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CHAPTER ONE: THE GINGER MAE

[image: ]


The ferry from Cedar Point made the crossing in forty minutes on a calm day, and this was a calm day, the kind Patchogu Island arranged for itself in late May before the summer tourists arrived to complicate everything. The water was flat and pearl-grey, the horizon a soft smudge where the Atlantic absorbed the sky, and the island materialized the way it always did for Victoria Laine: not as a destination, but as a correction. Like the world had been slightly wrong since she left, and now, rounding into the channel, it was adjusting itself back.

She stood at the bow railing while Olivia sat cross-legged on a bench behind her eating a gas station bag of peanut butter crackers and Solei read something on her phone with the focused silence of a person who was actually thinking rather than scrolling. The three of them had driven down from Raleigh that morning, crammed into Olivia's Jeep, and barely spoken for the last hour of it, the comfortable kind of quiet that only existed between people who had known each other long enough that silence wasn't awkward, it was just weather.

"You're doing the thing," Olivia said.

Victoria didn't turn around. "What thing."

"The standing-at-the-bow thing. Like you're on the Titanic."

"I'm looking at the island."

"You're being cinematic." Olivia crunched a cracker. "There's a difference."

Solei looked up from her phone. "She's been doing it since the Outer Banks bridge. I clocked it."

Victoria turned around, and because they were both watching her with the particular expression they reserved for moments they planned to remember and weaponize later, she smiled. It was a good smile; she knew that, had known it since ninth grade, which was both a gift and a problem she was still working out. "I'm glad to be back," she said. "Is that allowed?"

"Completely allowed," Olivia said. "Just do it with less hair."

The wind off the water was cold enough to keep the gulls honest, and they hung above the ferry in loose, wheeling clusters, crying out with the specific urgency of birds who had important opinions about nothing. Patchogu Island was six miles long and barely two miles wide at its broadest point, a low, sandy crescent of a place that had decided sometime around 1890 to stop caring what the mainland thought of it. There were dunes and sea oats and weathered cedar houses set back from the water. There was a lighthouse at the north end that had guided ships since before the Civil War and now mostly guided tourists with cameras. There was one school, one post office, two churches that hadn't spoken to each other in forty years over a dispute no one under sixty could fully remember, a hardware store that also sold bait, and, at the corner of Tidal Bay Road and North Main Street, the Ginger Mae Coffee Shop.

This was where they were going. This was, to varying degrees and in varying ways, what they were going back for.
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Grandma Knapp was not, technically, anyone's grandmother.

The title was honorific, given years ago by the island's collective instinct for the right word. Her actual name was Ginger Mae Knapp (the shop was named after her, not the other way around) and she had run it alone since her husband Harold passed in 2001, and somewhat less alone since Victoria, Olivia, and Solei had started spending their summers on the island as teenagers and gradually, naturally, indispensably taken up positions in the daily operations. By now, in their late twenties, "helping Grandma at the shop" had become "running the shop while Grandma supervised from her stool behind the counter and told them they were doing it wrong."

The arrangement suited everyone.

Victoria had a key to the shop's back door. She also had a key to Grandma's cottage on the dune, and to the storage shed, and to the lockbox where the quarterly tax documents lived, and to the small fireproof safe inside the supply closet where Grandma kept the recipe notebooks. The safe key was the only one that ever made Grandma pause before handing it over. For emergencies, she'd said, pressing it into Victoria's palm three summers ago, her grip dry and precise as paper. Don't go rummaging in there out of boredom.

Victoria had not gone rummaging. But she thought about it sometimes. She had thought she knew Grandma Knapp. She had been thinking this for twelve years. It was possible this was the wrong thought to have been having.

The Ginger Mae was not a large place: eight tables inside, four on the porch when the weather allowed, a counter with six stools, and a kitchen that produced exactly what it intended to: scones, muffins, three kinds of soup in rotation, and coffee so consistent and quietly exceptional that people drove from the mainland on weekends just to sit with a cup of it and read the newspaper the old way, on actual paper, which Grandma stocked in a rack by the door and which she charged for on the honor system.

The tea was self-service. You sidled up to a wooden rack of small labeled tins, chamomile, peppermint, hibiscus, bergamot, ginger, each in a squat round tin with a paper label in Grandma Knapp's handwriting, the ink faded from handling, the lids polished bright from the same, and you selected what you wanted and brought it back to your table and Grandma or whoever was working would bring hot water. It was a small thing, but it was the kind of small thing that gave a place character. People liked choosing their own tea. It felt like being trusted.

What the Ginger Mae was not, this May, was doing well.
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Olivia had the numbers. She always had the numbers; she was the one who'd gone to business school and come back smelling of spreadsheets and a briefly held conviction that they could triple revenue with a mobile ordering app. Victoria had talked her down off that ledge, but the numbers remained, and Olivia had sent them to the other two in a shared document two weeks before the drive down, with a note that said only: Read before you get here. We need to talk.

Victoria had read them on her couch in Raleigh with a glass of wine she kept refilling without fully registering it. The short version: the Ginger Mae was losing money. Not catastrophically, not dramatically, but steadily and in the particular way that was actually worse, the slow kind, where you could tell yourself each month that next month would be different.

The longer version involved the Septuagenarian Club.

