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“It was not the faculty of love she lacked: alas! it was the possibility.” 

Victor Hugo, Les Miserables  
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Chapter one
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The surrounding municipalities called it “Rickshaw,” after the two wheeled carriage manned by pullers who earned their bread keeping other people’s feet out of the muck. It was, in many ways, an accurate pseudonym for the muddy village on the coast of northern Maine. The village itself surrounded a busy port in the harbor, populated by sailors and smugglers of all types. The residents were only of one type: poor. One might say that the owner of the Wickshaw Liquors was an exception, but he resided in the neighboring town of Greenfield.

Greenfield, as if to emulate some medieval fiefdom, spread out over Wickshaw with a smirk. It was situated on a plateau where the sheer cliffs at its eastern edges dropped sharply in height, and hope, into the harbor. A collection of spattered estates, Greenfield’s affluence was a cozy sort, unlike the ostentatious hills of Santa Monica or the haughty pleasure gardens of Martha’s Vineyard. The people of the town were well-off and generally anonymous.

Anonymity was a key component of Greenfield’s allure. Nested in a forest of old firs, Slatterly Downs was the preeminent resort for New England politicians and notable people to escape the probing eyes and cameras of their respective cities. It was a compound of stone buildings and yawning lawns where they would regularly gather for any number of reasons. The central building boasted a spire that stretched a hundred feet up the trees. It could be easily seen from Wickshaw Harbor and loomed as a reminder of the breadth that separated the two places. Most saw the spire as a symbol of the distinction between Wickashaw and Greenfield, while for others it was a panopticon from which the powerful operators surveyed their lands.  

Slatterly Downs overlooked the harbor and the specters of power roamed its halls. They watched little lives bud, unfold, and crumble back to the Earth. The owners did not yet know the child who was blooming on Wickshaw’s muddy shores, but like all men of great power, could recognize her the instant they saw her. She was not like the others. She didn’t belong there. They could see her in the crowd; the rest faded to haze. It was possible they had already seen her through eyes roaming around the resort.  

Wickshaw Harbor had never seen better days. Since its incorporation it had been home to generations of the destitute and desperate. Wayward sailors escaping their lives, fugitives of justice escaping the law, there was no other reason for a place like Wickshaw to exist. Situated in the armpit of Bar Harbor, there was nothing special or inviting about its piers, and there was no trade or history it was known for but drunkenness and vice. A collection of mud floored shanties and wooden taverns, it was perhaps the last vestige of pre-industrial America left in New England.  

In a small cottage, not far from the wharf, lived a little girl named Gizelle. Gizelle was as bold and brave as her mother was reserved and timid. The local fishermen doted on her. In her knee high wading boots and bright red canvas dressing coat, she’d often be seen scouring the coast just as the sun was rising, her sleeves tucked in for protection, digging for clams. 

She was as nimble as a goat ambling over boulders and weaving through the unpredictable Atlantic waves. As she made her way from the shore to the markets and taverns, dragging behind her a bucket filled with a fresh morning catch, the dock workers and fish dealers would stand in attention as she passed. She never spoke to them, but they all admired her sunny disposition and indefatigable energy. She smiled at everyone and had the unusual ability to warm the hearts of all she encountered. 

The owner of a small trading post, a Turkish immigrant named Ada, fresh from a quarrel with her teenage daughter, lost her train of thought when Gizelle, lugging her bucket with both hands, stepped into her stall.  

“Oh, there. What have you brought today, sevgi?”  

“I got a lot of them today, big ones. Quahogs, I think.” Fresh as the tides, ten year old Gizelle dropped the heavy bucket on the floor.

Ada came from around the counter and lifted the bucket onto a table with strong, work worn hands. Although she had been digging all morning, Gizelle’s red coat did not have a single smudge or stain. Her cheeks were ruddy from the cold sea spray and her boots were caked, but other than that one might take her for a girl who just arrived from shopping on Fifth Avenue with her mother and maid.  

She spread the clams onto the table, beaming. They were good ones, and she counted out thirty seven fat quahogs and a dozen or so hard-shells. “See, there.” Ada held up a particularly fine clam.“This is what we are looking for. Delicious and expensive.” Gizelle nodded in serious understanding. “Okay, for this batch I can give you,” she stopped to pantomime deep and grave consideration, “twenty five, not a single penny more.”

“Really! Oh, thank you, Ms. Ada. That should be just fine.” Ada broke character and smiled at the sweet and sincere little girl. Her daughter, Lina, whispered in Turkish in her ear from behind, “We won’t get twenty for the whole thing.”

“Shush, girl,” Ada turned to her with a hard stare. “Do your work.”

Lina, fifteen years old and ugly as an old boot, grumbled and collected the clams to be washed.  She wanted to despise that charming creature that everyone seemed to worship, but even she could not harbor any meaningful hatred for her in her heart.

Ada pulled two bills from her apron and handed them to Gizelle. “Hard work is good for the soul,” she said. “But you, I think you will be hard work for other people.” Gizelle had no idea what she meant, but took the bills and folded them into little squares and stowed them in her coat pocket.

“Thank you, Ms Ada. See you tomorrow!” The girl ran as fast as her short little legs would carry her out of the stall. Ada shook her head, and then she noticed that Lina was using the steaming pot to rinse the muddy clams. Taking up the nearest wooden spoon she whackled her daughter across the back and called her a dunce.

Gizelle lived with her mother in a two bedroom apartment deep in Wickshaw’s mud district. Her mother worked for a nearby florist and dreamed of one day having a shop of her own. While they were quite poor, her mother did her best to erase any signs of poverty from their existence. She managed to transform that dingy apartment, tucked in the center of a dozen identical flats, into an oasis blooming with delilas, lilies, and hyacinths in every corner. The walls were painted with a fresh jicama and bordered in beautiful purple doily patterns along every edge. It was as neat and clean as an old country cabin, and stepping inside the smells of the flowers and of good honest living calmed the senses and set one off dreaming of wide summer meadows.

Removing her wading boots outside the front door then untucking and straightening the sleeves of her coat, Gizelle entered the apartment in silent socks. Her mother was boiling some potatoes for later that day, and Gizelle rushed to her side. She loved the smell of the earthy potato skins mingled with her mother’s shampoo. She felt a childish joy that is far too rare in the world.

“Mommy, look.” She held out the two neatly folded bills and beamed with pride.

