
		
			[image: June Baby by Shannon Garvey. Painting of a sandy path winding between green, brushy dunes toward a distant blue ocean under a pale blue sky. A blurb at the top reads, “The book of the summer! It has everything I want in a beach read: juicy romance, explosive family secrets, and a delicious island setting.” — Elin Hilderbrand. The title and author’s name appear in large bright yellow letters across the scene.]
		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Book Title, June Baby, Subtitle, A Novel, Author, Shannon Garvey, Imprint, Random House]
			

		

	
		
			Random House

			An imprint and division of Penguin Random House LLC

			1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019

			randomhousebooks.com

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			Copyright © 2026 by Shannon Garvey

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			Random House and the House colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Hardcover ISBN 9780593979907

			Ebook ISBN 9780593979921

			Book Team: Production editor: Jennifer Rodriguez • Managing editor: Rebecca Berlant • Production manager: Sandra Sjursen • Copy editor: Melissa Churchill • Proofreaders: Kimberly Broderick, Andrea Gordon, Catherine Sangermano

			Book design by Debbie Glasserman, adapted for ebook by Vincent Mancuso

			Cover design: Rachel Ake

			Cover painting: Whitney Knapp Bowditch

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland. https://eu-contact.penguin.ie

			ep_prh_7.3a_155981251_c0_r0

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Dedication

				Epigraph

			

			
				Prologue: June 2013

			

			
				Part 1: June 2023

				
					Chapter 1

				

				
					Chapter 2

				

				
					Chapter 3

				

				
					Chapter 4

				

				
					Chapter 5

				

				
					Chapter 6

				

				
					Chapter 7

				

				
					Chapter 8

				

				
					Chapter 9

				

				
					Chapter 10

				

				
					Chapter 11

				

			

			
				Part 2: July

				
					Chapter 1

				

				
					Chapter 2

				

				
					Chapter 3

				

				
					Chapter 4

				

				
					Chapter 5

				

				
					Chapter 6

				

				
					Chapter 7

				

				
					Chapter 8

				

				
					Chapter 9

				

				
					Chapter 10

				

				
					Chapter 11

				

				
					Chapter 12

				

				
					Chapter 13

				

				
					Chapter 14

				

			

			
				Part 3: August

				
					Chapter 1

				

				
					Chapter 2

				

				
					Chapter 3

				

				
					Chapter 4

				

				
					Chapter 5

				

				
					Chapter 6

				

			

			
				Acknowledgments

				About the Author

			

		

	_155981251_

	
		
			For my mother, Chrissy, who walked with me to the library, who drove me to the bookstore, and who listened to me talk about the world of novels that felt so real to me.

		

	
		
			
				It’s easy to see the beginnings of things, and harder to see the ends.

				—Joan Didion, Goodbye to All That

				I am a collection of dismantled almosts.

				—Anne Sexton

			

		

	
		
			Prologue

			June 2013

			The early June wind was warm and humid. It slid across Ruth’s bare arms and cheeks as she cut through the air, coasting on her bike down the short hill away from town. Through a thin alley, down a sandy path to her right, she saw a spark of blue, and as she pressed her brakes and slowed to a stop, the ocean surrounding Block Island came into view. The rain had let up during the ferry ride over, and the sun was growing stronger. Dazed, Ruth watched small waves break upon the sand, and she wondered if she’d ever been this alone in her life.

			She was seventeen. Her mother was dead, her father had put her on a boat and shipped her off to an island, and now she was meant to find a woman she had never met before and didn’t know anything about—a woman named Diana.

			

			—

			Only an hour before, Ruth had been sitting in the passenger seat as her father, Joel, pulled his old Ford van up to the curb and parked across from the ferry dock in Galilee, Rhode Island. The smell coming off the fishing boats clashed with the coffee steaming out of the Styrofoam cup in Joel’s hand, making Ruth’s empty stomach turn. Putting her head against the glass, she stared out the car window as seagulls swarmed over a piece of trash on the sidewalk, squawking and pecking at the empty plastic bag as a light rain began to fall.

			Joel cleared his throat and Ruth turned to her father. They hadn’t spoken all morning. His eyes were puffy and faintly bloodshot, making the blue in them pop. He had shaved, and there was a bloody nick near his ear that was now dry and flaking. Paint stains speckled his canvas work vest.