For more than twenty years, a group of the island's elder residents had convened at the Ginger Mae at precisely eight-thirty in the morning, six days a week. They called themselves the Septuagenarian Club, though several of them had long since aged past that designation and no one had updated the name. At their peak there had been ten of them; now there were six, which was the arithmetic of old age, unavoidable and unkind. They occupied the four-top by the window and, on Saturdays, pushed it together with the adjacent table to accommodate whatever family members were visiting. They had strong opinions about the county fair judging, several of them owned galleries that sold well to tourists, and their collective presence in the Ginger Mae every morning had functioned for decades as a kind of endorsement, the social equivalent of a Michelin star, island-specific and entirely unspoken.

They had, without warning or explanation, stopped coming.

This had happened eighteen months ago. One Tuesday they were there; the following Tuesday they were not. By Wednesday of that week they had apparently transferred their allegiance to Pandora's Box, a newer coffee shop three blocks over run by a woman named Tara Finch who had moved to the island from Charlotte seven years ago and who, according to island consensus, made a mediocre cortado and an excellent show of listening to whoever was talking. The Septuagenarian Club had been going to Pandora's Box every morning since.

Nobody had explained it. Grandma Knapp had not asked.

This was, to Victoria's mind, the strangest part.
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The ferry docked with the particular thud that meant home, and they hauled their bags down the gangway and into the brightness of the late-May morning. The island smelled like salt and cut grass and something else underneath, old wood warming in the sun, or the cedar shingles releasing the winter's cold, or simply the smell of Patchogu Island that had no name and needed none.

Olivia's Jeep was waiting in the lot where she'd pre-arranged to have it trailered over the week before. They loaded their bags and drove the four blocks to the Ginger Mae, four blocks being the distance you drove on Patchogu Island when you had luggage and a reason, and because Victoria wanted to see it before she saw the cottage.

It looked the same. It always looked the same: the cedar shingles gone silver-grey, the hand-lettered sign above the door with its little painted ginger blossom, the chalkboard on the sidewalk where the daily soup was written in Grandma's handwriting that had not meaningfully changed in forty years. Tuesday: Clam chowder. Bread today: rosemary. The porch furniture had been brought out for the season, the cushions a faded nautical stripe that had been fading for so long they had arrived at a kind of permanent, intentional-looking paleness. A basket of sea lavender hung by the door.

"Same," Olivia said, pulling up.

"Same," Victoria agreed, which was not a criticism.

Solei got out without a word and stood looking at the shop with an expression that might have been affection or might have been calculation, and was probably both. Then she said, "The gutter on the left is loose," and went inside.
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Grandma Knapp was at her stool behind the counter, which was where she always was when they arrived, as if she had not moved since they'd left the previous September but had simply sat in patient suspension, waiting. She was eighty-one, small and wire-thin, her white hair pinned up in its usual knot, wearing an apron that said Ginger Mae across the front (the name of the shop, and for all practical purposes her own name, since no one on Patchogu Island had called her Marjorie in forty years; Corey had been her name before Knapp, and before that it had belonged to her father, and before that to the sea captain grandfather she'd never met but whose portrait hung in the back hallway) and a cardigan the color of old mustard that Victoria was fairly certain had been a fixture of this kitchen since the Clinton administration.

She looked up when they came through the door and her face did the thing it did: the small, involuntary brightening, quickly composed, as if being too visibly glad was a form of vulnerability she preferred not to display. "Well," she said. "You're here."

"We're here," Victoria said, and went around the counter and hugged her, which Grandma tolerated with the brief, sincere squeeze that was her version of an embrace. She smelled like cinnamon and coffee and the faintest trace of lavender water.

Olivia came in behind her, already scanning the kitchen with a proprietorial eye. "Did you restock the chamomile? I sent you the order."

"The chamomile is fine," Grandma said.

"It was down to two tins."

"Two tins is sufficient for a Tuesday in May." Grandma Knapp picked up her coffee mug and held it in both hands the way she did when she wanted to end a line of conversation. "The clam chowder is on the stove. The bread needs another twenty minutes. Adley will be here at eight-thirty and he'll want his scone warmed, not toasted, which is a distinction I suspect has been lost on whoever has been filling in since March."

"We've been briefing Carla," Victoria said.

"Carla," Grandma repeated, in the tone she used for things she found unnecessary.

"She's been very good."

"She warms the scones too long. Adley hasn't complained because Adley doesn't complain about things, but I can tell."

Victoria exchanged a glance with Olivia over Grandma's head. This was the thing about Grandma Knapp: she noticed everything about her regulars with a precision that would have been remarkable in anyone, and was frankly bewildering in an eighty-one-year-old woman who had, for the past two winters, shown signs of a memory that was beginning to do what memories do at a certain age, which was drift.

The drifting had started small: a word misplaced, a name temporarily unavailable, the occasional sentence that lost its thread halfway through and then recovered it somewhere unexpected. Victoria's mother had said not to make too much of it, that everyone's grandmother did this, that it was normal. Victoria's mother had also, in the same conversation, admitted she hadn't visited Patchogu in two years, so her reassurances carried limited weight.

What concerned Victoria more than the forgetting was the remembering: the vivid, disorganized way Grandma Knapp had begun talking about a past that seemed to bear only an approximate relationship to her actual life. She spoke of Paris, which so far as any of them knew she had never visited. She spoke of a speakeasy her father had taken her to, which was possible but felt embellished. She described, in cinematic detail, a man being chased through an
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