Her mother turned to her and took the bills. “Twenty five dollars?  Why, you’ve hit the jackpot this morning!” She embraced her daughter and kissed her on the top of her head. “Go put them in the jar and have some breakfast.”

She removed a potato from the pot and began dicing it with some onion and green peppers.  Frying them in a cast iron skillet with a hearty pad of butter, by the time Gizelle returned the food was almost ready. As she watched her daughter eat, Barbara fretted terribly. She was careful not to let it show on her face, but she was worried how her daughter would react to the news.  

She met someone, a customer at the flower shop. Later that evening he was coming over for dinner. It was the first time anyone had penetrated their domestic sphere. Her father was not even a memory for the child. There were no pictures of him, and she never once thought to ask who he was or where he went. He did not exist, never existed. The actualities of her conception and birth were like a fairy tale to Gizelle, something that happened to someone else, long ago and far, far away.  

It was different for Barbara. When she gazed upon her daughter, she saw that same look imprinted on her memory for the past ten years.

Gizelle’s father was a commercial fisherman who spent months at a time on the deep sea.  They fell in love when she was seventeen. He had dropped out of high school several years earlier and was committed to making a life on the ocean, like his father, who was drowned near the Arctic Circle a decade before.  

They met in a fish market where she worked cleaning halibut and sockeye salmon that came in through Wickshaw Harbor. Devon was handsome and strong. He was short compared to his mates on the crew, but his arms were cut like a pair of canons and under his tight shirt and suspenders, his chest reminded her of an ox pulling a plow over a half-frozen field. 

Whenever he passed through the market he’d look at her and wink. She imagined he was just being friendly. She was a shy and skinny young woman to whom men never showed any interest. Her hands and her hair smelled like fish no matter how thorough she was in washing, and she had nothing of the cavalier confidence of the loose women who frequented the harbor after dark. Yet, Barbara had a unique beauty that emanated from beneath the surface. One did not notice it without patience and close observation. The reward of her loveliness came only with concerted effort.  

One morning, while Barbara was elbow deep in fresh chum, Devon strutted by her station and left an envelope on the display case. He winked and smiled at her then continued on. She washed her arms and took the envelope. Her name, “Barb,” was scrawled across the face in clumsy, lopsided letters. The letter was written in pencil by a hand that pressed too hard on the page. It read:






Deer Barb, 

Your a beutaful girl and I think you might like me to.  I hope you don’t think this is to forward but I would like to write to you some time on a lonly nite at sea.  You make me feel like a million bucks when I look at you.  Your as pretty as a sunset.

D.  

Barbara blushed to the tips of her fingers and the roots of her hair. She read it over several times and started to cry. A few minutes later, Devon came back through from the other direction. Pressing the letter to her chest and wiping a tear from her eye, she nodded, “Yes” when their eyes met. Devon did a little jump and clapped his hands together. He blew her a kiss and winked again and left the market with a group of other fishermen.  

A month later she received her first letter from him addressed to the fish market where she worked. It was in the same style, only slightly longer. He wrote like a man who lacked the ability to express the enormity of his feelings. Riddled with cliches and charming spelling errors, Barbara cherished each letter. She read them to memory and recited his words over and over while she cleaned the fish and ground the chum at work.

Eventually, she received a letter stating that he should return to port at the end of the month and he would be glad if he could take her out. She was terrified. She had never been on a date before and had nothing suitable to wear. It was three days until he was expected to return.  

Managing to scrape together a few dollars, she bought a dress from the secondhand store and a yellow ribbon for her hair. While she didn’t want to ruin the dress at work, she wore the ribbon in anticipation of his arrival that day at the market.  
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Chapter two
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The sun was just peeking over the horizon and Barbara was settling down to work. As she organized her tools she noticed a slender glass vase in which a single orchid was set in black soil. It was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. She gasped and rushed to it. The flower was so exotic and otherworldly that she stroked its radiant magenta and white petals to see if it was actually real. The stem was glowing green and out of its labellum, three dark yellow columns jutted out and hung like caterpillars from the mouth of the fantastical cup. She covered her mouth with both hands and wept.

“It’s real,” she heard a deep unfamiliar voice speak very near her. “I’ve been tending that beauty like a newborn for the past twenty seven days.” There he was, no more than three feet away on the opposite side of the display case.  

Without thinking she tore around the counter and threw herself into his arms, sobbing. “Heck, I knew women like flowers, but...” 

“Oh, it’s magical. Devon, I can’t take it. This is too much.”

It was the first time she touched him, the first time she heard him speak, but she was in love so irreversibly that nothing could tear her away.  

That night they walked together on the wharf. It was early autumn and there was a cool breeze blowing over the water. All the ships in Wickshaw Harbor were dark, nudging the wooden docks and creaking with each wave. He talked mostly, in fact, he talked much better than he wrote. Much of what he said came from experiences he had had at sea. He spoke of faraway places with names like Nome, Reykjahvik, and Eidfjord. He told her stories of men losing limbs in the rigging and thieves in port towns so bloodthirsty that it chills one just to look at them. He also described pods of playful dolphin racing with the keel of a fast modern schooner, of waterspouts in the warmer climes, and humpback whales that could split a ship with its gargantuan tail.  

She had little to say and was glad for it. Listening to him speak she was transported and overwhelmed. Her life was so dreary. She lived with her father and older brother in a dilapidated shack off of Fisherman’s Pier. Her father was a drunk who beat her with freakish regularity. Her brother played cards with the sailors on the wharf and only came home to pilfer their cabinets and steal what he could find in her mattress. She had no other family and no one spoke to her except to upbraid and demean her every move. Her job at the fish market was their only source of income, yet she was treated like a harlot and a leech who’d make everyone’s life easier if she’d just shove off and die in a hole somewhere. Yes, she was glad that he did so much of the talking.  

Late in the evening they sat together at the edge of the pier, her head resting on his powerful shoulders, watching the moon shimmer over the cold waterface. He looked down at her and smiled.  “I thought of you often, Barb, even though we never spoke, I knew you’d be my girl.” Barbara sighed and ran her fingers down his arm.  

Under the moon and stars of Wickshaw Harbor they shared their first kiss. That large beast of a man trembled like a child as his lips touched hers and their hearts beat together as one.

