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Chapter One

“WE’RE HERE.”

Reed’s voice wakes me from the fitful sleep I’d fallen into somewhere north of Portland, the slap of wipers and sluice of tires accomplishing what bourbon and sleeping pills had failed to do for the past two weeks. I open my eyes to a wall of sodden gray the color of wet cement. I can feel it pressing down my throat—

I cough.

Reed swivels his head toward me, blue eyes feverish in the gloom above his white surgical mask.

“I’m fine.” I reach for the water bottle and swig lukewarm water that tastes like copper. “The others—”

“Behind us. Crosby’s driving like an old woman, trying to protect his precious Volvo’s paint job. Honestly, for a supposed socialist he likes the trappings of the bourgeoisie.” He grins, his bones sharpening under sallow skin. With all the stress of the recent news and preparations to come to the island, neither of us has been eating much for the past few weeks.

“They could have gotten lost.”

Reed shakes his head. “There’s just the one road and it ends here.” He points to something outside. A weathered gray sign. Land’s End. Pass at Your Own Risk.

I shiver. Reed places his hand on my forehead. It feels good to be touched—when was the last time we touched?—but I shrug it away. “I’m fine,” I say again.

“Check.”

I take the thermometer gun out of the cup holder and aim it at my forehead, peering into the fog until an electronic voice pronounces the number 98.6.

“Normal,” I say.

Nothing is normal. Nothing has been normal for months. Maybe longer.

I hear tires on gravel behind us. “They’re here,” Reed says. I want him to touch me again but we promised we wouldn’t until we were sure we were both safe, and Reed always keeps his promises. He’s gotten us this far, hasn’t he?

“Ready?”

I nod. A lie. I hadn’t been ready for any of this. Not when the first cases were reported, or my classes at the college went remote, or the restaurants and stores closed. None of us had. Except for Reed. Somehow he had seen it coming and had a plan set in place when most people were still pretending it wasn’t real. Now he’s opening the car door and stepping out into the fog, moving forward as if the path is clear. I follow him into the mist toward a car that looks unfamiliar.

My heart rate speeds up, and my skin turns clammy. Reed had warned that the locals might not like us coming up here, carrying our contagion from the “big cities.” A woman at a rest stop outside of Portland had pressed her unmasked face against the passenger-side window and hissed, “Go back where you came from!” Who knows what crazed vigilantes might be in the grimy car—then I recognize Crosby’s beige Volvo beneath the mud splatter and Ada getting out of the car. Her curly red hair looks like it has exploded into a corona around her masked face, like the virus itself has surrounded her with its pestilent nimbus. The spark in her eyes, though, brings me back to the eighteen-year-old who greeted me at the door of our freshman dorm with a red Solo cup of watery beer. Now she’s holding up a thermometer gun.

“Ninety-eight point six, bitches,” she crows. “The only thing normal about me.”

“We have to take them together,” Reed says.

“Hello to you, too,” Crosby says, his loafers sinking into the mud as he gets out of the car. He’s wearing a plexiglass face shield designed, it appears, to show off his meticulously trimmed goatee. (He tends to it like a Zen gardener pruning his prized bonsai, Ada confided to me once.) “We just thought we’d check before we got out of the car. As a courtesy.” He holds up his wrist to display a temperature reading on his Smart Watch. I notice it’s the latest model. Reed is right; for a socialist Crosby likes his toys.

“We took ours, too,” I say, jumping in before Reed can respond. It isn’t strictly true; only I have taken my temperature. “No fevers here. Were Niko and Liz far behind you?” I ask, peering toward the road we drove in on. There’s nothing to see, though, as if the fog has already swallowed the world we’ve come from.

“We waited at the turnoff until we saw them,” Crosby says, glancing at Reed as if Reed hadn’t done the same for him. Shit. I shouldn’t have fallen asleep. Reed forgets things when he’s focused on a task. “But then we lost them a little ways back. I was too busy trying not to drive into the fucking ocean.” He gestures at the water, which I see now is on three sides of us. We’re on a muddy spit of land that dribbles out into the ocean as if it just got tired and gave up. Aside from the weathered gray dock with its ominous sign, the only other structure is a long gray shed with a tin roof the exact color of the fog.

“Maybe Niko stopped to take a photograph,” Ada says.

“In this pea soup?” Reed asks.

Ada shrugs. “Have you seen Niko’s work? Fog is like her métier.” She pronounces the French word with an exaggerated accent, the way she would at school when she was making fun of someone she thought was pretentious.

“Then she’s hit the jackpot here,” Crosby says, walking toward the pier with his hands in his pockets. “Is it always like this?”

“It’s Maine,” Reed replies matter-of-factly, going to stand a careful six feet away from him. “My father always said it was good luck to arrive on the island in fog. And for us it is; no one will see us heading out there.”

“Is there anyone around to see us?” Crosby asks.

“A few houses—guest cottages in the summer, a couple of lobstermen who live on this road—” He jerks his chin at the shed. “We can store our cars in the boathouse so no one sees them.” He looks back toward the road. “I just hope Niko and Liz didn’t run into anyone.”

“They know not to get out of the car,” I say. “They wouldn’t take any chances—”

“But if Niko did get out of the car to take a picture,” Reed says, “and someone did approach them—”

“We don’t know that’s happening,” I say, trying to forestall the train of Reed’s projections. Once he gets going, predicting each cause and effect, it’s hard to derail him. His mind is like a Rube Goldberg machine: once the marble is rolling it’s going to trip every hazard and spring every mousetrap. It’s what makes him a great city planner, and it’s what has gotten us this far today, but I can tell he’s about to spin some horror tale in which an angry mob of lobstermen are on their way here with harpoons. “We don’t know if she even got out of the car.”

