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Praise for Julie Cohen

‘Elegant, thoughtful and powerful’

Daisy Buchanan

‘A cobweb of a book: beautifully intricate and delicate’

Veronica Henry

‘Wonderfully written and evocative’

Woman & Home

‘Beautifully written and thought-provoking’

Kate Eberlen

‘Simmering with passions, it is a testament to the enduring power of love’

Sunday Mirror

‘Poignant and heartfelt’

Prima

‘Wonderfully evocative’

Woman’s Weekly

‘A must read from Julie Cohen’

Good Housekeeping


For my mom, who bakes me blueberry pies, and my dad,
who lets me beat him at cribbage.
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Part One

Summer, 2015


Chapter One

Vee

The ferry goes from the mainland to Unity Island and back three times a day in summer and twice in winter. To reserve your spot from the mainland or the island during high season, you have to call the night before. These facts are so well known to the residents of Unity Island that they have the ferry number programmed into their phones next to the numbers of their family and friends, and every summer evening at seven, islanders instinctively glance at the clock and think ‘Do I need to go inland tomorrow?’ knowing if they don’t book a place they could miss their dentist appointment, their job interview, their back-to-school shopping, their aunt’s birthday, their best friend’s funeral. During peak season, impetuous visitors or ignorant summer people who wander up to the grey-shingled ticket office on the mainland, credit card ready, to book a place for a day trip often find themselves watching the ferry disappear without them.

There’s no website for the Unity Island Ferry Company, which has been run by the Lunt family for generations, since back when it was a single fishing boat pressed into double duty. There’s a sign outlining the rules, but it’s long-winded and bleary with salt and almost nobody reads it, and the result every weekend from June to October is a few milling New Yorkers, Canadians, people from Augusta or Bangor or other inland places, pacing the waterfront, squinting at the island in the distance, readjusting their plans.

People who live on Unity Island know that plans aren’t adjustable. You make a decision and live with the consequences.

Mike had booked the tickets the night before. He’d called while they were waiting for their chowder in the restaurant in Rockland, because Vee had told him to. ‘By phone?’ he’d said, incredulous. ‘Not online?’

‘Yes,’ she’d replied, and told him the number by heart. ‘Do it now, before the appetisers turn up.’ Even now, all these years later and wherever she was, she still caught herself checking the clock at seven, unprompted by anything but instinct, a pull in her belly.

Vee sat on her suitcase behind the ticket office. She had a cast on her left arm and she held her phone in her right hand. The only place she could get signal was here at the edge of the parking lot, which was basically a field. The smell of diesel and seawater, the sound of gulls and New York accents and engines, brought her back so many years that she could almost taste the pink peppermint lip gloss she used to wear, the Wrigley’s gum she used to chew to mask the scent of cigarettes. She didn’t want to read any of her emails, but deleting spam was a distraction from the memories of the last time she’d been on this shore, passing through in the other direction, carrying whatever she could pack. Then, she’d had no intention of ever returning.

Now here she was.

‘Do you think it will be safe here?’ Mike said, joining her.

‘Yeah there are hardly ever any ferry accidents,’ she said, not taking her eyes from the screen. ‘Not since the seventies.’

‘I meant the car. It’s so open. There’s no CCTV cameras, and it’s not even paved.’

‘It’ll be fine.’

‘For two weeks?’

She looked up at this, but not at her husband. Instead, she gazed at the parked cars in the field. When they were young, Sterling’s dad used to take the two of them across some afternoons in the early season just to wander through the cars parked in the ferry lot. Row upon row of Cadillacs, Mustangs, Porsches. Mercedes, BMWs, Audis. All of them glossy, free of dings and dents. Even their tyres were spotless, as if the roads between Maine and New York were clean as a carpet. Tom Ames always took them to the summer people’s cars first, showing them off as if he personally had brought them here. Their licence plates were from New York, New Jersey, Connecticut, Québec; as far away as South Carolina or even Texas. But for Sterling and Vee, the islander’s cars were almost as exotic, even though they were four-wheel-drive trucks, battered sedans, wood-sided station wagons, all with mud flaps and salt spatter and rust, veterans of Maine seawater and snow. They were things from another world.

There were no cars on Unity Island, only two or three trucks that stayed there full-time, running the same ruts in the road. When Sterling and Vee got old enough to learn how to drive, they took lessons on the mainland after school in Mr Grenier’s green Buick.

Vee shook her head. God. Was it going to be this way all the time while they were here: ambushed by memories?