			Grabbing a grease-stained receipt from a McDonald’s bag on the floor, he pulled a pen from his pocket, tested it on the corner of the paper, and wrote a name and number on the back of it. As she watched him write, Ruth wondered if he remembered the cellphone she had for emergencies was broken—a plastic brick at the bottom of her backpack—or if he assumed there would be a payphone on the island. Or if any of this had crossed Joel’s mind at all, if he was concerned about sending her off without a way to contact her. He didn’t seem it, and Ruth wasn’t surprised. It wasn’t that her father was intentionally reckless, but somehow she always ended up fending for herself when he was in charge.

			It was hard not to feel like she was being ejected from her old life, from her family, but Ruth was resigned to it now, everything passing through her mind in a thick fog, her reactions slow. She had fought Joel at first, but she was tired of fighting now. If this was what he wanted, then fine.

			“All right then,” he said, handing her the receipt. “Off you go. If you can’t find Diana, call me at work and I’ll tell you how to find Sarah and Bill.”

			Ruth tried to remember the last time she saw her father’s friends. She had a vague memory of running across their small backyard while the adults sat in low folding chairs, the smell of burning tiki torches and cigars coloring the air.

			“Why can’t I just stay with them?” Ruth asked. Her voice was almost breaking, and she dug her short fingernails into her palm to fight the emotion back. She didn’t want him to see her cry.

			“It’s a good opportunity,” he said, his voice robotic. “Get you out of the diner for a change.”

			“How do you even know this woman?” Ruth asked, staring down at the scribbled name and number—Diana Beckett 401-885-0933.

			“Your mom worked with her—when she was on Block Island that summer. She’s an artist. They were friends.”

			Ruth wondered if Diana had come to her mother’s funeral, and then she pushed that thought away. There hadn’t been many people there.

			“Okay,” Joel said. Unable to put it off any longer, Ruth stuffed the receipt in the back pocket of her jean shorts, opened the car door, grabbed her bag from the back seat, and headed out into the rain. Joel got out too, pulled Ruth’s bike out of the van, and rolled it toward her.

			“Let me know when you get settled,” Joel said. He hovered as if to hug Ruth but didn’t, and Ruth noticed then how tired her father looked, how drained of life, and she felt guilty for causing it. She was tired of being a problem, tired of her grief making him upset.

			For a moment, she thought about asking him if she could stay. She’d get better, she wouldn’t have to be a burden. But Joel cleared his throat again, the sound he made when he was uncomfortable, so Ruth took the handlebars out of his hands and walked toward the ferry.

			

			—

			Now on the island, standing on the side of the road, Ruth reached into her back pocket. The sun had come out again, but the receipt Joel had given her was wet from sitting on the ferry’s rain-dampened bench for an hour. Pulling it out gently so that it wouldn’t rip, she saw that the name and number had been mostly smudged off, so they were inscrutable, the blue ink having bled into the rest of the receipt.

			“Shit.”

			For a brief second, Ruth considered getting on the next ferry back, biking home, and telling her father that his plan was off. But then the thought of sleeping in the house among her mother’s things while Joel tiptoed around her, unable to handle her sadness, flooded her mind. The thought of the strained conversation, the thin walls, the smell of burnt toast creeping under the bottom of her closed door, of Joel’s varying attempts to get Ruth up and out of bed—sometimes anger, sometimes tearful pleading—it all made Ruth feel like she was suffocating, even from this far away. She couldn’t go back.

			The limp paper fluttered in the breeze, and trying to make out her next move, Ruth looked around, spotting a wood-shingled library across the street. Painted tables decorated the lawn, and heavy hydrangeas spilled out foamy and blue from the breaks in a short fence. An older woman with thick, white hair clasped in a low bun was stretched, arms overhead, underneath an umbrella, cranking the handle so that it bloomed open and created a patch of shade in the grass. When she was done, she walked up the short path, flipped the sign on the door to Open, and disappeared inside.

			Ruth crossed the street and leaned her bike up against the library, then opened the door and stepped into the dark, cool room. As her eyes adjusted to the low light, she smelled the familiar scent of old books and heard a fan buzzing softly in the background. The woman with the white hair at the front desk looked up from her computer screen.

			“I was wondering if you could help me find someone,” Ruth said, approaching the desk. Scooting her wheely chair closer to Ruth, the woman furrowed her eyebrows. Ruth felt any resolve she might have had earlier dwindle into desperation.

			“What’s your name?” the librarian asked.

			“Ruth.”

			“You’re looking for someone who lives here?”

			Ruth nodded.

			“The police might be better for that,” she said, and Ruth stood there, crushing the receipt in her fist. She wanted it to disintegrate.

			After a moment, the woman asked, “Who is it?”

			“Diana, something. She’s an…artist, I think?”