“Then where are they?” Reed asks in the calm voice he adopts when he thinks I’m not facing the hard facts. Or, at least, the facts as he sees them.

“There,” Crosby says at the same moment we hear the car tires on gravel. But it’s not Niko and Liz’s yellow Mini; it’s a rusted orange pickup truck. Just the kind of vehicle angry vigilante lobstermen would drive. My mouth goes dry. How does Reed do it? I wonder. How do all his worst predictions come true?

But when a big man in a yellow rain slicker, baseball cap, and red bandanna tied over his mouth and nose steps out of the truck, Reed breaks into a grin and heads toward the man as if he’s going to wrap him in a bear hug. I’ve never seen Reed look so happy to see anyone, myself included. He halts a mere three feet away. “Mac, man, you’re here!”

Mac tugs the bandanna away from his face, revealing a sunburnt nose, and grins. “Hey, man, I’m the one who lives here. Where else would I be? I see you made it.”

As if we’ve arrived for a kegger. Still, I’m relieved. This is Mac, Reed’s best friend from high school and the one who’s been setting everything up for us on the island.

“Yeah, we did . . . or at least most of us. I’m getting concerned about Liz . . .”

“No worries, I winched her and her girlfriend out of a ditch a couple miles back.” He cocks a thumb over his shoulder and the yellow Mini appears as if summoned. It’s now a mottled yellow brown, as if someone had stamped a sunflower into the mud. A pestilent color. But then everything looks pestilent these days. When Niko gets out she’s covered head to toe in the same muck. Even her black spiky hair, cut so choppily I would think it was a lockdown DIY job, only it’s the way Niko’s hair always looks, is covered in mud. She’s not wearing a mask. I hear Reed swear under his breath.

“The virus isn’t transmitted through mud,” I say softly.

Niko grins, her teeth eerily white against her mud-streaked face. “I was thinking a good coating of mud might keep the virus out,” she says.

“Shut up,” Liz says, getting out of the car. She is mud-free, immaculate in soft drapey yoga pants, white cotton tunic, and a linen mask fitted to her face in a complicated pattern of origami folds. Her long blond hair gleams as if she’s been brushing it all the way up from Boston. It’s hard to understand how she could emerge from the same car so spotless. “Niko was trying to push our car out of a ditch. If you idiots hadn’t sped away without us”—she glares at her brother, Reed, even though ours hadn’t been the car directly ahead of hers—“you’d have seen us and been able to help. Thank God Mac came along.” She directs an entirely different sort of look in Mac’s direction, and I marvel at the elasticity of a face that can change its expressions so fast. It must be a family trait; Reed has the same ability.

Mac shrugs. “I just took one last beer run, but yeah, it was no problem, Lizzie.”

Lizzie? I’ve never heard anyone call Liz Lizzie.

“A beer run?” Crosby repeats. “Aren’t you supposed to be self-isolating?”

“Beer doesn’t carry the virus,” Mac replies. “I picked up a pallet down at Hanny’s Market, untouched by human hands since delivery.” Mac’s voice is calm and matter-of-fact, but he straightens himself up as if to remind us all of how tall he is, which must be around six five. His eyes, shaded by his cap, go a dead flat green, the same color as the water lapping against the wooden pilings. Reed steps between the two men.

“Mac’s following the procedure we set in place. New goods from the store stay in the supply shed for fourteen days before being stocked up at the house pantries. Right, Mac?”

Mac visibly relaxes. “Yeah, and I used my gloves while moving and washed my hands afterward. The stuff in the pantries has been there for weeks, clean as a whistle.” He looks around as if daring one of us to object. I see that we’ve formed a circle, with six feet between each couple. Mac’s in the middle of it. “Okay, then,” he says, “if we’re going to do this we’d better get to it. Tide’s going out. We got half an hour to pack up or we’ll be stuck sitting here with our thumbs in our asses another eight hours.”

“We’ve got to do the tests first,” Reed says. He opens the hatchback of our car and withdraws a YETI cooler. Last year we used it for camping out on the Fourth of July. It held hot dogs—Tofutti ones for Liz—potato salad, and beer. Now it holds seven testing kits. Reed holds out one for each of us, maintaining the distance of two outstretched arms even with me.

“You’ll need a surface,” Mac says. He grabs three weathered crates and lays one out for each couple. Then he gets one for himself.

“Okay,” Reed says, opening his kit, “it’s pretty simple. Remove the swab and insert it into your right nostril—”

“Why the right?” Ada asks.

“It’s just easier—”

“Only if you’re right-handed,” Niko says, shoving a swab up her left nostril with her left hand . . . and then leaving it there, suspended in the air, like she’s a kid sticking straws up her nose to imitate a walrus. Liz laughs. Even from six feet away I can feel Reed stiffen. I know what he’s thinking: if the swab falls in the mud the test will be invalidated and we only have seven. They’re the new rapid tests that are supposed to be 94 percent accurate. I’m not sure how much he had to pay for them on the black market, but he’d come back the night before we left looking shook and Reed never worries about money. Before he explodes, Niko extracts the moist yellowish swab. “And now?” she asks, guileless.

“You stick it in this vial, cap it, and then swirl it around,” Reed says, not rising to the bait. My heart swells with love and pride for him. None of them knows how hard this has been for him, how much he’s had to work to keep it together for the rest of us.

We all do as he says, everyone but Crosby taking off their masks. Liz makes a face at the way the swab feels in her nose. Ada makes one at how it looks coming out and says gross the way she would in college when she found hair in the shower drains. When we’ve all sealed our vials, we place them on the crates in front of us.

“What happens now?” Crosby asks.

“It takes ten minutes,” Reed replies, setting a timer on his watch. “A positive turns green. A negative just stays the same.”

