at the Mo just a couple of weeks ago,” he says. “He told me how you were coming to stay with him for the winter. Picking up Emily’s maternity leave at the school, right? He was so excited about it. I mean, beaming. This is just crazy we’re standing here right now. So…inexplicable. I can’t imagine how devastating this must be for you.”

			“And me,” says Punkin. “I’m his granddaughter, and I never even got to meet him!”

			Sedge looks down and holds out his hand. “You must be Elise. I’m deeply sorry for your loss too.”

			Punkin places her palm in his and says, “Enchantée, Mr. Peabody. You may call me Punkin.”

			“Punkin.” He kisses her knuckles. “Honored. What did you think of the service? I thought your mom gave a great speech.”

			“Honestly, I liked the other one better.” Punkin’s still wearing her Jackie O sunglasses, which make her look like an enormous talking housefly. “He was funny.”

			“That was my uncle,” says Sedge. “He does like to make people laugh.”

			“How’s Laura?” I blurt out.

			Sedge straightens and turns to me. “Laura. Laura is great, thank you for asking. She’s sorry she couldn’t make it. She’s out of the country right now.”

			“Out of the country. Wow. A work trip?”

			He smiles. “No. She’s a math teacher, believe it or not. Or was. But she decided to give herself a gap year. Take a sabbatical. Quit her job, flew to South America. Rio, the Andes. Working her way down to Patagonia, she says. Then I think she’s signed up for one of those Antarctic expedition penguin things.”

			“Amazing,” I say. “Good for her.”

			He meets my gaze. “But she told me to pass on her condolences.”

			“That’s nice of her. Please tell her hello from me.”

			“I sure will.” Sedge’s face lights up. “Audrey! There you are. Lucy—my girlfriend, Audrey.”

			The blonde steps into view, sporting a pair of snatched cheekbones and an expression of wary goodwill. “Lucy,” she says. “Audrey Fisher. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

			

			—

			On the way back home, up West Cliff Road toward Dad’s house at the private end of the island, Punkin wants to talk about all the people we saw.

			“Mr. Peabody was nice. I like him. Did you used to be friends with him?”

			“Kind of,” I tell her. “I was best friends with his sister Laura.”

			“Are you friends with her now?”

			“No, honey. We lost touch a long time ago.”

			“Why did you break up?” she asks seriously.

			We pass the guardhouse that marks the border of the Winthrop Island Association. I wave hello to Gary, on duty. He’s about seventy years old and has occupied that guard shack since the year Reagan was first elected. He waves back. I don’t know if it’s me he recognizes or my dad’s thirty-year-old Volvo station wagon.

			“Oh, you know,” I say. “Friend stuff. We had a fight, I guess, and then I never went back for the summer after that.”

			“How old were you?”

			“I had just turned eighteen.”

			“What was the fight about?” she asks.

			“It was about some boy,” I tell her. “We liked the same boy. Kinda stupid, really.”

			Punkin sighs. “I don’t want to be a teenager.”

			“Yeah,” I say. “It’s pretty much the worst thing other than never being a teenager.”

			

			—

			When Punkin and I arrived at Windward late yesterday evening, I was a little surprised at the mess. Dad was always a little accumulative in his habits, a little addicted to clutter, but this was excessive. Piles of papers spilling out of caramelized manila folders. Ancient copies of Town & Country and Yankee magazine. Mugs of coffee colonized with blue-green dots. Plates of gleaming enameled egg yolk. Bowls of soured cereal mush. (Did the man only ever eat breakfast?) Bins of unsorted mail. Rolls of nautical charts. Stacks of books holding up more books.

			Punkin picked her way around the piles of stuff like this was a treasure hunt. She stopped before a plastic bin and peered inside. “Grandad kept his maps here,” she announced.

			She was right. Maps filled the bin—new ones, older ones, ancient ones; serious and whimsical; road atlases and walking guides; maps of the land and maps of the sea, all jumbled together in no particular order. I remember Dad showing me how to fold a map exactly the way you found it, with due regard for the creases. A map is like a crystal ball, Lucy, he said. A window into another world. Treat it with care to make sure that others can find their way after you.

			Apparently, he had lost his touch.

			“Tell you what,” I said to Punkin. “Let’s go upstairs and see if we can find a pair of clean beds. We’ll tackle this mess in the morning.”

			The stairs creaked in their familiar way as I led her up to the second floor. The staircase had been missing part of a banister since an altercation between my parents ended in Dad heaving the marital bed over the landing—the literal bombshell, you might say, that tore through the house when my mother announced she was leaving him for a French count.

