

    
            Chapter One





			I thrummed my pen on the printed application of the Provincetown Community Compact. In neat penmanship, I printed my name in the space provided, Grace Langley, and paused. The reason for hesitating wasn’t surprising. This was how I functioned. Consider possible roadblocks, outcomes, etcetera. List the pros and cons. Come to the conclusion this was a bad idea, then live life like I had for the past too many years. I wasn’t a risk-taker. I didn’t do anything off-the-cuff. If I didn’t pay attention to the details, something bad would happen. My boring and lonely life in a nutshell.

			“Fuck it.” 

			Swearing wasn’t something I often did. The never-ending cycle of finding a job, moving to that location, sometimes teaching, engaging in art or writing in my spare time, and getting comfortable in my new surroundings. That was until people started to get close and wanted to be friends rather than just being friendly. No, thank you. 

			Faced with a lifetime of being the “Queen of solo U-Hauling,” it was time to examine how to stop running from people and my own misplaced sense of responsibility. I needed to find at least one reason to plant roots somewhere. Time was running out.

			The idea struck hard after reading my alma mater newsletter. Over the last three months, two more fellow classmates had died. That made six in the past year. Six that had made lives for themselves before, “poof,” it was over. 

			On top of this news was the latest decree from my parents that they were going to start their retirement dream of traveling the world. They had enough in their nest egg to carry them the next ten years or so, as long as they were careful with their spending. Over the next few months, they would have their camper and the Mini Cooper serviced and road ready before stocking up on necessities. The trip would start in Maine with the goal of eventually exploring all fifty states. For breaks between those trips, they would spend time abroad.

			Alas, in my search for another place to call home for however long that would be, I somehow stumbled upon the destination of Cape Cod, Massachusetts. From there the rabbit hole that was the internet wove its way from link to link until I landed on the National Seashore page, which then led me to the Peaked Hill Bars District, and on to the residency application that shone brightly on my screen. If selected, I’d spend two glorious weeks off the grid and in relative obscurity. Maybe if I was forced to commune with my inner self rather than finding excuses for not facing my demons, I’d figure out why I continued to hold on to the belief Angie’s death was my fault. At least I still had hope for a resolution. 

			I stared at the completed application that sat in front of me. Excitement and trepidation battled inside. One deep breath, then another. All I had to do now was enter the information online and hit submit. Easy. Right? I glanced at the stark white ceiling and mumbled my mantra, the one that had gotten me over every hurdle I faced. “Guide me in my quest.” This was a big one, and after repeating the phrase another dozen times, I stabbed at the keyboard as if it had offended me. I needed to do something constructive. My only fear was this trip would end up being one more way for me to avoid people. I’d always been so good at hiding.
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        * * *

      

			“Are you sure you’re ready to do this, Fagan?” My mother’s forehead creased in concern. I was her baby girl and I was returning to the location where I almost died. It was also the place where I’d lost my memory. The trip was crucial if I had any hope of regaining it. With a last name of Shaw and my grandmother’s sense of determination, the time had come. I touched the pendant at my throat and smiled. 

			“I have to, Mom. I can’t keep pretending with people by making stuff up as I go.” I zipped the large duffel closed. We had this conversation a dozen times in the last few months. She was my mother and her concern for my well-being wasn’t unwelcome. There’d never been a time when I thought I wasn’t loved by her, or the rest of my family. But I couldn’t go on acting like my world was right when it felt so wrong. I felt wrong. That wasn’t quite it. With no memory of what had happened prior to waking up in the hospital with doctors and nurses buzzing around me among the beeps and clangs, I was disoriented and wondered if I’d been in a car accident or something similarly horrific. 

			“I know, honey.” She stroked my arm. I could tell she was on the brink of tears, but she kept them at bay like she always did when we talked about the event. That’s what the family had started calling my near drowning, “the event.”

			“The ocean took away everything.” Inhaling deeply helped to settle the familiar anger that rose inside. The necklace Grandma had given me was warm on my skin. It was my talisman, or so she said. There was no reason not to believe her. Ever since she placed it around my neck, I’d felt it’s mystical power. 

			“The anchor,” she said, “will ground you in the here and now so that you don’t get lost in the past.” Grandma kissed my forehead. “No matter what else happens, you gotta stay in the present, girl.” 

			She made me promise I would. Five days later, she was gone, and my heart had never known such enduring pain before that day. Not even when my world-building began at the age of eighteen, and despair washed over me like the waves of sea water must have done, did I feel so adrift. Yet, when those moments happened, I closed my eyes, held the anchor, and listened to her voice in my head. Grandma had not failed me. In the fifteen years since her passing, not once had I been unable to hear her speak to me. 

			“It’s hard to remember you’re not my little girl anymore.” She took my hands in hers. “But you will always be my daughter.” The embrace that followed conveyed as much as her words. “If you need anything—”

			“I know.” The time to leave had come. I didn’t have a reservation in town and would rely on the locals for a recommendation on a place to stay. I hoped wherever I landed would provide me with a sense of belonging. The one feeling I constantly missed. “I love you, Mom.”

			The tears in her eyes were visible again. She nodded and smiled. As I turned away, my vision blurred, and I touched the anchor again. I wouldn’t be alone.