‘They don’t even have a fence,’ Mike was saying. He jingled his keys in his pocket. Distantly, their Audi beeped its recognition. ‘I could hotwire one of them right now and drive away with it.’

‘Nobody steals the summer people’s cars,’ Vee told him. ‘Some kids might take one of the trucks for a joy ride, but not the summer cars. It would be an incredibly stupid thing to do. Everyone here depends on the summer people. They depend on us,’ she added, because she could say that now.

Mike wore a white linen shirt, with the sleeves rolled up. Artfully distressed jeans, white Adidas with no socks, sunglasses, thick gold wedding band, Omega watch. Vee had a matching watch, ladies’ model. He’d given it to her for her birthday, because she’d complimented his when he bought it for himself. She already had a perfectly good Seiko that she preferred, but Mike liked to see people enjoying his gifts, so she wore the Omega.

Looking at him, the picture of easy privilege, the sort of person who parked his car with all of the other expensive cars in the field, she thought: Maybe this will be okay. Maybe she was enough like him now, that she could just enjoy his gift.

‘It’s like a different world,’ Mike said cheerfully, sinking down on his haunches beside her. ‘It’s harder to take this ferry than to take a plane.’

‘You don’t have to take your shoes off and empty your water bottle to get on the ferry.’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘There’s no safety video. Or little packets of pretzels. Or seat belts.’

‘But you have to carry your own bags.’

‘Actually,’ she said, ‘maybe not. As kids we used to pick up some extra cash in tips by meeting the ferry and carrying the bags up the dock. Some of those bags were twice as big as I was.’

‘They’re still twice as big as you.’

‘You mean twice as big as you, shortarse.’ It was a well-worn sliver of banter between them, as automatic as checking the clock at seven. Vee used to think their teasing meant nothing, but lately she had begun to wonder if it meant everything instead. If it was all there was. They’d been trading verbal ripostes since the day they met. If they stopped now, what would they have to talk about?

‘The ferry leaves in ten minutes and there’s no sign of anyone near it. Why do you think we had to turn up an hour early?’ He checked his watch again. ‘I should have got some coffee. I think there’s still time. I can be back here in ten, fifteen. Want some?’

This was the world they lived in and were leaving: where takeout coffee was never more than ten minutes away, where he placated her by getting it. She stood. ‘We don’t have time,’ she said, and bent to pick up her suitcase. It was pushing the fifty-pound limit. Last night in the hotel she’d had second thoughts about packing so many shoes, when the island only had one road and nowhere to go on it. But by then it had been too late.

He looked around and seemed to notice what she saw: the line of people edging closer to the dock, fellow passengers standing up, taking the handles of their bags, tucking drink bottles into backpacks. ‘How’d you know?’ he said, taking the suitcase handle from her, reaching for his own.

‘I think it’s something you’re born with.’

Mike’s smile never got any less charming, even though she’d seen it so many times. Sometimes she hated how charming it was, how little effort it took him, how little it cost him. He leaned over and kissed her cheek.

‘I’m excited about coming here with you,’ he said to her and, hoisting both bags as if they weighed almost nothing, started round the building to the boarding point. Vee grabbed the two cabin bags and her oversized handbag and followed him. The Unity Clipper was white and smaller than she remembered it, with an enclosed passenger cabin and seats on the open fore and aft decks. The morning fog had burned off and sun dazzled on the water. Gulls danced in the air, looking down with stern eyes, hoping for scraps. A man, squat and bald, hauled baggage from the walkway into the hold. She knew he was a Lunt because all the Lunts had always looked like that. He seemed incurious about the tourists, but Vee pushed up her sunglasses and ducked her head anyway. She and Mike left their bags for him and walked onto the ferry.

‘Let’s go on the bow so we can see everything,’ Mike said, and when he took her hand and squeezed it she could feel the edge of his wedding ring against her fingers. It felt smooth and warm. He found them a place near the railing. ‘Where’s the island?’

‘That way.’ She pointed east, to the flat water horizon.

He pushed up his sunglasses and squinted into the distance. As the ferry pulled away from the dock, Vee didn’t look at where they were going, or back where they’d been. She looked at her husband, who was both of these things.

It was 8.05 in the morning of Tuesday, the eighteenth of August. It was their last chance.

The ferry terminal consisted of a dock on pilings, a rusty crane, and a pitted road leading upwards past mounds of lobster traps. On top of the hill, to the left, the first building anyone ever saw when they came to the island, was Ames’ General Store. As the ferry docked Vee noticed the new sign, carved out of wood and painted with gilt capital letters that were one hundred per cent made for visitors, because natives knew that the white clapboard store was Ames’ General, and had been for nearly two hundred years. Instinct made her think of cherry vanilla ice cream melting on her tongue, cold ginger ale, Billy Joel on the radio, the flare of a match, the scent of fog, home.