“Shit,” Niko says, “my booger looked a little green coming out. I hope you all won’t hold that against me.”

Before anyone can reply Mac claps his hands together. “Right. I’m not going to stand here contemplating my own snot. I’ll start bringing your stuff down to the dock. You folks need to move your cars into the boathouse—” He tosses a ring of keys to Reed. “Let me know if my vial turns green and I’ll just take a header into the drink.” He grabs three cases of beer from his truck, balances them on his shoulder, and walks out onto the pier, vanishing into the fog.

“What if he is positive?” Crosby asks. “He’s handled all the supplies for the island.”

“He won’t be,” Reed says, glaring down at our two vials as if daring them to turn green. “He’s been careful, and there still aren’t many cases up here.”

“That’s magical thinking,” Crosby says. “Have you thought about what we’ll do if he’s positive? Can you even drive that boat if you have to?”

“Reed and I can both drive the boat,” Liz says, “but it won’t be necessary. Mac would never endanger our lives.”

“Like that’s in anyone’s control these days,” Crosby spits out.

“Look,” Ada says, putting her hand on Crosby’s arm, “we’re going to know in just a few minutes. No use looking into a future we can’t see.”

As if to demonstrate the opacity of that future, she pulls an old battered purple North Face duffel—the same one she had in college—from the back of their Volvo and carries it up the pier where she, too, vanishes into the churning mist.

“Give me those keys,” Liz says, holding her hand out to Reed. “I’ll unlock the boathouse and move our car inside.”

Reed remains standing guard over the test vials. He’s staring down at ours—or is it mine he’s staring at? Is he wondering what he’ll do if mine is positive? Whether he’d leave me here on the dock?

His timer trills with the opening notes of Beethoven’s Fifth. I look down at our tests.

Both are clear.

I look at the rest of the vials. They’re all clear.

“Thank God,” I say, hoping the test is as accurate as it’s supposed to be. Reed wouldn’t trust it if it weren’t.

He looks at me, a question in his eyes.

“Who were you worried about, Lucy?”

Before I can answer, the pier shakes and we both turn to see what’s barreling out of the fog toward us. As a dark hooded shape wielding a crooked staff emerges, I catch my breath. It looks like those cartoons of the Grim Reaper that were so popular ten years ago during the 2020 pandemic. I remember one carrying a carton of toilet paper, another wearing a mask. But it’s only Mac, the hood of his slicker up, carrying a loading hook.

“We’d better get going,” he says, “before the tide goes out without us.”

I let my breath out along with the idea that has seized me: that the death I’d avoided ten years ago has been waiting here for me all along.





Chapter Two

THE BOAT IS SMALLER THAN I THOUGHT IT WOULD BE. I WAS PICTURING some swank cabin cruiser, but I’d forgotten that although Reed is rich, he comes from that kind of old-money Yankee rich family that prides itself on using beat-up old crap instead of ostentatious new. Reed will duct-tape his sneakers before buying new ones, and he’s still wearing shirts he wore ten years ago in college.

This boat—dirty, flat-bottomed, about the size of a short school bus—looks like it could use some duct tape. There’s a good six inches of water in the bottom sloshing over our suitcases.

“The pump’s not working so great,” Mac concedes, holding out his hand for me. “I’ve been too busy to fix it.”

I stare at his hand. We stopped shaking hands over six weeks ago, stopped standing closer than six feet one week after that. But Mac just tested negative. There’s nothing to worry about. And the boat is lurching so much I feel queasy—

Which is one of the symptoms.

No. I tested negative.

I take his hand. It’s warm and broad and calloused and it seems to lift me up through the air and into the hull of the boat safely. I don’t want to let go. He helps me to a bench at the rear (the stern? Reed is always teasing me about my nautical ignorance) and then leaves me there to help Ada across. He deposits her right next to me.

“You’ve all got to sit in the stern to keep the prow up,” he says, going back for Liz.

“Say goodbye to social distancing,” Ada says, wriggling her hips against me.

I throw my arms around her and squeeze so hard she yelps. She feels soft and cushiony beneath her down vest, plumper than she was the last time I saw her, probably from being stuck inside comfort-baking and drinking these past weeks. She hugs me back just as hard. “I’ve missed you,” I whisper into her damp curls, inhaling her familiar lemony smell.

“I know! It’s been crazy, right?” She pulls away to look at me, holding me at arm’s length. “Who would have thought we’d be back in this mess again! That we apparently learned so little from last time. I can’t believe how stupid people are!”

I don’t tell her that I missed her even before the virus severed our lives. “I’m just so glad that you and Crosby were game for this. I told Reed it was the only way I’d agree to it.”

Ada’s brown eyes widen and gleam. “Are you kidding? It’s literally a lifesaver.” She lowers her voice. “If I had to self-isolate with Crosby in that tiny apartment for five more minutes I’d have killed one or both of us.” She smirks, and I hug her again.

“I guess there’s no need for social distancing anymore,” Liz says as she plops down on my other side.

I can’t tell if she’s being ironic or not; I never can with Liz. She and Reed inherited the same sarcastic bent—along with the Harper blue eyes, patrician bone structure, blond hair, and money—but Reed’s got a tell: he always sniffs after irony or falsehood. If Liz has a tell I don’t know what it is.

“Well, we all tested negative,” Ada says, “and the boat’s pretty small.”

Liz jerks her chin toward the dock, where Reed is standing next to Mac. “I told Reed to buy a new one last year.”

When Liz looks away Ada sucks in her cheeks, looks down her nose, and soundlessly mimics Liz’s words. It’s all I can do not to giggle. Ada’s brand of snark, usually at the expense of someone who’d been mean to one of us, never failed to make me laugh in college. The same holds true all these years later, and I look away from her so I don’t crack up, and focus on Reed, who’s surveying the distribution of luggage as Niko rearranges boxes and suitcases in the front of the boat. I notice that Reed has adopted the same half-slouch, hands-in-pockets posture as Mac and that he’s several inches shorter than Mac. I always think of Reed as tall so it’s unsettling to see him looking smaller.