			





    
            Chapter Ten





			I gazed into the steaming bowl, hoping to find the answer Grace was looking for. My familiarity with where items were hadn’t felt much like a mind memory but more of a muscle memory movement, as though it was something I’d done many times before.

			“My grandparents were shack dwellers when I was young, and I stayed with them every summer.” That was my explanation based on what they’d told me, but there was also a flash of sun and sand and laughter that had to be mine. “Just like their parents before them.” Maybe I hadn’t been foolish in my quest for the past after all.

			Grace stared for a long time. “Here? In the Fowler shack?”

			“I don’t know.” I tore the roll in half, needing to do something with my hands. It also gave me a reason not to meet Grace’s eyes because I knew I’d find more questions there that I didn’t have answers for.

			“What do you mean you don’t know?” Grace’s hand trembled as she picked up her spoon. Her features were pinched, and she looked scared.

			The sigh that came was from deep inside. I was so tired of not having answers to people’s questions, and this was one more question to add to the long list of things I’d forgotten. The truth was they weren’t forgotten as much as they were missing altogether like a black void. According to my doctors, the lack of memories was compared to the type of malady that people who are in a coma for years experienced. Just because I knew where the silverware was didn’t mean I remembered where it was. It was an automatic movement, like walking and breathing. I didn’t have to think about putting one foot in front of the other or taking a breath. I was grateful I’d woken with those abilities intact. Those actions were inherent, not things taught or demonstrated or remembered. I dropped the buttered bread in the bowl and looked up. This was my life. The one I’d been given in exchange for what came before the “event.” I could either accept it or deal with it on my terms. 

			“There was an incident when I was a teenager.” I didn’t want to have to explain myself again. “I have no memories before the age of eighteen.” Clearly, Grace was struggling to understand. She’d been kind in taking care of me. She deserved whatever truth I could give her. “The doctors call it long-term or retrograde amnesia, but at this point I…well, until tonight…I thought it was permanent.” I bit off the sauce-soaked bread, acting as though canned food had never tasted so good. 

			“I don’t understand. You said you came here every summer.” Grace had the good grace—funny that—to eat a small spoon of food. She looked anything but hungry. 

			I studied her. Terrified, that’s how she looked. The can of worms was open, and they were wiggling all over. I pushed away from the table, not wanting to have to tell my story to one more person. This was why I couldn’t have a partner. Having to constantly explain what real memories were versus the acts I performed due to them feeling familiar. “I know it sounds a bit crazy.” I ran a hand through my hair. “It’s why I came back to where I drowned before miraculously waking a few days later in the hospital.” The hospital was a post-trauma memory, and I had no problem recalling it. 

			“You drowned?” Grace looked toward the window where the view was obscured by utter darkness and streaks of rain. She made eye contact again. “In the ocean?”

			“Apparently so.” I dropped onto the chair, feeling defeated like I often did when all I had to rely on was what I was told. Or how I internalized the information. I was driven by my need to fill the void with real memories. My memories.

			“Oh, Fagan. I’m so sorry.” Grace touched my arm, sending a shock wave through me. 

			Most people didn’t touch me, especially when they heard my story. Did they think I was a zombie? At least, casual lovers were only interested in the adult me. Being attractive and considered sexy was what mattered to them. I didn’t mind too much, because I have needs, too. 

			“It okay. I’m here and breathing.” I shrugged like it didn’t matter, then resumed eating, not tasting what I swallowed. The situation probably wasn’t going to change. A hint or two of the past wasn’t going to restore eighteen years. Maybe it was better that way. It was quite possible that at one point I’d done something horrific before the night I ended up in the dark water that could have been my grave. Had I been looking for absolution after seeing Chelsea’s taunting look? I shuddered to a complete stop. Someone else had shared that exact look of indifference, like I didn’t matter. Maybe I had walked into the water wanting to see if I would be missed by someone who mattered to me. 

			That singular thought was the reason my life was tormented. Who had I been as a child? Was I well-behaved, a terror on wheels, or somewhere in between? Friends came to visit after I got home, and I wondered what kind of a relationship we’d had. Now that the topic was on the table and Grace seemed genuinely interested, I wanted to share more.

			“My former best friend, Molly, said we went everywhere together. She even kidded me that a lot of our classmates thought we were more than friends. I asked her if that was true. It had done irreparable damage to the friendship. The pain in her eyes as she told me no but that we were closer than a lot of sisters, hadn’t impressed me. Molly had been devastated that I couldn’t remember anything about our close connection and, as a result, I felt nothing for the supposed bond we shared.” 

			“Fagan, were you hoping to get all the answers in one night?” 

			I couldn’t respond. Grace was too close to the truth. Closer than I wanted anyone to be.
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        * * *

      

			Fagan ran her fingers through her hair. “It’s fucked up, I know.”

			God, but she was beautiful. All dark and mysterious and full of all the wonder and drive that I had managed to keep from facing in my own life. Fagan was a reflection showing me how my life could have been. I hated her and loved her in equal measures. It is said that the universe gives us what we need, not necessarily what we want. I think this time, the universe hit the nail dead-on. “It’s a lot, that’s for sure.”