After that night, Devon came to see her everyday at the market. No longer did he just wink and pass her by, he took to sitting beside her as she worked, stealing kisses and caresses on the sly. The owner of the market stand had had enough of their antics and warned her that if she couldn’t keep that ragged fisherman at arms length during work hours, she’d be asked to find employment elsewhere. When she told Devon that they’d have to wait until her shift was over, he got so angry that he swore he’d make that dirty fishmonger change his tune real quick. It took much soothing to placate him, but now whenever he walked by the owner in public, he couldn’t stop himself from spitting.  

When Barbara got off work, he’d meet her at the entrance and they’d spend the evening together. They talked about their future and loved each other only as young lovers could. His trip had been successful beyond his expectations and he made enough money to put off having to sail again until late spring. He had been staying in a cramped studio apartment, so small he had to turn to the side to fit through the doorway. Of course this was luxury compared to his living conditions on the ship, but there was no way he would let her visit him in that hole. Barbara avoided talking about her family, and when he asked when he could meet her father, she turned red and changed the subject.

This went on for a few months and the weather turned much colder. They could no longer enjoy their long excursions up and down the wharf. One evening he suggested that they move in together. Although the prospect of leaving her father and brother was like a dream, she didn’t think she had the strength to abandon them.  

“You know I take care of my sick father,” she told him with tears welling in her eyes. “How could I leave him alone?”

Devon knitted his heavy brows and looked thoughtful.  “What if we get married?”

“Married?”

“Sure, there's nothing simpler. I could have the captain do it today if it suits you.” In his mind, simple was always better.

“Married?” Barbara repeated feeling her soul leave her body.

“Sure, then we could move your pops in with us. He could look after you when I’m at sea,” Devon said. It seemed like a perfect solution. “Of course, your brother would have to figure something out. You know I’ve seen him hustling the sailors at the harbor. I don’t think he’s the type we want to have around, right now anyway.”

“But, married?” 

“Are you alright, darling? Yes, I suppose I’m asking if you’d be my wife,” he broke into a huge unexpected smile. “My wife?  Heck yeah, darling, yes! I’m such a dunderhead. Here I am talking like if you’d rather have tartar or vinegar. I’m sorry, love, you know my manners ain’t fancy.” Right there on the wharf where they first kissed Devon dropped to his knees and took her hands in his. “Barbara Bohnam, the most lovely gal in the north of the equator, Barbara, would you like to marry this clumsy fisherman on his knees before ya?”  

Barbara looked down at him. Her face was expressionless. “I can’t!” she screamed like one fighting for her life. She yanked back her hands and ran down to the water.

Stunned, Devon stayed on his knees without moving for several moments. Eventually, he turned his head and watched Barbara's slight, dark figure disappear over the dunes. “Barb!” he shouted and got up to follow her.

He found her leaning against a pillar supporting an ancient wooden pier. The tide was coming in and the waves fell loud and heavy. Seagulls circled in the air crying out the coming of a storm. Barbara hugged the pillar and looked out at the chilled expanse. Out of breath, Devon approached her gasping.

“I’m so sorry, Barb, I’m so stupid. A woman like you deserves candles and flowers, and I don’t even have a ring or nothing. Forgive me for my dumb mouth.”

She did not move. Looking out at the waves the reality of her tortured life crashed down upon her.  She did not have the strength to tell him how horrid her life was. A good man like that wouldn’t understand the sacrifices she had made for those who despised her. She would tell him to go away, to leave her be, go out to sea and never come back, so sharp her heart ached.  

“I can’t,” she repeated with great sorrow in her voice.

“I know, I know,” he answered, searching for her eyes which remained steadfastly averted.

“I can’t do it, not like this.” She wanted only to fall into his arms and weep, but she couldn’t.

“I know, love, but I got some money. I’ll get you a fine ring, erm, when you’re ready, that’s all. I love you, Barb. Just gimme another chance to do it right.”

Devon didn’t understand, and how could he? She never told him. Why was he so wonderful? If he’d only beat her, she’d marry him on that very beach, without a moment’s hesitation. But, he was so gentle and kind, and he loved her. That was too much for her to bear. 

“Talk to me, Barb. Tell me I didn’t mess this up for good.”

Barbara took a deep breath and looked into his eyes. “I can’t!” she blurted out and ran as fast as her legs could carry her home.  

The next day, Barbara told the fishmonger that she was feeling sick and could not come into work. Devon sat outside of the market in his usual spot and watched the stream of customers and merchants file past him until the lights went off and the doors were gated shut.  

He tread through the streets like a man defeated. In his head he went over the rapid change in their relationship. Mostly, Devon blamed himself. He never took Barb to be the type that needed fancy courtship or expensive jewelry. She had always told him that all she ever wanted was someone to care for her. That’s why Devon was so devastated by what happened. Was it possible he didn’t know her at all?

No, that was not possible. He was not a smart man, but he knew his heart. 
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Chapter three
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Barbara never went back to the fish market. She kept herself locked in her bedroom without eating, tending to her precious orchid with a yellow ribbon wrapped around her hand. After a few days, her father depleted his store of spiced rum and noticed that his daughter was gone. He called out to her in an ogreish voice and stomped his boots on the floor. “Barbara, you craggy slut, where are you?” There was no answer. He managed to lift himself out of his filthy green armchair and stagger over to her bedroom door.

When he found that the door was locked, he started pounding on it with his fist. He was an emaciated old sot, but the fury of his anger made him much stronger than he appeared. The door rattled under his attack. “You’re in there, I know it. Open up, you bitch, before I tear this door off its hinges.”  There was no sound on the other side. He rammed it with his shoulder to no avail. She had bolted the lock and pushed a heavy oak dresser under the handle. Soon he was winded and weak, but his anger had tripled. “You better be dead, or I’ll swear I’ll kill you myself!” he screamed and gave the door a pathetic open hand push.

As he recovered his strength and prepared for a fresh assault, the front door opened and he heard his son’s lumbering tread enter the shack. Alfred Bohnam, known as Red, had come home after a two day binge of cards and booze. He was a tall, scrawny man with a dark complexion and scraggy black beard.  His wardrobe was shabby, but consisted of high quality brands that were purchased after a streak of good fortune. Luck had kept rather aloof from him lately, but he always managed to afford a round for his mates and a bed at the brothel. He had come home that day because Barbara would have been paid the evening before.