“I didn’t realize he and Mac were so close,” I say, hoping my voice doesn’t betray the twinge of jealousy I feel that I’ve never met this close friend. Mac’s never come down to visit us in Westchester, and Reed’s never brought me up to Maine.

“Mac’s mother, Hannah, was our housekeeper,” Liz says. “We practically all grew up together. And then when things got bad . . .” Her voice trails off and she looks into the fog. “. . . he and his mother took care of things. I don’t know what we would have done without them.”

“It’s really moving how people come together in times like these,” Ada says. “The way they help each other out—”

“A woman at Whole Foods nearly tackled me for the last organic peanut butter,” Liz cuts in. “People turn into monsters ‘in times like these.’”

Ada lifts an eyebrow at me. We’re both thinking the same thing: Liz was probably the one doing the tackling.

Any further conversation is forestalled by Mac gunning the engine. Liz scoots over to leave space for Reed next to me, but he remains standing beside Mac at the helm. Crosby sits next to Ada and puts his arm around her. She moves closer to him, and I feel a chill where her warm body had been. Niko stays at the prow, perched on top of a case of condensed milk, her Leica pressed to her face. Cigarette smoke floats back on the air. I see Crosby open his mouth behind his now salt-spackled face shield (he’s the only one who’s kept his mask on since we did the tests), no doubt to say something about how smoking makes you more vulnerable to the virus, but then shut it.

As we motor away from the dock I glance back for a last view of the mainland but all I can see is the dirty-yellow spume of our wake as it’s swallowed up by the fog, all trace of our passage erased. I turn forward but there’s nothing to see ahead of us either.

“I guess you have a pretty good compass,” Ada says, looking a little queasy. I can’t remember if she gets seasick; the only time we were on a boat together was a rowboat in Central Park.

“Nav system’s down,” Mac says, “but I’ve been doing this run since I was ten and I’ve done it twice a day for the last—”

“There’s the first buoy,” Reed shouts, pointing at a red ball bobbing on the surface of the water. “They mark the route to Fever Island.”

Stray wisps of red hair fly around Ada’s face like Medusa’s snakes. She makes a show of mock shuddering. “I wish it wasn’t called that.”

“It was a quarantine site in the nineteenth century,” Reed says, shifting on his legs to accommodate the swells hitting the boat. The water is getting rougher the farther we go from shore. Bracing myself against the back wall of the boat, I hold on to Reed’s voice, the calm measured tone he employs while reciting facts, like a lifeline. “The first hospital was built in 1832 during a cholera epidemic. In 1848 dozens of ships arrived from Ireland fleeing the potato famine and carrying typhus. My five-times-great-grandfather was one of the doctors who treated hundreds of patients, most of whom died.”

“Fuck, Reed,” Liz says, “no one wants to hear that.”

“I think it’s interesting,” Crosby says. “I wrote my master’s thesis on pandemics. Those ships from Ireland were called fever ships.”

“Imagine fleeing one disaster only to find yourself in another,” Ada says.

“Disaster breeds disaster,” Crosby says. “Is that how your family ended up with the island, Reed? Did your great-whatever get it for services rendered?”

Reed shakes his head. “No, but when he was an old man he bought the island because he said he wanted to be buried where, and I quote, his ‘soul still dwelt.’”

“And so the rest of the family just decided to have their summer place here?” Crosby asks.

“I think it’s kind of sweet,” Ada says, “to want to be close to their ancestor’s final resting place.” I reach across the bench and squeeze her hand. Ada’s parents died in South America during the last pandemic, and she’s never been able to find out where they were buried. “I bet that felt special, growing up with that history, Reed.”

Mac snorts. “We used to find bones out in the woods. They buried the dead in a bog and when a big storm came it swept them out to sea. We’d find ’em in lobster traps and washed up in the harbor. And then, of course, there are the ghosts.”

“Shut up, Mac,” Reed says. “You’ll scare Lucy. She believes in ghosts.”

“Metaphorically,” I correct him, sorry I ever confessed my thoughts on the subject. “I just feel like the dead are always with us, in our thoughts and our hearts. I love a good ghost story. What’s the story for the island?” I look toward Reed but it’s Mac who answers.

“There are a lot of them,” Mac says, “but they all start with the witch.”

“The witch?” Ada and I say together. I see Mac smile, the squint lines around his eyes deepening, obviously enjoying the audience.

“Ay-yup,” he says, leaning hard into the Yankee accent for our benefit. “The first settlers here had a hard winter of it. They lost half their supplies and their ship when it foundered on the rocks off the island. Near starved to death, would have if they hadn’t traded with the Indians . . . excuse me—” He clears his throat. “Indigenous Americans. As happens when folks are stuck together in bad circumstances, they started blaming one another—the captain who steered the ship into the rocks, the first mate who landed them too far north, the minister who said God would look after them, the servant girl who seemed to stay plump while others starved. The minister’s daughter claimed that the servant girl came to her at night and sat on her chest, sucking the life out of her, and that’s how she stayed plump while others withered. She was tried and judged a witch, condemned to die, but they didn’t want the stain of her blood on their hands. So, they brought her to the far side of the island, buried her alive in the rocks, and left her there to drown when the tide came in.”

“That’s horrible!” Ada cries, rightfully indignant at the injustice. “Since when is that not murder?”