			“I haven’t spoken to Molly since that day. My mom insisted I keep trying. I left multiple messages and sent texts every day for weeks in some orchestrated attempt to regain our friendship.” 

			Fagan’s gaze slowly lowered until she was no longer in the present. She was regaining her memories—hers—and she had yet to realize it. “Molly called my mom. She told her she couldn’t pretend things between us would ever be the same, and she had to move on. I felt nothing in return. How could I feel anything without the memory connections? Molly was a stranger to me. Mom told me to stop trying.”

			“Like you’re a stranger to me.” I don’t know what made me say it. Maybe it was that tingling sensation where the hairs on the back of my neck stood up from something Fagan said. Perhaps it was the magnetic pull she had over me, like a force field in reverse, when fighting it was a physical pain and I chose not to. Either way, whether she stayed or not had to be on my terms. I could commiserate with her, having something of a haunted past myself. I set my spoon in my bowl, unable to meet her eyes. If I did, I’d be lost. 

			“Thank you for sharing your food with me.” 

			I reached for her bowl, then hesitated. “When you showed up at the door, I thought you were a ghost.” I laughed nervously. “Like an apparition I’d conjured up to keep me company.” 

			“I’m real,” Fagan said as she brought the pot to the small counter. 

			She inched by me. I ached to feel the brush of her thigh, or hand, or her lips. “You certainly are.”

			





    
            Chapter Eleven





			Grace’s face showed some type of torment of its own. It made me wonder what struggle she was going through. Artists were a quirky bunch, but after being here for a few days and not producing anything, I thought she might be here for another reason. Maybe after hearing my sob story Grace would share her ghosts with me, but maybe not. I wouldn’t push her. We were both running, but it might be in opposite directions.

			Instead, I did something familiar. I flirted with Grace. She intrigued me. “Here’s the pot.” I moved close behind her, making sure we didn’t touch, and maintaining the barest of distance. The close quarters forced us to dance around each other like strangers often do. Grace mumbled a few words, but I missed what she said, lost in thought. How had I interacted with girls in my former life. I decided then and there, that’s what I would call it. Not “the event,” or a forgotten time, or a tragedy. Just because I didn’t remember things didn’t mean they hadn’t happened. It was a different time was all. Every adult alive had experienced a childhood.

			“I imagine you’re tired after all you’ve been through.” Grace winced.

			My mind was racing. “Not really.” What was I thinking? “I’ll be fine if you want to go to bed.” 

			Grace blinked twice. “No, I…” She cleared her throat. “I was going to make tea. It always helps me sleep better.”

			Oh. “That sounds good.” Expectations were human fail-safes. They got dashed every now and again to let us know everything happened through fate. How we got there? That was where free will came in. It was twisted because no matter what a person did, they got where they were supposed to be, so what was the point?

			Sitting this close to the fire made me want to be naked again. After I was dry, Grace had acted as though she couldn’t wait for me to put clothes on. Now that I was warm, I wished I had a T-shirt, but the soft material was comforting, and Grace had already given so much to me. I pushed up the sleeves of her sweatshirt and rolled up the pant legs. Maybe I’d read her wrong and she wasn’t part of the LGBTQ+ community. I’d been wrong before. Thank you, returned memory. It felt like I was living out all three roles in The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly. By flicking through channels while home recovering, I’d stumbled upon the Clint Eastwood movie and became a fan. The acting was so bad it made me laugh.

			“Here you go. I took a guess you’d want honey.” She handed it off, mindful our fingers didn’t brush. Grace looked between the open end of the couch and the chair.

			“Thanks,” I said once she was seated. I inhaled deeply, but the scent of the rising steam was masked by the fire. I blew across the surface and tentatively sipped, and was pleasantly surprised by the perfect temperature for drinking.

			“I add a little room temp water after it steeps.” Grace sipped. “If I want tea I don’t want to wait for it.”

			“Are you an immediate gratification type?”

			Grace laughed sharply. “Hardly.” She hooked her foot around the leg of the chair to bring it closer and set her mug on it. “If that’s what you think, your radar is off.” Grace backed into the corner and angled to face me.

			“I think my radar is on point.” She was as much a part of the community as I was, even if she didn’t know it. “Tell me why you think I’m wrong.”

			Her eyes were wide for a second or two before becoming laser focused. “There comes a time in everyone’s life when you either accept the hand you’re dealt or not.” Her eyes glassed over. The unfocused stare was familiar. I’d seen it reflected in my mirror dozens of times.

			“Is that what you’re doing in the shack? Trying to decide between those two options?”

			Grace was obviously considering the question. “You want to know if I’m out here soul-searching?”

			“Whatever you want to call it is good with me.” I reached across her to set my mug next to hers and heard her suck in a breath.

			“I watched my best friend die when I was eight.” Grace’s bottom lip trembled, but she didn’t cry. “She was struck by a speeding car. Her mother blamed me for not watching her.” She faltered for a few moments, her fingertips twitching. “Maybe I should have run after her, but I didn’t.”

			“Grace—”

			Her hand went up. “No. Don’t say it. Don’t say it wasn’t my responsibility.” She took a deep breath. I wanted to hold her. “It doesn’t matter. I lived my life shunning bonds and being alone because I never wanted to feel that kind of responsibility again. Real or imagined, that shit fucked up my life.” She put her face in her hands. 