			For whatever reason, my father never did replace that section of banister.

			My room was exactly as I left it twelve years ago, except coated in sedimentary layers of dust and dead bugs. I hadn’t had time to tidy up on that final morning in late July. I’d thrown a summer’s worth of clothes and toiletries in a suitcase and carry-on and rushed out the door, and everything else remained in place like one of those photographs of houses abandoned in wartime. The towel I’d taken to the beach that morning still hung from the back of the chair, speckled with mildew. The canvas tote with the sunscreen. On the little brown desk sat the stack of books I’d checked out of the Winthrop Island Library in July 2012 for my summer reading.

			Punkin wrinkled her nose. “Is this where I’m going to sleep?”

			“I think it’s going to need a good cleaning first, honey,” I told her. “We’ll sleep in the guest room tonight.”

			

			—

			But that was yesterday. Now it’s time to excavate the mess my dad left behind.

			I shower swiftly in the scary bathroom, so stained and unlit you expect a psycho knife to part the curtain at any point, and pull on a pair of old, soft yoga pants and a sweatshirt.

			The washing machine still works, thank God, and so does the hot water. I find a bottle of Tide that bears a peeling price sticker from the Winthrop General Store and an expiration date three and a half years ago. I strip all the beds and run the linens on a hot cycle.

			While the machine’s running, I rummage out a bottle of vinegar and a bucket and rags to purge twelve years’ worth of grime from the surfaces of my old bedroom while Punkin kneels beside me, scrubbing earnestly.

			“Why does Grandad have so much stuff?” she asks. “I thought he was broke, like us.”

			“We’re not broke, exactly. And Grandad—well, I don’t know. He has this house. That’s worth a lot of money. The land it’s on, anyway.”

			“Where did he get the house if he’s broke?”

			“From his parents. His parents had a lot of money that they got from their parents, who built this house to begin with, about a hundred years ago. And the thing about Grandad, he’s very smart, but he’s not good with money. He’s not—well, it’s kind of hard to explain, honey. He didn’t want to work at a bank, like Uncle Sadiq”—this is Pandora and Cecily and Calliope’s father, who refuses to be called Dad or Grandad by his stepfamily, so we settled on Uncle Sadiq—“and he didn’t want to be a lawyer or a doctor or a businessman or anything like that. He just wanted to read books and write about things.”

			Punkin thinks about this. “But he got money from his parents.”

			“Well, he spent that. Not all at once. But he used to have a boat, and he belonged to the Club, and all these things cost money. Then you need to eat and drive and repair your house. And he was married to Grandmère, and she likes nice things. Plus taxes. Taxes are a lot. So he ran out of money, and he wasn’t making any money, so…yeah.”

			“Is that why he decided to die? Right before we came? Because he was embarrassed about being broke?”

			“We don’t know for sure he decided to die, honey. It might have been an accident.”

			“But you said he didn’t like to swim.”

			“I don’t know, honey. It doesn’t make much sense to me, to be honest. He seemed so excited about us coming.” I sit up on my knees and take in a deep, slow breath. “I should have taken you to meet him sooner, honey. He knew a lot about a lot of things, and he had interesting ideas, and I wish…I wish he…”

			Punkin sits up and pats me on the knee. “It’s okay, Mama. You can be sad.”

			“Thank you, honey. I am sad.”

			She puts her small arms around my shoulders. “Now we both don’t have dads.”

			

			—

			The kitchen, as you might imagine, has not been updated in some time. The same white Frigidaire murmurs in the corner; the Magic Chef range hulks along one wall like an enamel beast, scarred with burnt grease. She would’ve been a beaut in her day, I told Punkin last night, while we were unloading the groceries we’d brought over from the mainland. Now Punkin calls every old thing a beaut—the Volvo station wagon, the Hotpoint washing machine.

			By five o’clock, I’m too exhausted to cook dinner. I make peanut butter sandwiches and sit with Punkin at the same square chrome-rimmed table where I used to sit with Dad, eating peanut butter sandwiches.

			The fridge lets out a giant gurgling sigh.

			“She’s a beaut,” says Punkin.

			A book sits next to her plate. Punkin always has a book with her.

			“Whatcha reading?” I ask.

			She holds it up for me.