			Ruth looked at the soggy paper and tried once more to make out Diana’s last name and number. She felt stupid for knowing so little—like a small child lost in a supermarket, asking where her mom went. The thought made her chest squeeze while she tried to smooth out the paper on the countertop. The woman watched her, then leaned across the counter, picked the paper out of Ruth’s hand, and held it away from her face into a weak patch of sunlight, looking down through her glasses.

			“What is this?” she asked.

			Ruth explained that her father had sent her to find this woman.

			“He sent you with only this?” the woman asked, her eyebrows colliding in disbelief.

			Ruth nodded again.

			“How old are you?”

			“Eighteen,” Ruth said, and the woman pursed her lips, thinking. It was a lie. Ruth would turn eighteen in August, but she didn’t want the woman to know she was a minor—she didn’t want her to call the police and be sent back to her father.

			Without saying anything more to Ruth, the woman picked up the phone next to her and started dialing.

			“Diana?—It’s Bonnie. Hey. No, everything’s good. There’s a young lady here named Ruth who’s looking for you. Yeah. Does that ring a bell? Okay, hold on.” Bonnie covered the receiver. “What’s your mother’s name?”

			“Maggie…” Ruth replied and stopped. “Maggie Phillips? My dad, Joel, sent me.”

			Bonnie nodded.

			“Joel and Maggie Phillips? Their daughter.” There was a muffled response where Bonnie looked at Ruth straight in her face, still holding the phone up to her ear.

			“Okay,” she said. “Yup, will do,” and she hung up.

			Bonnie dropped the receipt into a wastebasket under her desk, ripped off a piece of notebook paper from a pad in front of her, and scribbled an address on top.

			“You have a bike?” the woman asked.

			Ruth felt herself nod.

			“Okay. Diana said you can head straight over and to mind the holes in the driveway. It’s a big hill, but you’re strong, right?”

			She handed over the paper and pointed into the distance, giving some quick directions that Ruth immediately forgot. She felt like she was on a carnival ride, the haze of motion and people washing over her. It stirred something within her, working against the numbness that had been holding her since her mother died. Taking the notebook paper, she thanked Bonnie and left the cool, quiet library.

			Getting on her bike, she glided out into the road toward an empty intersection. The sun was beating against her face, and she needed to squint at the street signs before she checked the paper and headed up a steep street lined with grass and budding daisies that wobbled in the warm summer air.

			As Ruth biked up the hill, sweat dripped from her face and arms. She often stopped to catch her breath and look at the large houses set back on their green lawns, the low bushes around them thick and lush.

			It was hard not to think of her mother everywhere, to picture her during the one summer Ruth knew she had spent on the island—Maggie, in her youth, unencumbered by a husband or daughter, her cancer years away from her body or mind. Ruth had always imagined her mother’s many tumors like shattered glass, the shards sprinkled across her body into the farthest corners, hard to find, impossible to clean out. Thinking about Maggie as she had been, Ruth could see it all happen in reverse. Like rewinding a movie, she could imagine the shards coming together, the glass falling upward until it was whole once again, sitting, benign, on the shelf.

			Ruth could picture Maggie cresting the hill, just as Ruth was now, the ocean breeze cool against her hot skin—both of them unaware of what was to come.

			As Ruth pedaled, she passed a man on a ladder painting the trim of a window. A small radio was on the stoop playing a song that her father loved. As she watched him paint, he reminded her of Joel. Worry ran through her. Who would check on him alone in the house? She wouldn’t be there to scold him into putting out the late-night cigarettes or to shop for food that didn’t come in plastic trays. Watching the man descend the ladder and crack a beer, worry faded back into anger. Ruth was angry that she felt the need to take care of her father even as he was sending her to a stranger, leaving her to grieve alone. It was the first time she had ever heard Joel talk about “opportunities” with her, and she didn’t buy it. He just wanted her sadness out of the house.

			Soon the road deteriorated into rocky sand, and she had to get off her bike to push through the thick patches until she saw a gap in the grasses up ahead. A sign hung from rusted chains attached to a post, and Ruth could read 53 Payne Road carved into the wood and painted over with black. She double-checked the piece of paper Bonnie had given her before turning her bike onto the driveway. Walking, she weaved the bike around potholes, a small dust cloud kicking up behind her until she reached the end of the driveway. A green archway of privet bushes, big enough that if Ruth jumped, she could barely touch the branches with her fingertips, deposited her onto a yard with a beach cottage overlooking a sprawling garden. There was a large beech tree with a swath of shade underneath it, a sliver of ocean hazy on the distant horizon, and a small shed with a blue door right at the edge of the property.