‘Where are the waiters bearing champagne and lobster?’ Mike asked, and Vee said, ‘Let’s get one of the kids to put the bags in a truck and we can walk to the house.’

‘You know where it is?’ Around them, passengers were standing up, turning away from the rail.

‘Just grab a kid, tell him the name of the house, and give him a big tip.’ In the line for the gangway she found her hat rolled up in her handbag and put it on, pushing her hair up underneath it. ‘I’ll meet you up near the school.’

‘Where’s that?’

‘You’ll see it,’ she told him, and slipped through the crowd on the gangway, onto the dock. Her trainers sounded familiar on the boards; her feet knew the way. Head down, she hurried up the road and passed the store without looking at it, its ice machine with the blue words ICE, dripping painted icicles, and its wooden benches and chairs in front next to the green-painted barrels of perennials, the lobster pound built on the side, and the grey-shingled house standing next to it, a little back from the road, which might still have marks on the porch steps from her own careless feet.

She passed the chatting tourists and the empty golf carts, the people who had come to see the ferry arrive because not much else was happening, the enterprising summer kids selling lemonade and cookies on homemade stands. She headed towards the red-painted school with its belfry and white picket fence. Most of the day passengers would wander the town, go to the store, walk towards the beach on the south end. The residents and summer people would disperse to their houses, maybe get a cold drink first at the store, trade some news. She hadn’t had a cigarette for ten years, not even when she was teary drunk, but she wanted one now.

At some point since she’d left, the school had been turned into a museum. There was a sign saying UNITY HISTORICAL SOCIETY. Shoulders hunched, she pretended to be reading the noticeboard outside: opening hours, a poster about a lobster boil, a poster about fire risk, a poster about taking your litter with you. She dared to look up. Nobody was watching her. Over the years she’d pictured being back here but she’d never imagined the actual arrival, the smelly ferry, the crowd of summer people and their sun cream, the waiting teenagers, one of which might be his, who knows. She’d thought somehow that the mere touch of her foot on Unity Island soil would cause some sort of earthquake, a reverberation like the engine made under the deck of the ferry, or the way the walls of their flimsy house used to shake during a Nor’easter.

She hadn’t thought about how she’d look just like the summer people. How no one would notice: Vivian Gail Harper, back at last, a completely different person.

‘Hey,’ said Mike, coming up behind her, hands in pockets, sunglasses flashing, smile on his lips. ‘This place is adorable. It’s so quiet. Did you really go to school here, right here in this building?’

‘Until sixth form.’

‘It’s like stepping back in time. I can see you with your pigtails and your pinafore.’

‘You’ve just named the two things that I definitely never had.’ She looped her arm through Mike’s. They were summer people. That was her life now. ‘Come on, the house is on the east side.’

‘I want to rent a golf cart.’

‘Next time. We need to stretch our legs.’

He pouted, but not too much. He was still trying to please her, to be pleased with everything. A couple of golf carts passed them, and then the loaded truck with their baggage. It beeped a greeting, and a hand waved from the open driver’s window, but Vee couldn’t see the face of whoever was driving. She and Mike started walking up the road. There was only one, so it didn’t need a name; it was a loop around the perimeter of the island. On Unity, you could only travel in two directions: clockwise, or counterclockwise. Today they were walking against the clock.

‘You said you know where the house is?’

‘There are only so many. So yeah.’ She was sweating, despite the breeze coming off the ocean. The air was never still on the island. Glimpses of silver and blue water flashed between the trees. She wiped her top lip with her wrist. ‘This one was built while I was living here. I’ve never been in it, though, not since it was finished.’

‘Really? I’d have thought with so few people living here, everyone would be in and out of each other’s houses all the time.’

‘The residents don’t pay social calls on summer people.’ The road rounded a corner and there was the gatepost with the sign: Daybreak. The drive curved out of sight, behind pines. Rich people got privacy. Definitely a perk.

‘Finally,’ said Mike. ‘I need coffee basically pumped into my veins at this point.’ He started down the drive, but Vee stayed for a moment looking at the sign. She remembered when it went up, when they’d torn down the old Douglas farmhouse with machinery ferried over from the mainland, and started building. She and Sterling had sneaked into the site after dark, to watch the progress of the new house. Mr Douglas had moved to a nursing home in Rockland and his son had sold the land to summer people. The new house was only a frame at that point, no outer walls, no inner walls or roof, a skeleton pointing up at the inky sky. It seemed impossibly vast, taking in the whole island, the glittering ocean, the stars.