			Thick old clothbound volume. Library sticker on the spine. A True History of the Career and Murderous Crimes of the Dread Pirate Ned Ramsay, Including a Detailed Account of His Fatal Final Voyage, by a Member of His Crew. On the spine is a peeling Dewey Decimal sticker, covered and recovered with Scotch tape.

			“Are you serious? You’re reading this?”

			“It’s interesting,” she says, a little defensive.

			“That’s all I need. Another pirate nerd in the family.”

			“What’s wrong with that? Pirates are cool.”

			“Pirates are not cool,” I tell her. “Pirates were murderers and thieves. They did awful things. They hurt people and killed people for the fun of it. And the worst thing they did was make people think they were heroes. Gullible people like you.” I wriggle her earlobe. “And your grandfather.”

			“Why did he like pirates so much?” she asks.

			“Oh, honey. Because he thought there was treasure buried here. Left behind by a long-ago pirate. This guy.” I touch the cover of the book. “According to Grandad, anyway. He was sure it was going to make us rich.”

			“But he never found it.”

			I roll my eyes around the shabby, cluttered room. “What makes you think that?”

			She hugs the book to her chest. “Still. Wouldn’t it be fun if we found it, Mama? Then we’d be rich.”

			I cover my face with my hands. “Not you too.”

			A knock snaps through the room—once, twice. I startle in my chair and turn to the front hall.

			“Now why didn’t they just use the doorbell?” Punkin says.

			“Probably because it’s one of his friends, honey. Someone who knows that the doorbell hasn’t worked in twenty years.”

			But when I crack open the door to check out the visitor, it’s not one of my dad’s old friends, come to offer his condolences.

			It’s an enormous man in a plaid shirt and a baseball cap pulled low over his forehead, bearing a squirming mutt in a pair of arms that could tear off the front door of the Volvo, just by accident.

			And then—as I take in his eyes, the fringe of hair under his cap, the shape of his face beneath the unfamiliar beard—Oh, shit.

			Ben.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			I met Laura Peabody the summer after I turned fourteen. Well, maybe met isn’t the right word. On a small, narrow island like Winthrop, eight miles from tip to tip, about a mile wide at its thickest, every face looks familiar. Even the ones you can’t put a name to.

			So when the tall, skinny, dark-haired girl wandered up Poseidon Beach one afternoon in the middle of July and paused in front of me, I knew who she was, all right.

			A shy smile turned up the corners of her mouth. “Hi,” she said.

			“Hi,” I said.

			“You’re Lucy Cooper, aren’t you? Mr. Cooper’s kid?”

			The beach was one of Winthrop’s many small, mostly deserted stretches of half-sand, half-shingle where you could lie in the sun with a reasonable expectation of not having to deal with other people. I lay on my stomach on a threadbare blue-and-white striped beach towel, reading my shabby paperback copy of Deathly Hallows for maybe the third time. I kept the cover flat against the towel so she wouldn’t see it, because maybe Harry Potter wasn’t cool anymore if you were in your teens? I didn’t know. I didn’t really feel American; I didn’t know what was cool and what wasn’t.

			And Laura Peabody was a year older than I was, a year cooler.

			“Yeah, I am.” I tried to make my voice sound as American as possible.

			“Thought so. I’m Laura Peabody. I live over there? At Summerly?” She turned and pointed up the beach and across a marshy inlet, just before the shore rose up into the bluffs.

			“Oh, yeah.” Like I didn’t know exactly who she was and where she lived. “I thought I recognized you.”

			“Mind if I join you?”

			“Sure.”

			She sat down in the sand next to me and stretched out her long, tanned legs. She wore a pair of colorful board shorts beneath a bikini top the exact blue of a swimming pool. Her feet were bare, her toenails painted shell pink.

			“I hear you live in Paris,” she said.

			“Not anymore. My mom married an English guy about a year ago? So, London.”

			“Paris. London. That’s so cool. I live in Dedham.” She turned on her side, facing me. “What are you reading?”

			Reluctantly, I lifted the front cover.

			“Oh my God, I love Harry Potter,” she said. “I just finished like my third read. I don’t even know what to read now, like everything else seems stupid. Like a copy of the real thing.”

			“That’s so funny. This is my third read.”