When Red noticed his father’s empty chair, he knew something had happened. His first thought was that he had died. The thought had no impact on him whatsoever. He held no hatred for his souse of a father and stood to gain nothing from his demise. Yet, when he saw him shuffling in from the hall, he was, to be honest, a tad disappointed.

“Your whore of a sister locked herself up in there, not saying a goddamn word. Give me a hand, would you?” his father panted, still a bit out of breath. “You’re stronger than me.”

“What happened? Are you sure she’s in there?” Red asked, talking of his jacket and blowing his nose into a greasy handkerchief.  

“Oh, she’s been in there, the sneaky bitch,” her father spat out the last epitaph like a poison.  “Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen her mucking about the place these last three days.”

Red knew about all the time she had been spending with Devon and suspected she might have run off with him. That was annoying. Barbara was good for a few dollars every now and again, but he knew there was no way they could keep her slaving away for them forever. Father would die, probably soon, and some red-faced Devon would come along and get her to slave for him for a few decades. It was inevitable.

Despite his unruly and erratic behavior, Red considered himself to be a practical man. His aspirations went far beyond the podunk coastal village in Maine. He was always on the hunt for opportunities and was shrewd when it came to getting the most out of them when they appeared.

“I’ll try to talk to her,” he spoke and went to her door. He knocked with the palm of his hand. “Barb? Barbie, are you okay in there?”

No answer.

“You’re making me worried, open up would you?” He put his ear to the door and listened. He could hear some movement at the far end of the room. She was in there, but she wasn’t opening the door. After waiting a few seconds, Red brushed past his father and went outside to look through her window.  Perched up on an old lobster crate, Red could see between a sliver of a curtain obscured by a bright white and magenta flower. He tapped on the glass. Inside he saw Barbara’s figure turn towards the sound. She rushed to the widow and threw open the curtain. When she recognized her brother, her countenance sank. 

Her brother motioned for her to open the window and talk to him. Barbara shook her head and turned out invisible pockets. Red made her understand that he just wanted to talk and that he hadn’t come for money. Barbara moved the flower aside, unwrapped the yellow ribbon from her hand and hung it on the curtain rod. She unlatched and opened the window.

Red could see the dresser blocking the door. The room itself was bare except for a mattress on the floor and that out of place orchid.  “What do you want, Alfy?” she asked, her voice filled with sorrow.

His expression turned serious.  “Dad’s on a rampage. I think he’s out of sauce.”  

“I stopped going to the market stand. I’m sure I’m fired.”  Barbara spoke without emotion, almost without interest in the words she produced.

“Listen,” he spoke, summoning pragmatic authority, “whatever you’re going through, I ain’t gonna meddle. Your business, right?  But, you can’t just lock yourself up. Dad’ll chop down the door with his ax soon enough.”

“I don’t care.”

Red huffed. “Okay, this is what’ll happen. I’ll stop by the fishmonger’s and pick up your pay. I can ask him if you’d be welcomed back if you want to. I’ll say you’ve been at death’s door, but feeling better now. Then I’ll stop by Marty’s and get the old man a handle of something strong. Should keep him busy for a day or two.” Red stopped to ensure his sister was still listening to him. She may have been.  “Meanwhile, you finish up with whatever you gotta finish with. You hungry?”  Barbara shook her head.  “Alright then, I’ll take care of it, but listen. I’m gonna be gone for a few days, and now that he realizes you’re in here there’ll be no end of trouble for you that that dresser will help you with, you understand?”

Barbara nodded and slunk back into the room, closing and latching the window. “Crazy bitch,” Red thought as he went around to the front door and into the house. His father was still standing by the door, ready to renew his assault.  

“Alright pops, I’ll head out and pick you up something,” Red acted like everything was taken care of and that put his father at ease. “Meantime, just let her simmer off. It looks like she hasn't eaten in three days, so she’s bound to come out any time now. Sit tight, and I’ll be back.” 

His father flew into a sudden rage, “What about her job! That filthy, dirty whore, she’ll starve us all and laugh. I’ll snap her chicken neck I swear to fucking Christ!”

“Easy, easy,” Red took him by the shoulder and led him to his chair. “I’ll talk to the fishmonger and get her job back. Be back in twenty.”

Red rushed out of the house shaking his head, asking himself why it always has to be him that fixes things.  

While Barbara was isolating herself in her room, Devon was committed to finding her. Three evenings in a row he waited outside of the market, but she was never there. When he inquired of the fishmonger he cursed her in no uncertain terms and told him that he hoped that she was in a ditch somewhere. With no one to help, he was forced to do that dirty work himself and was livid. Unable to tolerate such abuse, he blackened his eyes and had to be pulled off of him by a few sailors drinking coffee across the way.  

All day he wandered the wharf seeking her out. He knew that she lived somewhere near Fisherman’s Pier, but was always very careful keeping the details of her living situation from him. Fisherman’s Pier was the last vestige of true depression era poverty that still existed at Wickshaw Harbor.  It was an encampment of a hundred or so dirt-floor shacks that grew more depressed and rickety each year. He scoured the area and asked everyone he met where he could find her. The few that did answer him were so hungry and forlorn that they were surprised that anyone bothered to speak to them at all.  

Out of the corner of his eye he recognized Red leaving the shanty town with his hands stuffed deep into his pockets walking against a bitter wind. He was out of earshot and did not hear him when he shouted. He ran in the direction he saw him come from and wandered up and down every street. It was hopeless. Half of the time he couldn’t tell the difference between a chicken coop and a human habitation.  On the verge of standing in the middle of that hard muddy road and shouting her name, Devon noticed a yellow ribbon hanging in the window of a ramshackle little hovel. Her ribbon.

As he came closer he was certain it was hers. He’d recognize it anywhere. He sprinted to the front door and hammered on it. Inside he heard what sounded like an animal lowing in a deep, venomous voice. He knocked again. “Fuck off!” He heard that.  

“Does Barabra Bonham live here?” he shouted at the door.

There was silence then a distinctive creaking sound. In a minute, Barbara’s father made it to the front door and opened it. His menacing posture reminded him of a forest troll awakened from a centuries-long nap. Bloodshot eyes scanned the visitor from head to toe. Then he grinned salaciously, exposing a rancid, toothless mouth. “Her pimp, then,” he spoke with strange pleasure.

Devon thought he misheard and asked, “Is this Barbara Bonham’s house?”