Mac shrugs, clearly enjoying her outrage. Enjoying, too, I think, the chance to lecture Reed’s college friends on a subject he knows more about. “Since when do the haves lack ways to justify their crimes against the have-nots?” he asks. “But she had her revenge. As she died she cursed the island and those who survived to have their souls drawn back to the island at the moment of their deaths and be trapped forever in the rocks, drowning over and over again with every high tide. They say you can see their ghosts in the fog and hear their cries when the tide comes in.”

“Well, at least she had her revenge,” Ada says, and then, turning to me, adds brightly, “Maybe you could write your next book about her, Lucy.”

When she sees the stricken look on my face, she claps her hand over her mouth. She knows how much I hate being asked about my next book, the second book that never happened. I’d written my first in the two years after college—a book about the way our lives changed when the pandemic hit. It had been successful enough that I’d gotten a job teaching creative writing at a local college and a contract for a second book, but, eight years later, I haven’t been able to write it. I feel, as I confessed to Ada on a rare weekend we’d spent together last fall, that I put everything I knew about the world we lost in that book and I haven’t really lived since then. How can you write about a life not lived?

Maybe you write a ghost story?

She squeezes my hand. “I mean,” she says, “perhaps if you wrote a historical book you wouldn’t have to deal with the pandemic at all.”

“You don’t want to write about what happened to those fever patients,” Mac interjects.

“Didn’t it bother your family,” Ada asks, looking up at Reed, “living on a cursed island?”

Liz snorts. “Our father considered it a perk. ‘Keeps the local riffraff out,’ he’d say over G and Ts. No offense, Mac.”

“None taken, Lizzie. My uncles all gave the place a wide berth when they were coming into the harbor.” He pronounces it hah-ba. This time I don’t think he’s putting on the accent. His dark green eyes, staring ahead into the fog, look hard as malachite. “They said that if you see the Gray Lady standing on the cliff you’d die within the year.”

Mac points into the fog with such certainty that I expect to see the specter of the vengeful witch hovering above us. Instead, the island rises out of the fog—a mass of granite fringed with deep-green pine and ringed by enormous boulders that look like the carved idols of Easter Island, standing guard and willing us to go back. Patches of fog cling to the jagged rock, making it easy to imagine a woman standing on the edge looking out to sea, her hair and dress whipped in the wind. Her anger feels palpable in the heavy salt-saturated air, a force emanating from the island itself, as if before she died she poured her rage into the very stone.

“It looks . . .” Ada begins, trying, I imagine, to put a good face on the bleak spot where we have pledged to wait out the storm, but even Ada is having trouble with this one. The best she can come up with is “It looks unwelcoming. At least we’ll have it to ourselves.”





Chapter Three

AS WE APPROACH THE ISLAND NIKO UNFOLDS FROM HER CROUCH AND, cradling her camera against her chest, leaps onto the dock. Reed tosses her a line, which she deftly figure-eights around an iron cleat.

“I didn’t know Niko was so good on boats,” I say to Liz.

She rolls her eyes. “Niko is good at everything physical,” she says and then blushes, reminding me that for all her defenses and snobbery, Liz has a tender heart. “And she had to learn her way around boats when we came up here last summer.”

She gets up then and starts yelling at Niko to be careful with her easel and painting supplies. Ada and Crosby move to the prow and hand up luggage to Reed, while Mac ties off the other end of the boat. As I scramble to get off he holds out his hand and I take it without any hesitation this time. Then I grab suitcases and boxes from Crosby and Ada, careless of who has touched what. Reed is doing the same, although I notice that he’s wearing gloves.

“Hey,” I say, as we stack the luggage and supplies on the dock. “I didn’t know Liz and Niko came up here. Why haven’t you ever brought me?”

He looks up at me and swipes the sweat from his face. I wince, thinking of what he could have transferred from those boxes and suitcases to his mouth, nose, and eyes, gloves or no gloves. “What?” he says, furrowing his brow. But he’s not confused by my question; he’s thrown by it or he never would have touched his face with possibly contaminated hands. There’s no chance to pursue the subject, though, because Mac is yelling out instructions to store the boxes in the supply shed and telling Reed to get “the mule.”

Reed turns and vanishes into the fog. I carry a crate marked Scott Brand Toilet Tissue to a weathered shed on the edge of the dock, where Mac is explaining the storage system.

“New goods go up against the side opposite to where the last goods were stored.” He points to the right side of the shed, where the shelves are full of boxes, and then to the left side, where the shelves are empty. “I let all new goods sit for fourteen days before moving them up to the houses.”

Crosby shakes his head at this. “It’s not really known how long this virus stays on surfaces.”

“That’s what Reed and I agreed on,” Mac says, shrugging. “Too late to change the protocol now.”

As he turns away, I see Crosby look at Ada worriedly. She gives him a tight smile. “The CDC’s best estimates suggest three days for plastic, two for cardboard and paper. It should be fine.” Seeing me watching she widens her smile. “Look at all this toilet paper! We’ve been using a bidet at home.” She makes a face and for the tenth time today I thank God that Ada is here.

When we’re done stacking the new supplies—beer, beans, soup, rubbing alcohol, more toilet paper—onto the shelves, and frozen foods into one of the two freezers, I emerge from the shed sweaty. I don’t wipe my face, though, until Ada offers me a sanitized wipe to clean my hands. The others are loading suitcases onto the back of a fat-tired jeep—the mule, I suppose. Mac turns to Crosby.

“Crosby, right? You and Ada are in the Cove House. That’s down here. Come with me and we’ll get you unloaded. The rest of you can head up to the Main House. I’ll drive the mule up after.”

Reed nods and slaps the back of the vehicle as if it’s a real pack mule. “Come on,” he says to me, then turns and starts up a muddy path that’s been mown out of tall meadow grasses. I follow with Liz and Niko, too winded by the climb to ask the questions running through my head: How many times have you two been up here? Has Reed come up without me in the ten years since college? Who else has he brought here? Instead, I keep my head down to watch my footing in the ankle-deep mud, trying to remember what Reed has said about the island over the years. My parents have a summer cottage off the coast of Maine . . . kind of remote . . . rustic . . .