			We looked at each other and smiled for real this time, and from that second through the rest of the summer, Laura Peabody and I were hardly ever apart. Beaching and bicycling, grabbing burgers at the Mo, playing croquet at the Club, hanging out at the weekly bonfires on Horseshoe Bay with the kids I had only seen from a distance—the tanned, confident offspring of the summer families. She would sling her arm around my elbow and say This is Lucy, like we were a package deal, and the kids would make room for me on the sand and ask me about schools in England. When I flew back home in August—Maman was pregnant with Pandora and lived with Uncle Sadiq in one of those gigantic villas in Holland Park, which she had just redecorated—Laura saw me off at the ferry. We shared floods of tears, texted each other constantly, buddy-read dozens of books, and for the next four years, whenever I arrived on Winthrop in the second week of July, the minute school broke up, Laura sat waiting for me on the porch steps of Windward.

			That fourth summer, the final summer, when the Volvo rolled up the driveway, she sprang to her feet and ran to open my door and throw her arms around me. Her whole face grinned—mouth, cheeks, eyes.

			“Guess what?” she said. “My brother has the absolute hottest friend staying with us all month. His name is Ben. Ben Ressler.”

			

			—

			Twelve years later, Ben Ressler stands on my doorstep in the golden light of a September afternoon, holding a dog. Actual Ben, not a ghost. The shock of him nails me in place.

			Punkin flies past my legs. “UN CHIEN! UN CHIEN!” she shrieks.

			Ben looks down at Punkin’s skinny arms, stretched to his waist. “Hi, there. You must be Elise.”

			I tug her back. “Take it easy, Punkin. This is not our dog.”

			Ben grins. He’s grown a few wrinkles around his eyes, and his bulky frame seems—not smaller, exactly, but leaner. Lived in.

			The eyes, though. Those eyes are the same pale, bleached blue against his auburn lashes. Color of a hazy July sky.

			“Punkin,” he says. “I like it. My mom used to call me Punkin, when I was little.”

			Punkin stares up at him, amazed. “You were little?”

			“Hard to believe, right? It was a long time ago, trust me.” He transfers the dog to his left arm, juggling a small cardboard envelope, and holds out his hand. “Lucy Cooper. It’s been a minute. Ben Ressler.”

			I take the hand. A warm, brief, secure handshake. Ben’s hand. I say cheerfully, “Ben. Of course. It’s good to see you.”

			“Mr. Ressler,” says Punkin, in a voice barely under control, “may I please pet your doggie?”

			The dog wriggles his tail so hard, it’s like the tail is wriggling the rest of him.

			Ben looks at me. “Is it okay?”

			“If it’s okay with the two of you.”

			Ben crouches down and sets the dog free to lay his paws against Punkin’s chest and lick her face clean. She giggles deliriously and hugs him back. He is of no particular breed—about the size of a beagle, long brindle hair, outsized ears that flop at the tips.

			“Will you look at that,” he says. “Maybe she smells like him.”

			“Smells? Like who?”

			He stands up slowly and removes his cap. What’s left of the grin disappears into his beard. “Your dad. I’m so sorry.”

			His hair is shaggy, like he cuts it himself. The trim beard is a few shades less fiery—the same subdued auburn as his eyebrows. How calm I am, looking at that ginger hair. Twelve years ago, my nerves would have been fizzling, standing this close to him. So close I could reach out and touch the muscles of his forearm. But I was a teenager then. All hormones and drama. And he was—well, he was Ben. He was like a god.

			“Thanks,” I say. “It was a shock.”

			“I came to the service this morning. Just kind of low-key, in the back.”

			“Thought I saw you lurking back there.”

			“I wanted to pay my respects. He was a good guy. I hope you don’t mind.”

			“Of course not. I—I didn’t realize you two knew each other. I had no idea you were even back on the island, actually.”

			He shifts his gaze to the corner of the porch. “Been kind of lying low at Summerly this past year. Caretaker lodge was empty. Sedge said I could stay there for a while. Doing some groundskeeping for them, earning my keep.”

			“Sorry. You said Sedge invited you?”

			“Yep. Anyhow, that’s how I met your dad. We ran into each other a lot. Hung out a bit. I was the one—I don’t know how much you’ve heard about the—about what happened, but I was the one who found him that morning. His clothes, I mean. On Poseidon Beach.”

			“Wait a minute.” Reeling a little. “That was you?”

			“I asked them to keep my name out of the report. Privacy and all.”

			“And you two were hanging out together? All this time?”

			“Crazy, right? He was a real kick, your dad. I’m guessing he didn’t mention me at all?”

			“No. No, he didn’t say a word.”

			Ben sticks his hands into his pockets. The baseball cap dangles from his thumb. “I just wish I’d been there earlier, you know? When I could’ve done something to help. By the time I reached the beach…” He shakes his head. “I’m real sorry, Lucy. I know you two weren’t that close anymore, but it’s hard. It’s hard losing someone.”