			I wrapped my arm around her shoulder. I wasn’t the only one dealing with ghosts. Me to find mine, Grace to let hers be. A few minutes later, she sat up and gently pushed me away. 

			“So, here I am. Trying to find out how to let that shit go.” She wiped her face. “To find a different way to live my life.” Grace pointed out the window. “To me, the future is like a blank screen. I can’t see what’s out there, but I don’t want more of the same. What it will look like is up to me.” She glanced at my hand where it rested near her thigh before her eyes met mine. “So, I either move forward or stay stuck.”

			“Okay.” That was the only word I could come up with. Grace didn’t need affirmation from me. She just wanted to know that it was okay to let go. That even if she couldn’t predict what lay ahead, she was going to be okay.
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        * * *

      

			The bed was a torture chamber. After making an excuse that we needed to conserve my kerosene supply, I brought out the extra blanket and pillow and said good night. Wide awake, I stared at the ceiling. When it didn’t provide any answers, I flipped onto my side. Again. The clock didn’t show the time unless I pressed the bar. I didn’t want to know how long I’d been tossing and turning. 

			There’d been no noise from the other room, but I think I dozed for a bit. There were visions of Fagan/not Fagan. Only a dark figure with a dry hoodie standing inside while the storm raged on outside. I was confused about how they got in and why they were dry. In the dream, I held the lantern closer. The eyes gazing back were like faceted onyx, reflecting the flame a dozen times over. I wanted to look away. I should have looked away. But I was caught up in the flickering flames and unable to see the danger that my gut told me was standing in front of me.

			It was still dark outside. I could hear the rain, though it was lighter than before, and I took a minute or five. Did I really pray the storm would linger another day, or two? I put my hand over my eyes and shook my head. This whole “communing with my inner self” scene was turning into a major shit show. As much as I wasn’t entirely comfortable with Fagan in the next room, I was even more uncomfortable by the idea of her being gone in the morning. How was I going to keep her here?

			I tossed and turned several more times. Maybe I needed to use the bathroom. The T-shirt I slept in wasn’t long enough to cover my ass, but I had underwear on. Maybe that was the issue behind not being able to sleep and had nothing to do with Fagan’s presence. I liked to sleep naked. The door groaned a little, but when I looked out at the figure on the couch there wasn’t any sign she was awake. I stepped quietly and stole a glance of her face, now serene in the absence of worry. 

			When I was settled again, I thought long and hard about the day’s events, including saying I never wanted responsibility for anyone. I considered how Mrs. Hayes had shifted the burden of caring for her daughter and how it had landed on my small shoulders. How it had changed me and the direction of my life. Mostly, I thought about Fagan and how her shared journey of loss let me know that what we think we know isn’t always true. I understood she was remembering, but she didn’t recognize the knowledge she’d gained. The way her past was catching up to her paralleled me letting go of mine, and how peculiar it all was. Coincidence? I think not. 

			





    
            Chapter Twelve





			The room was cold and damp, and I shivered beneath the blanket. Leaving the door closed hadn’t been the smartest move. Maybe the fire had gone out during the night. I threw off the covers and reached for my robe, eager to get the fire stoked and the coffee started. When I opened the door, the scent of both greeted me, and I remembered I wasn’t alone. How many times had I longed for a scenario just like this with my partner up first to start our day with such care?

			Fagan came out of the bathroom. “Good morning.” Her hair was ruffled and messy. Regardless of its state, my wrinkled sweatshirt looked good on her. The lack of anything below the hem made my knees weak. The glimpse of her ass cheeks turned my face warm. “I hope you don’t mind that I started the coffee.” For the first time since meeting her, Fagan appeared shy.

			I cinched my robe tighter, suddenly feeling dowdy. “Not at all.” I glanced at the camping style percolator on the wood stove, the little glass dome filling every few seconds with a pale brown liquid. I turned my gaze and found Fagan’s eyes, and I was overwhelmed by the sense of familiarity.

			She moved her hand as though to slide them into pants pockets and stopped. “Would you show me what to do to wash up? I’m feeling a bit salty.” She smiled that captivating way she had. I forgot to breathe for a beat or two.

			“Oh, sure.” I hustled to the warped shelves below the sink and pulled out the wash basin. “I’ll put on the kettle so you have hot water.” 

			“I don’t want you to go to any trouble.” Fagan came behind me, like last night, only this time I felt the fabric of her shirt against me. How could that be when I was wearing two layers of my own?

			“It’s…it’s no trouble. Just turning on the gas.” The longing to feel her touch lingered. “Is the coffee done?” 

			Fagan moved to the stove. “How can you tell?” She laughed a bit. She was having fun. I was reaching a critical level of arousal.

			“It stops perking.” I had to laugh at my explanation. She was what, twenty-five? I doubt she was pushing thirty, meaning her experience with a percolator for coffee was limited if she had any at all. Steeling myself against moving closer to Fagan, I pointed. “When the water boils it’s forced up the tube that’s in the middle of the basket, similar to a modern coffee pot that drips water over the grounds. When you can see the liquid in the dome turn dark brown, it’s done.”