			Ruth’s face was hot to the touch, and her mouth was dry. She dropped her bike on the grass and slung her backpack off her shoulders. From a distance, Ruth could see shadows passing across the wire screen of the front door and could hear the sounds of kitchen items being sorted and drawers being shut. Approaching the doorway, Ruth stopped, preparing herself to knock, but before she could, the door opened with a peeling metallic squeal, and a red-haired woman with a deeply freckled face walked out onto the stoop. The woman stared at Ruth for a minute. Her eyes roamed over Ruth’s face, stopping at every feature. Ruth felt herself starting to itch under the woman’s gaze.

			“You’re Ruth,” the woman said. It was a question posed as a statement. Ruth nodded.

			“You’re Diana?” Ruth asked, her voice raspy. The woman nodded.

			Neither of them said anything for another moment as Diana studied Ruth.

			“I’m sorry about your mom,” she said, and Ruth was struck by how the woman’s face fell as she said the words.

			Ruth was about to ask her how well she knew Maggie but Diana abruptly brushed past her and started walking around the house, talking behind her as she went.

			“The hose is the coldest, and you look like you need to stick your head under some water—submerge a bit.”

			Ruth followed, confused, and considered the shady garden. She nodded at the suggestion, starting to feel dizzy from the heat. Diana leaned down and cranked the rusty faucet. The hose became taut, and water flowed from its mouth into the scrubby grass. She handed it to Ruth and took the backpack out of her hand.

			“I’ll be out front when you’re done,” she said.

			Ruth waited for Diana to round the corner before turning the hose on herself, soaking her hair in the cold stream and feeling the welcome pressure against her skull. The water ran over her burned skin and underneath her sweaty clothes—she didn’t care. She had kept it together so far that day, but now that she was alone she unclenched her fists and began to cry, letting the hot tears get washed away by the flow of water as if they’d never happened.

			Ruth thought of the fog, the heavy weight she’d felt loaded down by, how most of her days since school had ended were spent lying in bed, too tired to get up until it was time for her to go to work at the diner. She wasn’t thinking about Maggie. Any thought she had felt too sharp, too close. She was protecting herself. Joel didn’t understand.

			The incident that had sparked everything started when Ruth finally left her bed to get water. As she went to open the fridge, she noticed all the notes that Maggie used to write for herself were gone. She snapped, growing more and more frantic as she searched in the kitchen drawers, in the trash, pulling everything out, letting it all spill onto the floor. When Joel got home, she screamed at him for throwing them out, for touching anything of Maggie’s. She had no recollection of what she had said, but she did remember his tears, how silent he was, his large hands covering his face as he sobbed. Even when Ruth thought of it now, when she saw his horrified face in her mind, she was still angry at him. He was acting as if he had never cared, as if life was business as usual, and she wasn’t going to forgive him for that.

			Ruth sat on the back step for another moment, trying to push the uncomfortable memory out of her mind, occasionally drinking from the hose, taking her time.

			When Ruth thought about her mom, her body ached, like it was folding in on itself. Since Maggie died, this sensation had struck Ruth where she imagined herself growing smaller and smaller, her insides crunching up against one another, everything squeezing together like it might combust, but it never did. There was no release.

			What she hadn’t told anyone, what she often denied even to herself, was that a small part of her felt relief that it was over—that she didn’t have to watch her mom fade anymore, that the ache was better than those final days when the space between each of Maggie’s breaths was longer and each rise of her chest was more and more shallow. It had felt as if the waves on the shore were going to stop and Ruth had no way of knowing what would happen then, realizing how much her life as she understood it depended on the rhythm of those waves continuing. What she couldn’t say out loud was that she had needed to look away.

			A breeze came over the yard, and Ruth looked up. The shadows of the leaves rippled jade green against the grass. She realized then how quiet it was. All she could hear was the flowing of the hose water into the grass, the shuffling of the leaves above her, and a mourning dove cooing somewhere nearby. It seemed to Ruth suddenly like a magical place—like a place in one of the books she used to love reading as a child. Back when she would hide away in a shady spot in her backyard, turning pages until Maggie came looking for her. The breeze ruffled everything again, and she took a deep breath. Standing, she wiped her eyes, turned off the hose, and headed back around the side of the house, water dripping from her body, her clothes now soaking wet.

			Diana was sitting on a large, uneven stone that served as the front stoop. Her long, curly red hair was streaked with white. She wore an old blue T-shirt that hung loosely over her body, and sat with her elbows on her knees and her hands folded under her chin. Ruth felt herself become smaller again, looking at Diana’s knees. They reminded her so much of her mother’s—sprinkled with forgotten hairs, freckled, and lined with wrinkles. The kind of wrinkles that looked like a ripple in a calm pool once you throw a stone into it, the small waves echoing away from the source.