			I fold my arms over my chest. “Can you tell me what happened?”

			Ben sticks his cap back on his head and looks to his right, where the scrub lawn turns to meadow and billows out toward the sea. The sun’s begun to set and the colors streak across the water. “There’s not much to tell. I was out clearing some brush over by the beach roses for your dad—it was getting kinda overgrown over there—and Chief here, he started barking and ran down the path to the beach—”

			The dog hears his name and lifts his head. He’s lying on his back while Punkin lovingly strokes his belly. She looks up too. “Maman, maman, pouvons-nous avoir un chien? S’il te plait? Je l’aime tellement.”

			“Honey. English, please, okay? We have a guest.”

			Punkin looks at Ben. “Sorry. I said I love him so much. I just want a dog of my own.”

			He smiles. “That’s up to your mom, honey. But you’re welcome to come over and play with this guy, if you want. I’m just over the meadow, there.”

			She stands up and runs to lean over the porch railing and squint through the dying light. “Right over there? Between the trees?”

			“Yep. You can practically see it from here. Once the leaves are all off, you can wave to Chief from your window.”

			“So we’re neighbors!”

			“That’s right,” he says.

			Chief bumps his head into the backs of Punkin’s legs. She turns and sits next to him, stroking his ears and murmuring in French.

			Ben watches them. “Bilingual, huh? She’s pretty good. Though I guess that makes sense. You living in France and all.”

			“I’ve always tried to speak English at home because she heard French everywhere else. It’s just when she gets emotional that she sort of defaults.”

			“Hey, I get it. Dogs and girls. Big emotions there.” He turns back to me. “Anyway, I’m sorry to barge in on you like this. I’m sure you’re up to your eyeballs in—you know, all the things. But your dad left me something for you and I wanted to make sure you got it right away.”

			“Left you something for me? I don’t understand.”

			Ben offers his left hand, which holds a small cardboard envelope, the type you use to mail photographs. “Yeah, it’s kind of a funny thing, to be honest. Couple of days before he died, he knocked on my door and said to give this to you if anything happened to him.”

			I stare at the envelope in his hand. “But I thought—I mean, that’s so strange. If anything happened to him? I don’t understand.”

			“Neither do I, Luce. I thought it was pretty strange at the time. And then when he went out in that water, a couple days later—I mean, I don’t know. But here it is. Maybe it’ll make more sense when you open it.”

			I look up. “You didn’t look inside?”

			“Look inside?”

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

			“Luce, you know I would sooner—I mean, you know me—” A flush overcomes his cheekbones. He urges the envelope toward me. “Anyway, here it is.”

			His hand, holding the envelope, could span a dinner plate. He smells of outdoors, of green things. Of gardening. The ridges of his fingers are stained with dirt, though the dirt itself is scrubbed away.

			I pull the envelope from his hand. It’s thin, not much inside. “Was there anything else?”

			“Nope. That was it.”

			Punkin’s lying on her back on the porch. Chief sits on her stomach, licking her face in long, patient strokes of his tongue. I call gently, “Hey, honey! Time to let Chief go home.”

			Punkin buries her nose in the fur of Chief’s neck and cradles him. Then, with a grave face, she opens her arms. Chief leaps back to Ben and lifts his paws to Ben’s gigantic kneecaps.

			“Hey, bro. What did I say? No jumping.”

			Chief sets his paws back down on the porch floorboards and looks up imploringly.

			“Atta boy.” Ben scoops him up. “Manners make the dog, like my mom always said.”

			Chief settles himself within those spacious arms. An expression of drugged pleasure takes hold of his face.

			“How is your mom these days?” I ask.

			“She passed, actually. Last winter. Stroke.”

			“Oh my God, I’m so sorry.”

			“Yep. It was a shock. Like your dad, I guess.”

			Punkin reaches up and strokes the dog’s fur. “Were Chief and Grandad good friends?” she asks.

			“Were they,” he says. “You should’ve seen the way Chief ran up whenever he spotted your grandfather. Always had a treat for him. That’s the secret.”

			Punkin looks at him, eyes round. “Really?”

			“Every time.”

			She turns to me. “I’m going inside to bake some dog treats, okay?”

			At the word treats, Chief leaps from Ben’s arms and chases after Punkin into the house.

			“What a sellout,” I say.