			“How does it know to stop?” She looked from the pot to me and back again, clearly fascinated by the lack of technology. There wasn’t an electrical component inside the simple contraption. 

			“It doesn’t.” I grabbed the worn potholder and checked the color. Satisfied, I carried it to the table. “That’s up to you to figure out.” The kettle shrieked. I fought the urge to fix the water to a comfortable temperature. To care for her. To take care of her, like Angie’s mom had expected me to. Fagan was quite capable of doing it herself. “The washcloths and towels are on the dresser.” While Fagan went into the bedroom, I pulled a second, smaller basin out. “It’s probably overkill, but I use one for rinse water and one for soap.”

			“That’s a good idea.”

			“Trial and error. The first time I washed up I didn’t do that, and I felt sticky all day.”

			Fagan turned and stripped right in front of me before facing the makeshift bath. I should have turned to give her privacy. Her body fascinated me. The tan lines told me she spent time outdoors. Her muscles were well-defined but not overly so. She wasn’t skinny. Instead, I’d say Fagan had the body of an athletic girl who was on the edge of womanhood. There was a hint of the curves that she’d carry in the next few decades. The methodical way she washed looked like familiar movements, and I wondered if it was how she’d cleaned herself as a child when she summered here. My escape to the toilet was more for me than any sense of chivalry. With every fiber of my being, I longed to touch her skin and feel the flex of those muscles beneath my fingertips. By the time I finished, Fagan was dressed, and it was time to put away my fantasies of being with her.

			I got the sugar bowl and cream, and Fagan poured coffee in both mugs. The knit of her brows revealed she still wondered how it worked, though she’d already checked inside. I settled on a chair, added a sugar packet and cream, then stirred. It was still dark. Fagan added two packets and a splash to hers. “How much coffee did you put in there?”

			One side of her mouth rose and the eye above it closed. “Two scoops?” She thought some more. “Maybe closer to three.” Satisfied with her response, she blew and gulped before making a face. “Definitely three.”

			The coffee was strong, Fagan was delightful, and I was basking in the ease with which I was enjoying them both. I smiled at her hesitation. “It’s okay. I like a strong brew every so often. I usually do two scoops for the fill line.” I showed her the line indentation on the side like she was going to be fixing the coffee every morning.

			“Okay.” Fagan glanced outside where the rain had intensified. If she angled just right, she would catch a small part of the ocean. 

			From where I sat, the water was an angry torrent with big, powerful waves. It was also the place she’d lost herself. 

			“I don’t remember the water being that violent yesterday.” Her face was solemn as she spoke.

			“Thank the powers for that.” 

			Fagan turned. “Thank you again for letting me in.” 

			I waved her off, embarrassed that I’d thought about leaving her outside. “I almost didn’t. I couldn’t imagine why anyone would be out in that mess.” 

			She chuckled nervously. 

			“But then concern kicked in.” 

			Fagan’s mouth opened as though she were going to say more. “I’m not sure when I’ll be able to leave.” Her gaze held mine.

			The struggle to fill my lungs was real. “There’s no rush.” I wanted time to get to know her. “What’s it like, the missing part?” When her gaze broke away, I regretted asking. “I’m sorry. You don’t—”

			“No. It’s okay.” Fagan traced the rim of her mug with her fingertip. Then she looked up. “Nothing.”

			“I’m sorry?”

			She sat back. “When I think about before the hospital, there’s nothing there. No flashes of moments in time. No fond memories. There’s just…emptiness.”

			I couldn’t imagine what that felt like. I had more visions in my mind of times gone by than I cared to remember. “Until yesterday.”

			“Yes. Until then.”

			“What about your familiarity with things here?”

			Fagan shook her head. “They don’t feel like memories. I didn’t actually see myself moving around in here. I just knew where to look.” Her gaze fell again. She drained her cup, then ran her fingers through her damp hair. “I don’t have a sense of time either. There’s nothing to give me a chronological order, and sometimes I’m lost because of it.”

			A lump formed in my throat. Fagan was a tortured soul. I had stirred up things she’d probably just as soon not think about. “I’m sorry that you didn’t find what you want most.” Our eyes met. Whether I was right or wrong, she ignored my comment. 

			“What do you want most, Grace?” 

			Her eyes penetrated all the way to my soul. I wasn’t prepared to explain what I’d only just started admitting to myself. Fagan was too insightful sometimes. “A bath.” I laughed. “But that’s not happening anytime soon.”

			Fagan paused for a long time before standing. “Let me give you the next best thing. I know just what to do.” She filled a pitcher with the water from the pump and poured some into the teapot, then turned the knob on the stove. She came back from the bedroom with a clean washcloth and another towel. I would have been okay using hers. 

			While the kettle heated, I went to the bedroom and shed my clothes before wrapping the robe around me again. 

			“I fixed the basins, but you might want to check the temperature.” Fagan’s face lifted on one side and her eyes twinkled. “I have a tendency to overestimate.”

			I laughed. “Duly noted.” I stood in front of the counter, wondering how I was going to wash while wearing a robe. For someone who had fantasized about the woman squatting in front of the stove as she stirred the coals, I wasn’t ready for her to see me naked in the light of day. The muted light helped a little, but I hesitated just the same.

			“Grace?”