‘I’m going to live in a house like this one day,’ Vee had said, climbing up on a pallet of stones.

‘What, not finished?’ teased Sterling. He was trying to figure out where the bathroom would be, where the lines to the septic tank ran underneath the poured concrete foundation. At this point he was obsessed with plumbing. Vee could only assume it was a boy thing.

‘No, finished. With marble floors and silk curtains. But somewhere else. Somewhere far away.’

He’d said something in reply, but Vee didn’t remember it. Sterling had always known where he was going to live when he grew up. He’d travel the world and then, once he’d seen every­thing, he’d come back to the same place he’d been born. He didn’t like it when Vee talked about moving away permanently, so he probably hadn’t said much. They’d been in total agreement about the name of the new house, though. It was stupid. But most of the rich people house names were stupid: West Wind. Nor’easter. Early Mist. Eagle Point. Dunroamin. Rich people lived in a fantasy world. The houses of the year-round residents were sens­ibly named for the people who lived there or the purpose of the building. Some of them had signs, like Ames’ General; most of them didn’t, like Vee’s grandfather’s place which people called ‘Old Harper’s’. You didn’t need a fancy sign when everyone knew where you lived anyway.

Vee said she wanted a mansion; privately she thought she’d be happy with a house that had a number. A house with a number like lots of other houses. It would be a place to live, not a trap.

‘You coming?’ Mike called from up the drive.

She’d been staring at the cursive of the sign, blue on white background. ‘On my way,’ she said, and hurried to catch up with him, so when they emerged from the cover of trees and she saw the house finished for the first time she was holding Mike’s hand.

The drive ran up to the back of the house, which was painted grey with white trim around the windows. It was shorter than it had looked from its skeleton: two storeys in a wide V shape, with a steep-pitched roof with dormers. When she was a teen, she’d pictured something like a castle; this looked like a normal, albeit large house. Big, but not intimidating. On either side, she could see that the wide green lawn sloped down to the water.

The truck had been and gone; as if by magic their bags were lined up next to the back door. The bags said, This place is yours now.

‘Wait till you see inside,’ said Mike. ‘I’m sort of glad now that you didn’t look at any of the photos, because you are going to love this.’ He dug in his pocket for the key – a strange thing to see on Unity, where residents never locked their doors.

They stepped inside and Vee saw immediately that the back of the house had not prepared her, the skeleton of the house had not prepared her, her childish dreams had not prepared her. It was light, all light: floor-to-ceiling windows stretched the length of the ocean side of the house, double-storeyed in front of her, with wooden beams soaring. The wooden floors squeaked under her feet, shiny as ice. But the view: green grass, blue sky, blue ocean, stretching out forever, the same view she’d seen a million times but it was completely different when framed by glass and polished wood. The house was merely a shell, a trap for all that outdoors.

Beside her, Mike was vibrating with excitement. He got like this with any new toy, like a kid. He took her hand and breathlessly gave her a tour, announcing each room as if he’d built the house himself rather than merely browsed the brochure and then paid the rent: open-plan living room with its white furniture, rough-hewn fireplace; dining area to seat twelve, an artfully bleached sculpture of driftwood as a centrepiece; kitchen of stainless steel and granite. The bedrooms were in the side wings, single-storeyed, with walls of glass. ‘The gym is in an outbuilding,’ he told her. ‘Steam room and sauna. There’s a clay tennis court somewhere, we can work on your serve. And look, come on, we’ve gotta see this, the best part.’ He tugged her outside through a glass door, across a wide patio with Adirondack chairs and a dining area, down the steps and over lawn that had been groomed by someone else.

‘It’s a private cove and our own dock,’ he said, hurrying them onward. On Unity, sometimes the surrounding ocean was a solid grey mass, sometimes a crawling creature, sometimes only a noise of ceaseless breathing. Today it was blue and dazzle, sapphire perfection. She pushed down her sunglasses, squinted her eyes. ‘There she is,’ said Mike, stopping, with reverence in his voice. He pushed up his own sunglasses. ‘That’s a beauty.’ A white-hulled sailing boat was moored to the private dock, name inscribed in blue cursive to match the house sign: Dawntreader.

‘Twenty-two-foot sloop,’ he said, scanning the boat. ‘Hand-made just up the coast from here. Perfect for day sails. We can explore all the islands. We’ll make a sailor of you yet.’