Her father coughed and spat a load of phlegm on the dirt floor. “Who the fuck are you?” he demanded squaring his shoulders and glaring at the stranger. Devon sized him up. He was so frail that it looked like he was relying on his weakness as a shield. Devon more than doubled his weight, and while he was a few inches shorter, he could have broken him like a crab leg. It occurred to him that Barb’s father was ill. Perhaps that would explain his surly and hostile attitude.  

“Sir, my name is Devon. I work at sea, and I love your daughter,” he spoke using his most respectful voice.

The old man broke into peals of baleful laughter. It went on for some time while he stood in the doorway, perplexed, and ended with a coughing fit and another glob of thick red-orange phlegm, this time square on the visitor’s boot. “You love my daughter, yeah?” he would have laughed again if he had the strength. Devon could see behind him into the shanty. Empty bottles of liquor piled up in the corner and the shadows of scurrying rats, upset by the cold draft made by the open door, darted across the mud floor. There were no lights, and everything was covered in grime and filth.  

“I do,” he managed to answer, a strong indignation growing within him.

“So, you’re fucking my whore of a daughter and you don’t even bring me a draught of something for payment,” he coughed and spit again. “You’re as fucking stupid as you look, sailor.” He laughed again, more timid this time for he was aware of how physically outmatched he was. “Stuff your cock in a blowhole, Popeye.” He went to slam the door in his face, but Devon held it open with ease. 

“Barb! Barb, are you here?” In a room on the opposite side of the shack he heard a bolt unlatching. “Barb!” Devon pushed past her father as if he was moving a curtain aside and ran to her door.  The handle turned, but the door wouldn’t budge. On the other side of the door, Barbara was straining  to push the dresser out of the way, but three days of fasting had robbed her of her strength.  

Behind him, Barbara’s father picked up his ax and went rushing towards the intruder.  Unsteady on his feet and exhausted from that day’s tribulations, he held the ax shakily over his head and brought it down on Devon while his back was turned. The dull ax head landed on his shoulder blade but barely broke the skin. “Get out of my house, you cocksucker!” Her father yelled and brought up the ax to strike again. Devon spun around and disarmed him in an instant, using half his strength to push him onto the floor. Tossing the ax aside, he yelled, “Get away from the door!” and with a single thrust broke the door from its frame and pushed back the heavy dresser at least three feet.

Barbara was on the other side of the room below the window, clutching her orchid with both hands. He was shocked to see how much she had changed just over the course of three days. She was pale as a ghost and under her dress her limbs jutted out like strips of beached white coral. He rushed to her and scooped her into his arms.  

As he was leaving the room, Red returned with a handle of moonshine and saw his father splayed out on the floor.  He stepped aside and held his hands in the air as Devon walked by him, not even giving him a glance. “Ungrateful whore!” her father yelled as they left. “Rot in hell!”

Devon carried her back to his apartment which was nearly a mile off with Barbara clasping her orchid, insensible in his arms.
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Chapter four
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For the next week, Barbara was in and out of consciousness. Devon brought her to the hospital where they diagnosed her with severe malnutrition, dehydration, and physical exhaustion. Since she didn’t have insurance, he convinced the doctor to let him take her home and care for her there. There was nothing the doctors could do except hook her up to a bag of saline and give her time to rest. It was simpler if he just did it, Devon told them, and cheaper too.

To say that he never left her side might be construed as a figure of speech, but for the first week, it was quite literally true. From an old wooden rocking chair given to him by an elderly neighbor, Devon tended to Barbara. After seven days when she became somewhat lucid, her eyes fluttered open in the middle of the night with that great hulk of a man slumped over in his chair sleeping with her hand in his. In the darkness, she could not tell where she was, but he was there, so everything was good. Closing her eyes again, she slept the sleep of the living for the first time in a long time and dreamed of a vista on the hill overlooking Wickshaw, the sounds of seagulls calling from the ocean.

That morning she awoke to the squeaking of the rocking chair, groaning under the weight of its bulky occupant. At her bedside was her orchid, its bright white petals fading yellow. She tried to speak, but she felt so weak she could only whisper, “Help.” The sound startled Devon who was deep in thought.  He scrambled from his chair, upsetting a glass of water. 

“Barb, it’s me, it’s me, Devon,” he spoke, trying to control his joy and kneeling beside her. She smiled at him. It was weak and fragile, but it was sincere. “I have some soup on the cooker, I’ll warm it up.”

He rushed to his stove and struck a match. Barbara coughed, and he turned to her. She was lifting her arm and pointing at the flower. “Help,” she repeated in that same tired whisper then slipped back into unconsciousness. He rushed back to her side and checked her breathing and her pulse. It was faint, but steady. Looking over the flower he could see it was dying. The room was constantly dark, lit only by a small electric lamp. He forgot it was even there. The soil was bone dry.  

During the twenty seven days he had cared for the orchid, a souvenir from a port in Liverpool, he had learned very little about how to keep it alive. In the mornings he brought it up on the deck and anchored it to a safe corner on the bow of the ship. He draped a plastic sheet to protect it from sea spray.  At night he took it below deck by his hammock, admiring it as the ocean waves swung him to slumber.

He panicked looking at the poor wilting flower he’d once treated with such care and meant so much to the woman he loved. For the first time in a week, Devon left his apartment in a sprint and knocked on the door of the old woman upstairs. The woman opened the door with suspicion, not uncommon with elderly widows, but recognizing Devon her face turned pale, fearing the worst.

“Is she...”

“Yes, she woke up.”

The woman breathed a sigh and crossed herself. “She’s awake now?”

“No, she’s sleeping. She awoke for a spell and knocked back off before I could get her to eat, but I got a problem, Susie.” The woman was all ears. “You know anything about plants?”

Devon came home with six books on floral husbandry tucked under his arm. The old woman upstairs, a school teacher in Wickshaw, was an avid gardener before her knees started giving her trouble. She was glad to help Devon and Barbara in any way she could. 

That evening, Barbara awoke and stayed awake for the first time since the incident. Devon busied himself all over the tiny apartment, trying to attend to her every need. After a few hours, Barbara was able to sit up in bed and eat a bowl of broth.  She had wasted away considerably, but when she looked at Devon, there was a light in her eyes that sparkled with the essence of life, of one who wished to live, of one who experienced love on its deepest and most mysterious levels.  