			I twitched when I heard my name. “Yes?” I looked at Fagan’s handsome face and longed to touch her. She had to be real, else it meant I’d lost my mind.

			“You’re beautiful.” Fagan came closer as my face heated. “Enjoy your bath.” She took one of the chairs and sat with her back to me.

			Was I breathing? A lightheadedness engulfed me, my grip on the counter the only thing keeping me on my feet. When it passed, I draped the robe on a nearby peg. Before plunging my hand in the water, I tested it and smiled. It was perfect. 

			A few minutes later, I walked behind Fagan and squeezed her shoulder on the way to the bedroom. “Thank you.” I softly closed the door. It felt like there was a subliminal message in the scene that had just played out, but there’d been enough soul-searching for one morning. 

			





    
            Chapter Thirteen





			I was restless, pacing the small space and cursing at the heavy rain that had returned. If I had to be cooped up inside, there could be worse places. I tried to remember if I’d shut the windows in the tiny rental. Too late now to worry about it. If there was any damage, I’d take care of it. I was lucky to have found Grace here. If she’d gone to bed or been sitting in the dark, I might not have survived. I’d cheated death once. I didn’t think a second chance like that came along too often. 

			“I’m sorry you’re stuck here with me.” Grace emerged from the bedroom wearing a vibrant blue T-shirt and black leggings with a blue plaid shirt. The sneakers she wore were a name brand that had recently become popular. She looked nervous and adorable.

			“I’m not.” When Grace displayed a look of disbelief, I went on. “It would be nice to be able to walk the beach with you, but I don’t have a burning desire to leave.” That part was true. I’d made friends in my post-teen years but hadn’t found anyone I vibed with. At least not in the ways that I wanted. Grace had accepted my lack of a past as part of who I was, and it filled me with gratitude.

			Grace nodded as a pale pink rose in her cheeks. “Would you mind heating the coffee? I’m going to have yogurt with granola. Would you like some?”

			I put the half-full pot on the stove. Dinner had been a long time ago and the hollowness in my stomach was becoming unpleasant. “Only if you have enough.” I couldn’t remember if she’d told me how long she was at the shack, but I was certain she hadn’t planned on company for an extended time.

			“Even if I didn’t, I wouldn’t eat without sharing.” 

			I wasn’t convinced. 

			“Yes, I have enough.” She busied herself getting things from what served as the kitchen area. 

			An offer to help crossed my mind, but I’d invaded her space a couple of times already and wondered if it made her uncomfortable. Still, being a freeloader wasn’t in my character. “Can I help?”

			“If you want to rinse our mugs, that would be good.” 

			I did as directed while Grace pulled a huge container of vanilla yogurt from the refrigerator. She scooped some into the bowls we’d used last night and brought them to the table. Off a high shelf that she could barely reach, she snagged a bag of Squirrel Bait granola. The name made me smile. I poured the steaming brew, emptying the pot, then joined her.

			“I see you’ve hung your clothes.”

			“Kind of.” 

			After Grace went to bed, I couldn’t sleep. Too much had happened for me to relax. Needing something to do, I brushed the sand off my jeans into the sink and hung the wet clothes wherever I could. Rocks on one of the window ledges near the potbelly anchored my tank top and bathing suit. A peg on the door held my hoodie. My jeans hung from one loop on a rusty nail sticking out of a support post. Everything except the tank top was still heavy with rain. It would take at least another day for them to dry. 

			I’d gotten in the habit of carrying extra shorts and a top in my backpack, but they hadn’t fared much better than the ones I’d worn except for being sand free. Grace appeared melancholy. Maybe she regretted opening the door. 

			“There are hangers and a retractable clothesline. I’ll see if there are clothespins somewhere. They might have a better chance of drying that way.”

			The idea her welcome had cooled wasn’t surprising. “As soon as it stops raining buckets, I’ll head out.”

			“There’s no rush. I’m not trying to get rid of you, Fagan.” Grace set her spoon in the near-empty bowl. “You’re a prisoner of the weather. I’m sure you didn’t plan on a pit stop with an underachieving artist.”

			“You could get inspired at any minute.” I wondered how talented people like Grace found the motivation to write a book or paint a picture. There had to be something magical about those times. Was it a rush of adrenaline? Was it like the tingling sensation of an impending orgasm that you’re so desperate to have while wanting the feeling to last forever?

			“Ha! That hasn’t happened so far.” Grace took her mug and bowl to the sink. 

			“I’ll get these,” I said, shooing her out of the way. Once I put a pan of water on the stove to heat, I took the drying mat from the clips where it hung between uses. I’d watched Grace, so I knew the way she liked things done. 

			When the dishes were finished and everything back in order, I stood with my hands on my hips, and looked around, trying to figure out how I could keep from going stir-crazy.

			“There’s a shelf of books over there if you’d like to read one.” Grace pointed to a two-shelf built-in located between the toilet and the bedroom. 

			A quick scan revealed titles that were a mix of modern novels and classics, all hard-covered. I slowly moved my gaze along the spines again as I considered each one before pausing on Lady Chatterley’s Lover by D.H. Lawrence. There was a familiarity about the title, but I couldn’t grasp why. I traced the embossed title in fading gold on the worn cover before opening it. Tucked inside was a black and white grainy photo of several children. I could see the dunes in the background. The one in the middle looked familiar and my brow wrinkled as I studied the face. My face. 