			“Yeah, he’s pretty basic,” says Ben. He puts two fingers to his lips and whistles. A second later, Chief comes running back out, looking guilty. “Is she really going to bake her own dog treats?”

			“Probably. She loves to bake. Looks up all these recipes online. Figured out fractions all by herself. You should try her madeleines.”

			From the kitchen comes the noise of pans cascading from a cabinet.

			“I’m okay!” calls Punkin.

			“I guess I should see how that’s going,” I say.

			Ben nods and starts to turn away, then checks himself. One hand on the post. “I really am sorry about your dad,” he says. “He was a cool guy. All that pirate stuff.”

			“Yeah, he had his pet projects, for sure.”

			“You might want to take a look at some of that stuff before you toss it out. He seemed to think he was really on to something.”

			I manage a laugh. “Yeah, he always felt he was on to something. Like, This time it’s for real, honey! I can feel it!”

			“No, I mean something was really going on with him. He was out at night with flashlights in the meadow there.”

			“Par for the course, to be honest.”

			Ben squints across the grass. “All right, then. I’ll leave you to it. Let me know if you need help with anything.”

			“Sure. Yes. Of course.”

			He looks down at Chief. “Saddle up, bro. Time to leave the girls in peace, all right?”

			“Ben, wait.”

			He stops, one foot poised over the step, and turns his face to me. The setting sun glints in his hair, in his beard.

			Ben.

			“Thanks.” My heart thuds. “For looking out for my dad. Being there. I appreciate it.”

			“Luce, I’m just sorry it turned out this way. That’s all.”

			“I know,” I say. “I know you are.”

			Ben starts down the porch steps to the weedy gravel drive. Chief trots at his heels. Ben has a giant, swinging walk, like a mountain gorilla. The opposite of Arnaud. The familiarity of it sits in my gut, like an old injury that comes back to ache.

			

			—

			The first few days after the death of a loved one are not the worst part. You are shocked to the point of disbelief. Nothing seems real. You deal with the undertaker, the church, the family members, the police. You compose the obituary. You pick out the coffin, the clothes, the flowers, the music, the speakers, the food. You are so busy dealing with logistics, with the feelings of others, that you don’t really understand that somebody is dead. What dead means. What death does to your life after everybody goes home and you are alone.

			Arnaud did not leave a lot of stuff behind. He did not participate in the zeitgeisty accumulation of cheap crap; he bought almost all his clothes from vintage stores, not because he was a hipster but because he said the materials were of better quality, the craftsmanship incomparably superior. He wasn’t a Luddite, though. He mostly read books on his iPad; he paid his bills online. When we had a little money, which was not often, he liked to spend it on experiences. Eating out at a fine restaurant, drinking a bottle of exceptional wine. A night away. A week backpacking in Vietnam.

			Still, I had to go through everything he left behind. Decide what to keep and what to give away and what to throw away. In the beginning, I cried a lot. I lamented his T-shirts that smelled like him; I grieved the tweed jacket he wore when I told him I was pregnant and he hugged me so long and hard, against the corduroy lapels, that I knew everything would be okay. The beautiful leather shoes I gave him last Christmas that he hardly ever wore because, he said, they were too immaculate to wear any old day around the poo-crusted streets of Paris.

			Eventually, though, I learned to steel myself. Punkin needed to be fed and dressed and taken to the nursery school we’d picked out for her the previous spring; I had to go back to work or we would starve. I didn’t have time to sit around and get sentimental over every last nail clipper in the bathroom drawer, just because it contained traces of Arnaud’s DNA.

			But then I started sorting through his file cabinet, his drawers, his papers. And it’s funny how you can be in love with someone, think you know the bones of somebody, the map of his brain and heart, and yet here are these letters tucked into a large manila envelope labeled Danae and you realize there was a section of his brain and his heart you had no map to, that you didn’t know existed. A girl he used to love. That pretty girl Danae with the long legs and stylish jacket who came to the funeral, who kissed both your cheeks and condoled with you in exquisite French: He used to love her. He used to fuck her.

			And other things.

			Did you know he once took a course in finance and then abandoned it after three months, but not soon enough to avoid incurring increasingly pressing demands for tuition that he finally paid a year later?

			Did you know that he spent three weeks in hospital the year before you met, after a motor-scooter accident caused a bleed on his brain?

			Did you know that he had been fired from his job two months earlier and never told you, even though he left the apartment every morning, Monday to Friday, just as if he were setting off to work?

			No, you didn’t know any of these things.