‘I prefer dry land,’ she said, watching him, knowing she’d lost his attention for the next half an hour, at least. She checked her watch. ‘I’ll go and see if there’s any coffee.’

‘The house should be fully stocked,’ he said, but he stepped onto the deck and exclaimed about something, lost in his own world of admiration, so she went back up towards the house. From the back Daybreak had seemed a little awkward, even apologetic, but from the front, the coast side, it sat on its land with spotless authority, wide lawns spread either side, glass shining. This island is mine, said this house, and Vee stopped on the lawn to remind herself too. This house is mine. Rented, but I earned it. This summer, I live here. I belong here, not the old me but the new one.

A deep breath of sea air. Yes, she’d earned it. She’d earned everything.

She made herself a coffee from the sleek espresso machine. Perched on a kitchen stool, her arm with the cast resting on the granite island, she leafed through the thick binder with all the house information. She wasn’t surprised that their happy-couple togetherness had lasted only until Mike discovered his new toy. Maybe she was even a little relieved. This was a lot to process.

All the pages in the binder were written in a sort of breathless excitement, and they were in plastic sleeves, which told her it had been put together by the agent, not the owner. She skimmed information about the house’s features, the heating and lighting controls, the rainwater collection barrels, the island’s rules for recycling and trash and fires, and paused at the page headed LOCAL AMENITIES.

Ames’ General Store is the only food store on Unity Island, though you can buy local lobsters and clams directly from boats, and eggs from Howards’ Farm. In addition to groceries, Ames’ functions as the island’s post office, transport hub (you can rent golf carts and bicycles and arrange a dinghy ride to moorings), delivery service, hardware store, fishing and boating supply store, bakery, lunch counter and ice-cream parlour. Most importantly, it’s the place where all the locals meet to talk and trade news, especially in the winter months, when the island population shrinks to less than 60. Ames’ was founded by Robert Sterling Ames in 1820, the same year that Maine became a state, and the building has

‘Hey, where’s my coffee?’ Mike’s arms wrapped around her from behind.

‘I didn’t make you one because I thought it would go cold.’ She quickly shut the binder, hiding the names.

‘That’s all right,’ he said, kissing her cheek. ‘Let’s see what else we have around here.’ He went to the huge stainless-steel refrigerator. ‘Ah,’ he said, emerging with a bottle of Moët. ‘Even better.’

‘It’s not even noon.’

‘And we’re officially on holiday.’ He unwrapped the foil, and Vee got up to look for glasses. She heard the pop behind her, the shout of laughter as the champagne foamed out of the bottle and down Mike’s arm. She hurried over to hold out a glass, catch the flow. It dripped onto her fingers.

‘To us,’ Mike said. He licked his arm, and held up his glass. ‘New beginnings. A second honeymoon.’

‘New beginnings,’ she echoed, chimed her glass with his.

‘Let’s find a bedroom, Mrs Ellis.’ He looped an arm around her waist, pulled her closer, nuzzled her neck.

‘Nobody calls me that except for salesmen. Even they don’t say it twice.’

‘Mrs Ellis,’ he crooned, kissing her under her ear. ‘Let’s bring this champagne to bed.’

When she woke up, the light had changed. The water outside was navy rather than sapphire. She lay there watching the dip and swoop of gulls outside the window. Mike was still asleep. Their clothes were on the floor. She pulled on his shirt, rolling up the sleeves, and brought the empty bottle into the kitchen. Her muscles felt pleasantly achy, her chin pink, her hair tangled. A champagne headache lingered behind her eyes, but it was fuzzy, benevolent. She drank a glass of water, checked her phone for the time, thought about getting dressed, remembered their suitcases were outside by the back door. When she opened it, next to the suitcases were two cardboard boxes, plus a large cooler and a small one. A note sat on top of the cooler, held down with a rock. She glanced around, saw no one, picked up the note.

Hi, welcome to the island! I knocked but there was no answer and I didn’t want to disturb you. If you need anything else just come by, or give us a call.

She didn’t recognise the handwriting – it was a fluid scrawl, big capitals and curly slanting ‘I’s that looked like ‘J’s, written in pencil on a torn-out lined notebook page. Not Sterling’s print, not his mother’s Palmer-method. Nothing like her own. Not Unity Island handwriting, learned from the letter cards that circled the one-room schoolroom. It was probably summer help. Maybe the store had changed hands. Maybe nothing was what she expected it to be any more. She opened the big cooler and saw milk, orange juice, lettuce, butter. The small one held two live lobsters. They clambered over each other, their brown claws held shut with blue elastic bands. Their eyes were small black beads, reflecting ­nothing.
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