			The book was forgotten as I stared at the others in the picture. We seemed to be close, our arms draped over each other’s shoulders as we smiled at the camera. Were they my playmates? Did we go to school together. Or were they from families who spent summers at the shacks, like me? 

			“I wonder who they are?” Grace stood at my shoulder.

			My hand shook when I pointed. “That’s me.”

			Grace glanced from the photo to me and back again. “Oh yeah, I see the resemblance now. Do you recognize the others?” 

			I drew a blank. “No.” The only reason I recognized myself was from the albums my family had shown me, hoping I would recognize something, anything.

			Grace took my hand. “Come and sit.” She brought me water, but I was too stunned by my find to take a drink. “Fagan, it’s okay if you don’t know.”

			How many times had I heard that phrase? It wasn’t alright. My lack of memories wasn’t okay. Not with me. I closed my eyes and took deep breaths. What choice did I have? I wasn’t going to make up a story to suit the moment. I was done doing that.

			“What are the odds I’d find a childhood photo?” 

			Grace patted my hand. “Odds have nothing to do with it.”

			“Why not?”

			“Your journey to the Cape wasn’t the result of spinning some wheel of chance, Fagan. It was fate.”

			The idea that my drowning, my struggles through adulthood, and finding shelter in a shack were all neatly wrapped up in the fickle finger of fate was a hard pill to swallow. “Would you still think that if I had drowned?”

			“But you didn’t, and nothing can change the past.” Grace smiled. “Keep the photo. It will remind you that the dunes were a happy place you visited often.”

			One thing was certain, coming to the dunes had at least provided blips of those lost times. Grace was right. I couldn’t rewrite the events I’d survived, but I could damned well write a better future. The question I wanted an answer to was would Grace have any place in it?
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        * * *

      

			It would be way too easy to use Fagan as an excuse for not being inspired, but it was a weak reason. I was restless, too, but trying to read would only make me more so. The discovery of the photo had derailed us both for a bit. She sat at the table reading the back blurb of the book she’d chosen. While she did that, I unwrapped a canvas and set up my easel so the natural light, as wanting as it was, fell on the virgin, stark-white fabric. For a second, I was torn between lighting a lantern and conserving fuel, reasoning that if the weather stayed like this for the duration, I might run out. I set the lit lantern to the left of me on the windowsill and it cast a yellow-tinged glow onto the stretched canvas.

			The type of paint to use was next in order. Oil or acrylic were my usual preference, but there was nothing usual about my mood, the weather, or my unexpected guest, so I chose watercolor. Without sharply defined edges for the objects outside the window, the watercolor paints were perfect for rendering soft lines. I wanted to capture the clouds against the turbulent water that I had watched build before the storm arrived in full force.

			Fagan flipped the book over, poured herself some more water, and returned to the table. “Do you know what you’re going to paint?” 

			“The landscape before the storm, I hope.” It had been far too long since I’d found inspiration, and why I chose the hardest medium to jump start my artistic hand with was a mystery. 

			“Do you always know before you start?” Fagan’s curiosity wasn’t unwelcome.

			“Usually.” I made eye contact with her. “But nothing on this trip has been usual, so I’m not sure if the vision in my mind will end up on the canvas.” 

			The colors I chose were muted, much like the outdoor scenery. The idea that the storm could rage on for days gave me a feeling of dread, but at least I had company. Fagan remained quiet while I placed the supplies where I wanted them. The palette for dabs of paint I’d create by adding water to a color pan, stirring, and then moving it to one of the wells. A variety of brushes, a rag, and lastly, an old jar with water. I closed my eyes and focused on the blank canvas in my mind that awaited my brushstrokes before deciding I’d start with the clouds and build the scene from there. Brush in hand, I wished I had music to keep my attention focused, as my mind could often wander and interrupt the artistic flow. 

			“What story did you pick?” I was stalling, unsure how to begin. Writer’s block flipped to the artist’s version.

			“Lady Chatterley’s Lover.” Fagan drew her fingertips over the print. How would they feel on my skin?

			“That’s a classic for sure.”

			Melancholy sobered her face. “There’s something familiar about it, but I don’t know if I’ve read it before.”

			What would my life be like with having a big chunk gone? “It’s still on the required reading list for some schools, at least that’s true for the ones that haven’t banned books for whatever fucking reason.” The flare of anger surprised me. Fagan smiled at my words.

			“Then I’m glad I chose it.” She settled back after getting pillows from the couch. One for her back and the other to prop her feet on in the remaining chair. “Do you need this chair to paint?” 

			Fagan was thoughtful. Was that a carryover from her childhood or something that developed as an adult? “No, thanks. I prefer to stand if I don’t have a stool.” I chewed my lip, still needing background noise to set the tone. My gaze returned to Fagan. She’d taken on that soft appearance again, like the projection of a picture on a screen or surrounded in fog. Fagan was real enough. I’d nearly touched her several times as we moved around, and I’d felt the heat of her body, as if it had displacement of air around her. She flipped through to the beginning page. 