			Everybody has a secret life you know nothing of, chérie, said Maman, with her usual instinct for drama, when I came to her in tears. Every heart bears a hidden burden.

			

			—

			Now I stare at this envelope Ben Ressler gave me. This envelope from my father.

			In the kitchen, the noise of banging metal has stopped. Punkin wanders into the entry hall. “I found a cookie pan. Did Grandad have any recipe books for dog treats?”

			“I don’t think so, honey. I think we’re going to have to look that up on the internet.”

			She peers at the envelope in my hands. “Are you going to open that?”

			“Yep.” I slide my finger under the edge of the seal and rip it apart.

			I don’t know what I expected. A note, I guess. My father’s last words to me. Some sage piece of advice? Remorse, maybe—for keeping me at a distance, for contributing exactly nothing to my upkeep or education over the years? Some final confession of love? Some explanation for why he had chosen to die, now of all moments?

			I stick my hand inside the envelope and pull out a small metal key.

			“What’s that for?” Punkin asks.

			I turn it over in my palm. It’s only an inch or so long. Too small for a house key. The base is round. When I hold it closer, I see the numbers 8238 etched into the brass.

			“I have no idea,” I tell her.
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			The boat arrives at dawn, while Hephzibah draws water from the well.

			She can’t say what makes her look up from the stones and squint into the gray morning. A cold, woolen fog lies on the sea, shrouding the world from view. If she looks hard enough, in the right direction, she might spot the mast that pokes above the pillows of cloud, and the pennant that droops from its tip.

			She stretches her ears for some kind of noise—the same sound, maybe, that raised the hackles on her neck in the first place. A creak of metal oarlocks, or a muffled word or two from an unseen throat. The plash of water from an oar.

			But the air remains quiet. To her left, the house floats atop the mist. A curl of smoke drifts from the chimney in the center of the roofline. If she dares to fill her lungs—dares to breathe at all—she will taste woodsmoke and brine, the scent of her days.

			Foolish, she tells herself. Turns back to the well.

			As she draws the bucket clear, a shout breaks across the stillness.

			She will never remember the word, or why the noise freezes her in place. When the prow of a boat pierces the fog and scrapes against the shingles, and somebody curses the teeth and wounds and blood of God, she can’t move a muscle.

			Two men stumble over the sides. One of them grabs a rope and heaves the boat up the sand, until it comes to rest just above the line of flotsam that marks the highest point of tide.

			The other reaches back into the boat and hauls out a third man. Even from a distance, Hephzibah can see that his clothes are soaked in blood.

			Hephzibah gasps and releases the rope. The bucket makes a desolate splash at the bottom of the well.

			 

			Beulah doesn’t believe her.

			“Likely a fisherman, lost his way in the fog. And where’s the water, pray?”

			Hephzibah slams the wooden bolt into its place. “The musket, the musket!”

			Beulah turns from the fireplace. The long wooden spoon dangles from her right hand, dripping porridge; the other hand clutches her shawl about her shoulders. “What are you about, sister?”

			“Is Silas abed?”

			“Hush, Hephzibah! You’ll wake him!”

			Silas whinnies from the bedroom. “Beulah! Is that you?”

			Hephzibah takes her sister by the shoulders. “He must rise! Go in and tell him he must rise and bring his musket!”

			“His musket?”

			The door rattles beneath the weight of a big fist. A roar follows—Open up! Open up, in there, damn you!

			Hephzibah flies past her sister through the doorway into the dark bedroom. The shutters are pulled tight against the chill, because they haven’t the money to glaze the windows. Silas lies on his side, propped on one elbow. His gray hair tangles around his face. “Water,” he whines.

			“Rise! Oh, do rise! Men—landed on the beach—they’re at the door—”

			Silas coughs wetly. “Men! Men, you say?”

			“The musket!” Hephzibah runs to the wall and lifts the musket from its hooks. “Is it loaded?”

			A roar rattles the shutters. Open the door, in the name of God! We mean you no harm!

			Beulah stands in the doorway, clutching her shawl and her wooden spoon, as if to beat back the intruders. Her cap hangs from one side of her head. “What do we do, Hephzibah?”

			Open the fucking door, God blast you!

			Another voice—this one calm, even pleading. A man is hurt, for God’s sake. Will you have some pity for him?

			Hephzibah stares at the musket in her hands. Pity?

			In her head, she calls back the scene on the shore. The fog so thick, the men like ghosts. The one hauled from the boat—his thick frame limp, his clothes soaked with blood. Behind her, Silas hacks again.