Devon, however, became a nervous wreck.  He didn’t know where to direct himself, and he grew too large for the space. When Barbara was strong enough to get out of bed, the two of them were constantly running into each other. His frantic energy seemed to put him in every inch of the room at once. Despite repeated appeals assuring him the danger had now passed and he could calm down, Devon continued to act like a man in desperation.

One afternoon, while Devon slipped out to go to the market, Barbara, still feeling weak, began to do what she could to declutter the apartment. There wasn’t much, a few old lifebuoys hung on the walls draped in a mesh of dried netting, an end table upon which several porcelain sculptures of sea captains in slickers with a pipe between their jaws, and a rusted harpoon leaning in the corner of the room made up the extent of Devon’s fineries. And of course there was the orchid, which with a few days of care and some sound practical advice from the gardening books, has begun to regain its prior glow.  

Pottering around the room, Barbara tried to make the space as open as possible. She pulled back the old curtains, which were stiff with dust, and threw the window open. It was the beginning of spring, and the air was sweet and mellow. For the first time in weeks, something like peace entered her soul.

There wasn’t much she could do, but she did all she could. She moved the orchid to the edge of the sink and began inspecting it. The light from the window filled the room and she found herself humming a sweet tune from her childhood as she inspected each petal and leaf.  She went to move the pot under the sink to drip lukewarm water into the soil, and was interrupted by a quick knock on the door. She assumed it was the lady upstairs who had visited with them a few times over the past three days, ostensibly more interested in the orchid than either of them. She placed the plant on a large iron pot in the sink and made her way to the door.

Looking distraught and disheveled, Red smiled like a punished child begging reprieve when he saw her. Barbara had a hard look and her brows darkened. “What do you want, Alfred?  I have no money.” 

“Sis, boy, was I worried about you,” Red took off his hat and held it in both hands. “It took a while to find out where you were.” He laughed and poked his head inside. “Nice place here, Barbie.”  Barbara stepped in front of him.

“What do you want, Alfy?”

Red straightened up and cleared his throat. “Well, it’s like this. You see, the old man’s dead.”

The only indication that the news impacted Barbara at all was a slight, barely perceptible stiffening at the corner of her mouth.

Red cleared his throat again, “Yeah, two days it’s been. He ain’t buried yet, and you know, I didn’t know if you wanted to, you know, do something for him.”

“What happened?”

“Oh, I imagine you can picture it. In the chair, dead.”

“Yes, I imagine that’s what happened.”
“Yeah, I mean, after you left he got, I don’t know, queer.” He waited for Barbara to answer but she said nothing. “You know, odd, and, um, I’m not saying nothing about it, but, he just started dying I suspect.”
“He was dying long before I left,” Barbara answered with a shiver in her spine.

“That is true.” They both stood in silence for a moment. “So, um, I figured there’s not much left for me here. I got a friend outside of Boston that says he got something for me, so...there’s nothing in the house of value and no reason to stick around. House itself would even do much for firewood, but I thought you might want this.” He held out her yellow ribbon. “I figured this was special to you, so here.” 

Barbara took the ribbon and nodded at Red with stunted gratitude. “So there’s nothing,” he cleared his throat again, “nothing you wanna, I don’t know. Okay. It’s taken care of. You can talk to Garvey down at the undertaker’s with questions, I suppose. Poor laws cover it.”  Barbara was silent. Red started to turn away and stopped. “Listen, Barbie, I know life’s been hard for you, and um, I wouldn’t blame you for not shedding tears for the son of a bitch, but now he’s gone, I wish it were different.”

“Yes,” Barabra felt tears in her stomach.

“And, uh, I know I could’ve done more for you. I’m not justifying nothing, but for what it’s worth, I’m sorry.” Barbara was immoble. “I’ll write you when I’m settled, but, meantime, you got a good man looking out for you, honest. I know you’ll make your way.”  Red cleared his throat again, for good this time, and straightened up. “Okay, then, fare thee well and all of that. I suppose I’ll just...”

Red’s body began lifting off of the landing. Without warning, he was thrown into the air and tumbled down the flight of stairs leading up to the apartment. Before her, heaving like a giant with rage, Devon chased down the stairs after him and clasped him by the collar. She could hear her brother stuttering in defense as he pushed himself away from his assailant. “Hey, wait, wait, no, wait, I ain’t coming with trouble,” he begged as Devon’s hard and powerful hands lifted him to his feet.

Barbara, quivering with fear and shock, called out, “Devon, stop!” but the animal was uncaged and the weeks of resentment and anger were impervious to words.  

Red, unable to free himself, could only crane his neck away from the beast and stiffened his body.  Although Red was at least five inches taller than him, Devon appeared to be a much larger man. Devon wanted to speak, but all he could do was feel. He had never experienced anything like that in his life. He did not hate that man, but he wanted him obliterated, ground into chum and dumped unceremoniously in a dead patch of ocean.  

After nearly a minute, he released him from his vise grip and shoved him into the street. Red scooped up his hat and ran off as quickly as his feet would take him, and it was decades before Barbara heard from or laid sight on him again. Red never forgot the wrong served up to him. He was there in a rare gesture of  sincerity, and he was insulted and tossed around like a child for his efforts. Many years may pass, but he’d pay them back, somehow.  

Devon stood, shoulders slumped, looking at the ground beneath his feet. He felt a hand on his shoulder and gasped. He turned to Barbara who gazed at him with eyes full of love and crumbled to the ground, sobbing. He looked up at her with an expression she’d never seen before. He looked helpless and afraid. She fell upon him and held him tight. “It’s alright,’ she whispered, “It’s all okay, now.” He could not utter a single word.  

As Barabra oiled the cask-iron skillet, she admired her daughter gazing out of the window and thoughtlessly chewing her food. The coo-coo clock chirped three times just as the tea kettle began to whistle. Gizelle jumped in her chair, pulled from her reverie.  

“It’s time for school,” she announced as her countenance fell.  

“Yes,” her mother answered, taking a strand of her thick, black hair and smiling.  “Hurry along, dear.  I’ll take care of the dishes.”

“Can’t I stay home with you today, just today. I can help you with the plants.” Gizelle’s dark eyes pleaded with her mother and glanced at the white and magenta orchid still thriving in the corner. Something about her look reminded Barbara of a time long ago, and of a person who once looked at her with similar eyes. 