I had pictured a small, quaint cottage with primitive—or no—plumbing. But now when I raise my head a house looms out of the fog that is neither small nor quaint. Imposing is the word that comes to mind because it literally seems to impose itself on the rocky landscape. It’s three stories high, with a stone foundation made of the same granite as the cliff we saw from the boat, cedar shingles faded to the color of fog, and green trim around the rows of windows and peaked eaves. A columned porch runs across the length of the front, culminating in a circular gazebo topped by a tower and a widow’s walk. The house looks down at us from its many windows with the same impassive face as the island. Keep away, it seems to be saying, I protect my own.

“I thought you said it was a cottage,” I gasp to Reed when we catch up to him.

Niko snorts. “‘Cottage’ is what the rich call their honking big summer mansions.”

“Let’s go to the barn,” Liz says, giving Niko a warning look. “We’ll come back after we shower or . . .” She pauses, looking at her brother. “Did you want us to quarantine by couple?”

Reed is staring up at the house and doesn’t respond at first. I’m about to tell Liz and Niko that yes, that’s what we’d talked about doing, but when Reed turns I’m silenced by the look on his face. It’s an expression I haven’t seen in years.

“What’s the point,” he says. “We were all over each other in the boat.” Then he walks into the house. I stare after him, trying to remember the last time I’d seen that look on Reed’s face.

“Wow,” Niko says, “was that really Reed Harper or a much chiller simulation?”

“This place always does a number on him,” Liz says. Then she lightly punches Niko on the arm. “Come on. Let’s get that mud off you.” Then to me, “We’ll see you after we’ve cleaned up.”

I watch them take a mown path that curves around the house between lilac bushes drooping under the mist, then I climb the steps onto the broad wide-planked porch. A dozen rocking chairs are lined up facing the blank view and a round picnic table fills the circular gazebo. It looks like the porch of a hotel—or a sanitarium. The paint on the chairs is so weathered and speckled with lichen it’s hard to tell what color they were originally. Blue-glazed planters sit between the chairs. There’s a wreath of dried bayberry leaves on the door, and a floor mat with a faded red lobster and The Harpers written below.

The Harpers.

Reed’s parents died ten years ago during the first pandemic, right here on the island. I’ve kept my last name and Reed insists he doesn’t want children. Liz had a hysterectomy three years ago when she found out she had the BRCA1 gene. So who, exactly, are The Harpers?

I feel a wave of sadness for my own mother, who died three years ago of breast cancer, and then realize what that expression on Reed’s face was. Grief. The naked overwhelming grief of knowing you’re the end of the line. The last time I saw it was when he came back from the island ten years ago, right after his parents and his girlfriend—his childhood sweetheart, Becky—had died. No wonder he’s never brought me here.

And yet, it’s not sadness or grief I feel walking through the front doorway of the house; it’s nostalgia. It feels like stepping back into a gentler time when people crowded around a table or sprawled on lumpy chintz sofas reading paperback books and playing board games. The long oak table that spans the space between the open kitchen and the living room (the phrase great room pops into my head from some old book or decorating vlog) could seat twenty. The kitchen, with its steel French-door refrigerator, industrial-size dishwasher, cobalt-blue KitchenAid appliances arrayed across the granite counter, looks like it could feed an army. I’m tempted to open the cabinets to inspect the vaunted stores that Mac, at Reed’s behest, has laid in for us but even if I washed my hands I’d feel too tainted to step foot on the bleached-oak floors and touch the whitewashed cabinets.

Instead, after toeing off my boots and leaving them in the boot tray, I pad on stocking feet over the rag rugs, like islands themselves between the faded easy chairs and sofas, peering into the framed photographs on every surface. There are old ones in silver frames of sepia-tinted ancestors in formal poses, many of them with Reed’s light, wide-spaced eyes and square jaw, and newer, wooden frames holding color pictures of lobster bakes and boating parties. There’s one of a young Reed, blonder and tanner, his arm casually draped over some girl’s shoulder. I wonder if it’s Becky, the girlfriend who died. I’ve never seen a clear photograph of her, just the out-of-focus one he kept in his college dorm room, so I’m not sure, but who else could it be? Most of the people peering out of the silver and wood frames are probably dead, of course, but drifting past their faces, my reflection smeary in dusty glass, I feel like I am the ghost intruding on their innocent lives.

I come to an eight-by-ten framed sepia-toned photograph hanging on the wall beside the fireplace of a dozen or so people standing in front of a large house—this house, I realize. From the old-fashioned nuns’ habits and the men’s sideburns and bushy mustaches I guess that the photograph is from when the house was a quarantine hospital—and yet they stand so close to each other! I suppose it was before they really understood germ theory. Peering closer through the film of dust I can feel the tension in their rigid bodies and still faces—except for one dark-haired woman, the only one not wearing a nun’s habit, who’s standing a little to the side of the group beside a tall man. Her face is a soft blur of white and dark eyes beneath thick curls piled high on her head, but the camera has caught a faint smile on her face, as if the man beside her had just said something funny. As I look at him I hear the rushing in my ears that sometimes precedes a panic attack. The man could be Reed’s twin.

I step back from the picture and realize the rushing sound is coming from over my head. A shower running.

The thought of a hot shower after the past twelve hours of traveling nearly unbuckles my knees with relief. I leave the great room with its innocent ghosts and follow the sound up the stairs, down a long corridor filled with more framed photographs, to a bedroom with a candlewick bedspread and sheets printed with blueberries. A breeze blows through an open window, stirring lace curtains and carrying with it the smell of pine and salt without a whiff of disinfectant or bleach. I close my eyes and breathe it in—and see the face of the dark-haired woman in the old photograph. What teasing flatteries had Reed’s handsome ancestor whispered in her ear to bring that smile to her face?