			As I stroked the brush tentatively against the canvas in barely heard whispers, I couldn’t help but compare it to a lover’s touch. My skin was the canvas, and Fagan was the artist bringing it to life.

			“Will you read to me?”

			Fagan looked up, glancing between me and the book. Our eyes met and she held my gaze. Her eye color matched the rain-laden clouds. The ones I would try to capture on the stretched fabric. For a minute, neither of us moved. We were two people caught in a situation neither planned for. How different were the struggles Fagan faced from my own? How many internal battles had been waged in the fight against changing course versus venturing in a new direction? A faint smile appeared on her lips, hardly noticeable, but still there. She adjusted a bit in the chair and began.

			





    
            Chapter Fourteen





			I had no idea how much time passed. Fagan’s voice was deep, smooth, and rich, as though coated with honey. I’d been enthralled by the sound, as though the book’s words were from a familiar lover. The way she enunciated them was mesmerizing. They were warm and held meaning. The sound transported me to another place and time. I paused the brush in my hand, inches from the canvas, then glanced out the window. The rain was still falling, but if I stared hard at the horizon there was a hint of clearing out there. 

			I took a deep breath. Please, not yet. Don’t stop today. If it stopped raining, Fagan would leave. I took another breath and my body absorbed oxygen greedily. Had I been holding my breath the whole time? 

			“Is it done?” 

			Her voice startled me. I turned to the canvas, seeing it for the first time since I started painting. I was both terrified and elated by what I saw. A half-dozen shades of gray made up the harsh yet beautiful sky of thick clouds. Somehow, I’d managed to create the illusion of movement in them. The space between the above and below, where the foamy, churning waves never stopped, gave the impression of light. Not quite white, but definitely not gray. There was a hint of color far off in the distance on the horizon. Perhaps it represented the promise of clearer skies, like the scene out the window. The painting was almost done, and I had no memory of doing any of it after Fagan began to read. Did I travel to another dimension? Was it more like following the Pied Piper of yore with a ghost-like entity that sat no more than ten feet away, leading me to a place not of this world? Gooseflesh covered me. 

			“Grace?”

			“I…it needs more work, but yes, basically it’s done.” There were a few places that I wanted to add highlights to. A bit more white in the crest of the waves. A smidge of darker brown in the sand to show contours.

			“Can I see?” 

			My hand trembled and I put down the brush before taking a step back. “Yes.” My voice was rough and my throat was dry. I stared at my work. If this was the only thing I crafted while here, the trip was worth it. Fagan stood just behind me and handed me a glass of water. I downed most of it before speaking again. “Thank you.”

			“This is amazing.” 

			Fagan leaned closer. Her scent from the soap she used this morning filled my nose, making it tickle. It was an organic blend of lavender and mint that I fell in love with. It smelled even better on her. “Do you really think so?” I licked my lips. In my opinion, the painting had an ethereal quality to it, and I knew where the inspiration came from. 

			“Fuck yes!” Fagan smiled as she turned sideways before realizing what she’d said. “Uh,” she said. “Sorry.”

			I burst out laughing and her smile returned. Fagan was so fucking sexy, I was tempted to tell her so. But I was suddenly awkward and unsure about what I should say. Should I say what I meant or should I let the moment slip? “Fucking A,” I said, settling for somewhere in between the two. I thought I was being coy. Maybe I was a little more forward than I was used to being. She drove me a little crazy in all the good ways. 
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        * * *

      

			It was nice to hear Grace laugh. If I were to guess, I’d say she hadn’t had much reason to. I’d like to help her change that if I could. Perhaps if I showed her how I saw her, part of whatever weighed her down would lessen. Was it wrong of me to assume Grace needed validation? 

			I smiled at her curse. “I knew you had it in you.” After another round of chuckles, I had to be sure she knew I was serious. “About this though,” I said, circling my finger. “I’m very sure. It’s better than good.” There was something in the painting that lent a sense of foreboding. It stirred feelings inside me without naming them. 

			Grace nodded and studied the painting with an intensity I was sure only the artist herself could possess. It was almost as though she was saying to the canvas, “You are from my soul, and I have to show it.”

			“What are you going to name it?”

			“Name it? What do you mean?” Grace cleaned her brush before picking up the small palette she was working from. 

			“All great works of art have names. So, what is this one’s name?” 

			Grace looked skeptical. “How long did you read?” she asked, then faced the easel and chewed on her lip. 

			My watch illuminated after I tapped the face. “Almost two hours.” When she didn’t answer, I looked up. 

			Grace appeared to be lost in the scene in front of her. She dipped her brush in the cloudy water, then dabbed the yellow paint into another well, repeating the motion several times. I was fascinated watching her work as she dragged a brushful of color and swirled in a clean spot. Unsatisfied, she added more water and swirled again. This time, Grace guided the brush to the area she’d been fixated on. Held at an angle, she drew a line across the canvas, creating the horizon. She didn’t stop. Dip. Swirl. Stroke. There was a rhythm to her movements, almost as if she was listening to a symphony play as she worked. Similar to the one I used to think I could hear in the waves when Grandma and I would sit on the beach to watch the sun set. 

			I staggered back. My gut tightened. I couldn’t breathe. Was this how memories were going to
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