“Wait a moment,” Barbara disappeared in a closet and came out holding a faded, yellow ribbon.  As she tied it into her daughter’s hair she told her, “I want you to remember how you feel right now, and when you feel lost, touch this ribbon and think these words: 

“Love comes from the stars and the sun and the sea. 

And with love we tie together all three, 

From the tips of your toes to the roots of your hair,

Knotted up in a bow where we keep all our cares.”
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Chapter five
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School was difficult for a girl of Gizelle’s disposition. Her teachers loved her, but her classmates treated her with unveiled suspicion. They found her haughty and unapproachable. Always neat as a pin, she stood out from many of her peers, sons and daughters of rugged sea workers, and many of them just assumed she was a snitch or a snob. 

For her part, Gizelle did not do much to defend her reputation. She ignored the girls snickering behind her back, and she tolerated the rudeness of the boys whose greatest delight was to smudge her dresses with mud. Uncomplaining and aloof, Gizelle accepted her lot and gave up on trying to make any friends.  

As a student she neither excelled nor fell behind. No subject was particularly interesting to her. It all seemed like so much wasted time. Staring out the window at the boats coming into harbor, Gizelle dreamed of life away from this place. She loved her home and idolized her mother, who seemed capable of absolutely anything, but watching those ships come and go, she turned to her classmates and saw them all as little sailors and sailor’s wives in waiting. Who knew what she wanted to be, certainly not her. It didn’t appear as a consideration of any consequence. She would get by, somehow.

Sitting in the four room schoolhouse, the boys were rambunctious that morning. Cole Porter, a fair haired, red-cheeked child was performing his renowned impression of Ms Stevenson, their teacher, replete with bucked teeth, which he made from two erasers, and expertly crossed eyes. His friends were unable to repress their laughter in the back of the room. Ms Stevenson knew they mocked her, but after fifty-seven years of teaching in that school, she preferred her revenge served cold. She had watched their fathers and mothers, and even some of their grandparents, grow from bawdy little imps, to drunken sots and whores of the harbor. She remembered each one and always smiled when she encountered them.

Wickshaw was a base, little town with no major inlets or outlets. Most people arrived by boat.  When she was young she aspired to teach in the affluent Greenfield District less than ten miles away. On the other side of Namonan River the grass actually was greener. That was the slogan on their town sign, “Greener in Greenfield.” Ms Stevenson always believed that it was a deliberate slight towards Wickshaw, the mud dump of destitution. In Wickshaw, grass never grows. People say it’s from the constant bombardment of the sea spray which kills the soil, but she thought that it was constant spillage of liquor.  

The gap between Greenfield and Wickshaw created a mythology between the neighboring places, one almost never spoken about. She didn’t know about the folks in Greenfield, but in Wickshaw to even speak about living there was tantamount to speaking of living on Jupiter. Sometimes she felt like Greenfield was unaware of the existence of the twelve hundred of so little lives that toiled in the mud less than ten miles off. They were part of the landscape, a picturesque oceanscape where the lives of the people were as the mast and the rigging of the ships in the harbor.  

Cole removed his eraser teeth and hurled them at the chalkboard while Ms Stevenson’s back was turned. The tired teacher turned and scowled, then continued writing figures on the board. Her only regret was that she probably wouldn’t live long enough to see that one dead drunk in the gutter.

Gizelle was different. When she looked at her, she saw Greenfield. It was like she was switched at birth, which she knew wasn’t so because she was there when she was born. She helped deliver the poor child. But, it was not a personal attachment that she felt, nor was it pity for her sad heritage. She was not made for the harbor.The fact that the other children avoided her confirmed it. She was not one of them.  

As the children filed out of the room at recess, she stopped Gizelle as she passed. “Why, isn’t that a lovely ribbon,” she remarked.

“My mom gave it to me,” the girl answered, her hands crossed upon her skirt.

Ms Stevenson smiled. “Go, play now.” She watched the girl as she went to the place by the pine tree in the yard. She sat, hands folded on her lap, and looked out at the harbor. She sat there, statuesque, for the entire half hour while the others jumped rope or wrestled in the mud. The children themselves didn’t even deign to tease her, they’ve grown bored of that, only every now and again, Cole Porter would sneak up behind her and attempt to soil her with a muddy palm. She avoided him and he’d just laugh.  She looked off into the harbor again and waited for the bell to call them all back inside.

On her walk home, Gizelle took a shortcut through Fisherman’s Pier. Her mother had asked her not to use that road, but she was eager to get home. Besides, no one would ever hurt her. She knew that.  As she walked she caught a glimpse of the spire of Slattery Downs nearly touching the clouds. She always thought it was a castle. Inside, a princess waited. For what, she did not know. She just waited.  She waited and no one ever came because it was too far away. Since she had done nothing but wait her entire life, she waited some more, hoping something would happen, but it never does. So, she waits. Why should she leave, after all? She’d just be waiting somewhere else, so it would certainly be nicer to do it in a castle.

When she arrived home her mother had changed into a bright orange dress. Her hair was pulled neatly back, and she thought she noticed that her lips and her cheeks were redder than in the morning.  Gizelle was concerned. “Are you alright, mommy?”

“Yes, sweetheart. Come sit down next to me,” Barbara answered and cleared some knitting from the chair beside her.

She sat and began pleating the folds of her skirt.

Barbara covered her daughter’s hands with her own. “I just wanted to talk to you about something. Something rather important.”

“Okay.” Gizelle was unconcerned. Important could be anything from a failing lilac bush to the lack of apples at the market.

“We have a wonderful life together, don’t you think?” 

“Yes, mommy. I do think so. I don’t think I’d change anything, well, maybe school,” Gizelle looked downcast for a moment, but she never liked to look blue in front of her mother, who she knew was often sad.

Barbara smiled nicely, “Yes, school can be bothersome, but are you sure there’s nothing you’d like to change at home?” Gizelle thought for a moment and shook her head. “Well, what if it was a nice change, something that made us both happier?”

“I think I would like that very much. What’s changing?”

She took a deep breath and sat back in her chair. “It’s not so much as ‘what,’ more of a ‘who.’” Gizelle was puzzled. “You see, dear, Mommy made a new friend who makes her feel very happy.”

“That’s good,” Gizelle answered smiling, because she knew that was what her mother wanted, but she felt sad.

“Yes, I think so too.” Barbara answered, relieved. “I’d like to introduce you to my new friend, so he is having dinner with us tonight.”