I hear a step behind me and turn, eager, as if the doctor himself will be there to repeat what he just said—

But there’s no humor in Reed’s grave, pale eyes. Damp from his shower, he dispenses instructions for disposing of my tainted clothing and how to work the shower knobs. He still has that look of grief in his eyes, as if I am, indeed, a ghost and he is already mourning me.





Chapter Four

WHEN I HAVE SCOURED EVERY INCH OF MY POOR TIRED FLESH I CHANGE into the clean clothes Reed has left for me. Wanting to be extra sure we didn’t carry the virus with us, we all agreed we’d put the clothes we packed aside for a few days. Reed had asked Mac to wash some clothes that had been left in the house. They look, I think as I put on worn canvas trousers, a striped sailor’s shirt, and a faded Choate sweatshirt, as if they’re from decades rather than years ago. When I come into the great room it looks like we all might be from another era in our L.L.Bean castoffs and outdated collegiate wear from back when campuses were places where we lived. Certainly, these people barely resemble the careworn stragglers who came over here in the boat.

Crosby, in a loose faded oxford button-down and khaki shorts, shaggy blond hair damp from the shower, is standing at the kitchen counter meticulously measuring shots of whiskey into a silver cocktail shaker. Ada is behind him opening cabinets with little yelps of glee at each discovery. Peanut butter! Tuna fish! Flour! Niko is kneeling in front of the fireplace arranging logs, a fine coating of ash replacing the mud she’d worn earlier.

She’s like Pig-Pen from those old Charlie Brown comics, I’d once heard Liz say fondly, dirt just finds her.

Mac is on the couch, his long legs stretched out in front of him, drinking beer from a bottle, and Liz is sitting cross-legged in front of a stack of board games and jigsaw puzzles, her long blond hair falling like a curtain over her face.

“Do you remember when we played Risk for three days straight during that big nor’easter?” she says to Mac.

“You mean when we realized Reed’s penchant for world domination?” Mac replies, taking a long pull of his beer. “I’ve never been so bored in my life.”

“I vote for Scrabble!” Ada yells from the kitchen. “Oh. My. God. We have cocktail franks! I am making pigs in blankets to have with cocktails.”

I move toward the kitchen to help Ada—and then notice that the only one not here is Reed.

“Where’s Reed?” I ask.

“He went down to the dock to make sure everything is secure,” Mac says, “because—”

“That’s Reed,” Liz finishes for him, twisting her hair into a knot, then letting it go. “Our father was the same way. ‘Measure twice, cut once,’” she intones in a lockjaw baritone wholly unlike her usual voice. “‘An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of—’”

“Stop,” Niko says, lighting a match. “Let’s not channel your anal-retentive forebears. Bad enough we’ve got them glaring down at us from every surface in the room. Speaking of which, could we put some of the ‘family’ away?”

“I like them,” Ada says, coming into the great room with a tray of frosty drinks in martini glasses and a plate of saltines with Cheez Whiz and olives. She’s scraped her unruly red hair into a high ponytail. With the boatneck sweater and red capris she’s wearing she looks like a hostess from a 1950s television show. “They make me feel like I’m part of a big family.” I try to return her grin but I’m worried about Reed. Checking things twice is not a good sign for him. If I’d been here I would have had him practice the strategy his therapist suggested of visualizing completing the task the first time instead of allowing the endless loop of double-checking that always leaves him more unsure than when he began. But short of following him out into the dark, which will only undermine his confidence more, there’s nothing I can do. I pick up one of the drinks from Ada’s tray and take a sip.

Strong. Citrusy. Sweet. The first sip feels like an ice cube applied to my frontal lobe. I take another.

“Here’s Reed,” Ada cries. “We should toast.”

She goes to the door with a drink in each hand. “Ex-Pats,” she says, holding out a trembling glass that glows virulent green in the porch light. “Remember you taught us how to make them in college? I thought it was appropriate for our current status since we’ve left our old lives behind.”

Reed regards the glass. He doesn’t usually drink, and he’s been adamant these past weeks that we need to keep up our immunity. But as he takes the glass he says, “Good choice. Plenty of vitamin C.” Then he looks at the rest of us. “Here’s to our brave new world. May it fare better than the old one.”

THE FOOD IS certainly better in this world than the one we left in the suburbs and cities where the supermarket shelves had been cleared weeks ago. Mac has provided fresh halibut, clam chowder from clams he gathered himself, corn on the cob, coleslaw, and potato salad from the local farmers market, and oven-hot dinner rolls from the well-stocked freezer. There’s cold white wine to follow the Ex-Pats. Blueberry pie for dessert. We eat at the big table, passing dishes and butter and lemon wedges and refilling each other’s wineglasses. At first it feels strange to be sitting so close to each other, but the liquor and wine help to ease the unfamiliarity and soon it’s as if the last two months of cowering in our homes had never happened.

After dinner we repair to the great room for coffee and snifters of brandy, as Crosby ironically puts it, as if we are characters in an Agatha Christie novel. Ada wanders over to the old photograph of the hospital staff. “Man,” she says, “how did these nuns work in those habits and keep them clean during a typhus epidemic?” She turns to Mac, who’s by the fireplace rearranging the logs. “What were you saying before about the fever victims? Is it another ghost story?” Her eyes are gleaming as she sits down between me and Crosby on the couch and pulls a blanket over our feet. I remember that she loved ghost stories and horror movies in college.