			The first voice speaks up, a rough throat. Silver! We bring silver!

			The other—On my life, we’ll pay you well.

			“By God,” says Silas, “let them inside.”

			Hephzibah starts back toward the front door. The musket sits in the crook of her elbow. Whether it’s loaded, she can’t say. She lifts the latch and the door bangs open, limbs and sweat and groans as three men stagger inside, the largest one slung by the arms over the shoulders of the other two. Blood everywhere.

			“Lay him down, lay him down,” says one. He turns to Hephzibah. “Have you a bed?”

			“In the attic.”

			“Lay him in mine,” barks Silas. He stands in his nightshirt and cap, braced against the doorframe. “Lead them through, Beulah, for God’s sake!”

			Beulah darts from behind his shoulder. At the sight of the three men, at the rank smell that rises from their clothes, she squeals like a frightened rabbit. Claps her hand over her mouth and stands dumb before the doorway.

			“Make way, woman! Make way!” shouts the stouter of the two men holding the injured one.

			“Beulah, you fool. Fetch the whiskey!”

			Beulah scampers out of sight. Hephzibah follows Silas into the room and hands him the musket while the intruders lay out the injured man on the marital bed and deposit his blood-soaked shirt on the floor.

			Beulah enters the room with the precious jug of rye whiskey and shrieks.

			The edge of some blade has recently split open the man’s skin from his right armpit to the center of his belly. Hephzibah glimpses a gleam of ribs in the candlelight, the pinkness of muscle, the narrowest possible line of yellow fat. Over one ear hangs a flap of his scalp, matted with gore and hair. The linen that binds his right hand is brown with dried blood. The slighter man finds the pitcher of water on the stool next to the bed and washes the gore from his chest.

			The other man—large, dirty, rimmed by a shock of brindle beard—pulls a split log from the stack of wood next to the hearth and chucks it on the fire.

			Silas tells Beulah to open the shutters, quickly now.

			Beulah sets the whiskey next to the pitcher and scampers to the window. The smaller man snatches the jug, yanks out the cork, and swigs deeply before pressing the rim to the lips of the injured man.

			“Come along, then, Ramsay. Open up. You’ll be glad for it soon enough.”

			Ramsay’s eyes slide open and focus on the jug. His head tilts from the pillow. Lustily he swallows the rye and falls back as if dead.

			The man sets the jug back on the stool and turns to Hephzibah. “Now, then, madam. Can you or your companion sew a fair seam?”

			 

			His name is Elliott, the slight man tells Hephzibah, as she threads her sturdiest needle and bends over the right side of Ramsay’s chest while Beulah holds the candle above her head. He studied in Edinburgh as a physician. Now a ship’s surgeon. A long and sorry decline, he says.

			“And which ship would that be, sir?” asks Silas. He’s dressed in waistcoat and breeches and stands next to the window, sipping his cider from the pewter tankard. The musket hangs from his other arm.

			“She is called the Poseidon,” says Dr. Elliott, “a sloop lately of—”

			The other man snarls. Dr. Elliott coughs down the last word.

			“Ahem. Yes. As I said, the Poseidon. Now then, madam. Are you ready?”

			“I’ll want a pair of hands to hold the flesh together.”

			“God save us,” whispers Beulah.

			Dr. Elliott uncorks the whiskey and pours another slug down Ramsay’s throat. “Brace yourself, mate,” he says cheerfully.

			Ramsay gasps—Fuck you.

			Elliott turns the jug to his own mouth and shuts his eyes as he swallows. Ramsay’s skin is as pale as milk. When Hephzibah glances at his face, she finds his eyes open and fixed on her.

			Elliott rolls up his sleeves, places one sooty hand on each side of the wound, and presses the sides together. Ramsay roars out.

			“Don’t mind him,” says the doctor. “If he makes any trouble, I’ll direct Walsh over there to pin him by the shoulders.”

			Hephzibah bends over the end of the gash and sticks her needle into the oozing flesh.

			It’s not easy, stitching a wound. You must press harder than you would into a length of cloth; a man’s skin does not give easily. Ramsay’s chest jumps and a keening noise erupts from his throat. Elliott sets an elbow into his sternum so that Hephzibah can draw the thread through the holes, snip it off with her scissors, knot the ends together.

			“A fine, neat stitch, madam,” Elliott tells her.

			“Thank you.”

			“I would sew him up myself, mind you, snug as a cushion, but I fear my poor hands are none too steady, as you
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