“Your friend is a boy?” The shock was sweeping.

“Yes, he is a man. A very kind and gentle man who comes into the flower shop. He lost his wife recently and it’s just him and his son, so he’s very lonely.”

“Where did he lose his wife?” Gizelle, still processing her alarm, felt a glimmer of hope that his wife might still be found.

“I’m afraid that she was sick, and she never got better.” Gizelle nodded and understood.

“Oh.”

“I wanted to tell you that his friendship means a lot to me. I think I’m important to him too,” Barbara’s cheeks flushed deeper red and Gizelle looked away.  

“Okay, I’m going to go into my room now and lay down.” Gizelle smiled and hugged her mother around her neck. “I can’t wait to meet your new friend,” she said as she turned away. “I’m sure he’s really nice.” 

That evening, around six-thirty, there was a knock on the door. Gizelle had left her room an hour earlier and was sitting on the floor cutting figures out of a gossip magazine and arranging them on the carpet. She looked up at the sound then went back to her pictures.  

Her mother stood with the strange man for a minute, talking in hushed voices. Together they crossed the dining room and stood over the child. “Sweetie,” her mother spoke. “This is the man I was telling you about, Paul.” Gizelle, still cutting the magazine with a pair of scissors, looked at him with cold disinterest.

The man with her looked remarkably old, much older than her mother. He wore a thin flannel shirt tucked tight into his blue jeans. His limbs were thin and lanky, but his paunch was pronounced creating a cartoonish contrast in his frame. The two-tone aviator style prescription glasses and his heavy gray mustache made him look like those men in the vans people always told her not to go into.

“Hi there, Gizelle.  It’s really nice to meet you, kiddo.” Even his voice, too high in pitch for a man and too orotund for a woman, gave the child a squicky feeling. She turned back to her pages without even bestowing a forced smile on the man, and they both moved on to the kitchen.
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Chapter six
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Nine months later, Paul and Barbara were married. It was in the summer, so the clerk at the county courthouse suggested that they perform the ceremony outside behind the building where there was a little white gazebo and a few flowering crabapple trees and hydrangeas. It was a nice thing for them to do because the judge had terrible allergies and sneezed at least forty times during the ten-minute event. When he pronounced, “You may now...ah...kiss the...ah...bri...ah...de...chooo!” The clerk smiled, as did the happy couple, but Gizelle was like a stone for the entire wedding. 

Sitting beside her, Paul’s thirteen year old son, Wyatt, was nearly as unenthusiastic as she was.  When his mother died, everything about him appeared to change. Before the event, Wyatt was like most boys his age, but a bit of a trouble maker. He was caught several times stealing from the vendors in the harbor and shooting out street lights with his slingshot, but never engaged in anything violent or highly criminal. His mother fretted over him and treated him like a child god. She refused to accept that her boy was anything but perfection. That attitude would lead to more than a few arguments with her husband who was worried that the behavior would escalate if they did nothing about it. Still, Paul was not an authoritarian parent, and even if he attempted to correct him, Wyatt would shrug it off and ignore him.

After his mother’s death, it was like someone pulled a switch and turned him off. It would be understandable if he had grown sullen or even angry and depressed, but that was not what happened.  Instead, the boy became so cold that he chilled every room he walked into. The iciness of his gaze was unendurable for any length of time. When he spoke, his words seemed to be wrenched from him like a deep rooted tooth, and the immutable expression of contempt never left him, even as he slept. Wyatt did not feel contempt. He did not feel hateful or angry at anything; rather, those feelings existed around him, enveloping him like an aura, affecting everyone who came into contact with him. His own heart was impenetrable.

Gizelle felt his contempt as she sat beside him with her hands folded on her lap and yellow ribbon tied in her hair. She accepted Paul as she would have accepted a new house cat, without complaint and with a modicum of fascination. He was kind and gentle, never raising his voice or missing the chance to try to make her smile. He was seven years older than Barbara, but looked as if he could have been twice her age. Gizelle let him into her life without anything resembling affection, but she did appreciate what he brought to her mother’s life, a tiny spark of happiness and hope. In a way she appreciated Wyatt’s indefatigable scorn when he looked at his father. 

Now that she had a new stepfather, they would be leaving their cozy cottage apartment and moving to a suburb on the outskirts of Greenfield where he owned a large four bedroom house with a two-car garage. He was not a wealthy man, but he owned his own business, something to do with printing or paper, she was never quite sure of that, and was fairly well off. All she knew about his occupation was that when he came to visit after work, he did not smell like the ocean and his fingernails were always clean.  

Leaving her home was the most difficult part. She would be going to a new school, but that made no difference to her. She would miss Ada and Lina much more than any person in her school, including Ms. Stevenson. Also, they would be miles from the harbor. Her morning clam digs brought her so much happiness that it hurt her to leave. The good news was that Paul’s house was less than a mile from Slattery Downs. She couldn’t wait to see the castle up close, maybe poke her head in a window to wave at the princess who had been waiting so long.

As to Wyatt, she had already decided that she would do her best to avoid him. It shouldn’t be hard since he never sought anyone’s company without being compelled to, as in the present situation. Besides, the house was like a mansion to her. It was so large that when she walked through the front door for the first time, she spontaneously shouted “ECHO!” just to see if the house would call back. She would just pretend he didn’t exist, and he’d likely do the same to her.  

Her mother and Paul, serenely smiling and holding hands, approached the children and stood before them. “Well,” Paul began, “It’s official. You guys are siblings. How does it feel?”

He was so affable that even Gizelle couldn’t help but feel just a little affection for him. It must have shown on her face because Barbara knelt before her and took her cheeks with both hands and kissed her with genuine joy.

“It doesn’t feel like anything, dad,” Wyatt answered as if under his breath, but articulated as loud and clear as the judge’s speech moments before. “I’d like to leave now.”

Barbara and Paul exchanged glances and Gizelle eyes settled on his profile and gave him a puzzled stare.  

“Sure, bud. Yeah, I just need to pay the preacher, so to speak. I’ll be right back.” Paul walked off with a troubled countenance.  

Once gone, Barbara took the chair on the other side of him and leaned in. “Wyatt, I’m not going to pretend to know what you are going through or how hard it is. I’m not replacing your mother, but I’d like to, maybe one day, be a person you can turn to
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