Mac’s eyes slide over to Reed as if to see if he’ll object to the story but Reed, who’s stretched out in a Morris chair, keeps staring into the fire.

“Well,” Mac says, leaning forward, his windburned face ruddy in the firelight, “you could say so. Enough died of the fever to populate this whole island with ghosts. But they didn’t just die of the fever. The hospital boat wrecked in a storm and all of them—patients, nurses, nuns, some of the sailors from the fever ships, and Reed’s doctor-ancestor—were stranded out here. They were all so crazed with hunger by the time the rescue boat came that they tried swimming out to it. The good doctor, Nathaniel Reed Harper, was able to get aboard but the oarsmen were worried the rest would swamp the boat so they rowed away, supposedly”—Mac glanced at Reed—“over Nathaniel Reed’s protests.”

“My brave namesake,” Reed says, waving his brandy snifter in a toast.

“Oh shit,” Niko says, “tell me he didn’t ditch those old nuns and sick people. Didn’t he come back for them?”

“He kept a journal,” Reed says, “but it ends before he leaves the island. According to family history, he was taken ill after his dunking in the ocean and wasn’t able to send a rescue boat right away, and the locals on the mainland were too afraid to attempt another rescue.”

“What were they afraid of?” Ada asks.

“I suppose having their boats swamped by half-starved fever patients,” Reed says.

“There were also rumors of something the boatmen saw that scared them,” Mac says.

Reed shrugs. “Rumors or not, the stormy season began and by the time Nathaniel returned to the island everyone was gone—nuns, patients, sailors—even the Irish girl whom he’d apparently been sweet on. They were all gone. He believed they might have been rescued by a passing ship but whether he ever found out for sure”—Reed shrugs and drains his glass—“no one knows.”

“Do you still have the journal?” Ada asks. “Maybe Lucy could use it for her book.”

“No. I don’t. It went missing that last summer we were here.” Reed gets up to poke the fire, and Mac takes up the story.

“Some say that the ghost on the cliff is the Irish girl Nathaniel Harper abandoned, and that you can hear her wailing in the wind, the Harpers’ own personal banshee.”

“I thought it was the witch who was buried alive,” Niko says.

Mac shrugs. “Witch, vengeful Irish banshee, take your pick. My great-aunt told a story that the witch had possessed one of the Irish immigrants.”

“Wow,” Niko says. “This island has some bad mojo. Remind me why we came, Liz?”

“Because you couldn’t be trusted to quarantine,” Liz says, “and I didn’t want to spend the next year, or who knows how long, keeping you from getting us both killed.”

“Oh yeah,” Niko says, grinning. “Liz has been a nervous wreck since the first cases. Me . . . well, I stuck out the last one in the East Village—”

“That’s where you got your start, isn’t it?” Crosby asks. “Those pictures you took—empty streets and crying doctors, piled up bodies, people who were homeless sleeping on the subways, that one you took of a rat eating another rat—”

“Dude,” Mac says, “you took the cannibal rat picture?”

Niko grins. “Yeah, on the fucking A train—”

“You kept riding the subway?” Crosby asks. “During a pandemic?”

“Hell, they were never cleaner,” Niko says, eyes lighting up, a wicked grin on her lean face that makes her look wolfish. “And relatively free of assholes. They’d all decamped to their summer homes—” She catches a look from Liz and ducks her head, running a hand over her spiky hair, looking like a kid caught swearing. “But yeah, I didn’t need to stick around to take those pictures this time. It would have been redundant. I’ve been wanting to do a study of the island since we were here last year, but you guys”—she looks at Crosby and Ada—“aren’t you medical professionals? Shouldn’t you be on the front lines saving lives? Especially you, Crosby. You’re in admin. Are you going to run your hospital remotely?”

Crosby’s jaw clenches and a vein on his forehead pulses. Ada grips his hand, whether to comfort him or hold him back, I’m not sure. The truth is I’ve wondered myself why she and Crosby agreed to come. Especially Ada. Her family valued social service; both her parents were doctors who’d died serving for Doctors Without Borders during the last pandemic. Ada, who had planned to be an actress before, had volunteered at a hospital and registered in a nursing training program. She had been working ever since as an emergency room nurse in the same inner-city hospital where she’d met Crosby the year after college. I’d expected her to tell me that her place was on the front lines when I asked her to come with us to the island but instead she had said yes.

“We’re older now,” I say, trying to catch Ada’s eye to let her know it’s all right, she doesn’t have to answer Niko’s question. “I suspect none of us is as reckless as we were last time—at least I hope not.” I nudge Ada with my foot under the blanket. “Remember how we holed up in our dorm with a carton of ramen noodles and a case of White Claws? We thought we’d be fine—”

“Instead, you got sick and ruined your lungs,” Reed says, spoiling my trip down memory lane. “Which is why we’re here”—he glares at Niko—“in case you’re wondering. Lucy came away from the last pandemic with lesions in her lungs and respiratory issues. She can’t afford to get this new one—”

“And besides,” I say, eager to direct the conversation away from my poor, weak lungs, “I don’t have to teach for the summer—even remotely—and Reed’s on leave from his job so why not spend the summer with friends and family on a beautiful island, fully stocked with delicious food thanks to Reed’s foresight and Mac’s hard work. We’ve got enough food to last for six months even without supply runs, and we’re together. We don’t have to worry about getting stranded like those fever patients—” I point toward the photograph. Was the dark-haired girl the one Nathaniel Reed Harper was sweet on? Had he really abandoned her? Did he ever find her? Or did she die here waiting for him? I shake off the questions and smile at Reed—“because we have the internet—”

“No cell service, though,” Crosby says, tapping his Smart Watch.

“—and an emergency radio,” I continue, even though I, too, had been surprised to discover there was no cell signal. “I, for one, am grateful for all that. Niko will take
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