			Diana shaded her gray eyes from the sun, looking up at Ruth, and pointed to the grass next to the stoop. Ruth crossed her legs and sat down, still soaking wet. Diana handed her a tuna sandwich and a kitchen cloth patterned with faded yellow ducks.

			“Thank you,” Ruth said, but she just stared at it until Diana shrugged.

			“Eat it,” she said. And Ruth took a bite. The bread was soft behind the thick crust, and the tuna was cold and salty. She ate while Diana looked her over, not realizing how hungry she had been. A few minutes of silence passed while Diana swirled some pollen that coated the surface of a small puddle in the stone next to her, and Ruth started wondering whether Diana had known she was coming.

			“My dad said you needed help for the summer,” Ruth said in between bites.

			Diana looked at her, her eyebrows crumpled together, exposing a long divot that ran down the center of her forehead.

			“Did he…forget to call and say I was coming?” Ruth asked.

			Had Diana just forgotten? Or had Joel never called to confirm? Ruth realized she was breathing fast, worried about going back home, until a look of recognition swept over Diana’s face.

			“Yes! An assistant!” she said. “Sorry. Things always start to fly out of my brain when I get busy…I’m working on the edits for this photo book and I’ve always hated the writing part of these things. Yes, of course, I knew you were coming today.”

			Ruth nodded and continued eating, feeling uncertain. Neither of them spoke. Ruth started to sense an awkwardness in the silence, and the thought that she was alone crept in on her, even as she sat next to Diana.

			“How long has it been since Maggie died?” Diana suddenly asked. Her voice was quiet, like she didn’t want to disturb Ruth.

			“Three months,” Ruth said. She was staring at the ground, feeling tears build within her.

			“Not very long,” Diana replied, her voice quieter than before.

			Ruth shook her head, looking at the grass as she let out a sob.

			“Oh no, no.” Diana scooted closer to Ruth. “It’s okay.” She took Ruth’s head in her hands rather abruptly and laid it against her thigh, stroking her wet hair. Ruth let herself be comforted by this stranger, the softness of Diana’s touch making Ruth’s throat thick. Joel’s attempts to console her never seemed to carry the same comfort. She cried for another minute and then sat up, wiping her eyes.

			“Sending you off like that—Oh, Joel,” Diana said, “what an asshole.”

			Ruth nodded. Diana was staring at her again, and Ruth got the sense that she was experiencing an intense emotion. Her face fell for only a second before lifting into a serene smile. “But I get it. He was probably right. It could be good for you—a change.” Diana grabbed Ruth’s empty plate, stood up, and opened the screen door. “Come on, I’ll show you your room,” she said before the door squealed shut behind her. Ruth stood, unfolding her legs, sore from biking. Wiping the rest of the tears away with the back of her hand, she peered through the screen door, the sunlit hallway visible behind it. Diana continued to talk to her from inside the house, and Ruth picked up only bits and pieces of what she was saying about photography, copyediting, and archives.

			Diana paused, then shouted out toward the yard: “Oh! My nephew Charlie comes to stay for a week in August. It’ll be a squeeze in here, but you’ll like him.”

			The heat had already partially dried Ruth’s wet clothes, and the sensation of the sun, warm against her back, comforted her like a hug. Music began playing inside the house. Diana did seem scatterbrained. Maybe she really had just forgotten. Another low breeze ran through the yard, and the leaves on the beech tree shook. Ruth smiled, and it felt good, like coming up for air.

			“You coming?” Diana called over the music.

			Opening the screen door, Ruth walked into the light of the hallway.
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				June 2023

			
		

	
		
			1

			 

			Ruth stared at her truck smoking in the sandy garage lot. The clouds were high and gray, and the wind coming off the ocean was unseasonably cold, rustling the branches of the privet bushes and the mulberry trees, all low and warped into odd angles from a life of trying to grow amid strong salt wind.

			Wrapping her large flannel shirt around her chest, Ruth held herself close. The mechanic, her dad’s friend Bill, approached her from inside the open shop door. A seagull circled and landed on the lip of the flat roof, seeming to look down at the barren scene, its eyes blank, its left foot broken, dangling midair.

			It didn’t feel like June—the gray sky, the thin air, the strong cold wind. Next door a construction crew was digging in a foundation, the ground ripped open, wet mud stuck to the claw of the excavator, the team nowhere around, everyone on break. The smell of the exposed earth hit Ruth, and she was brought back to her mother’s cold face unrecognizable in the coffin that Ruth helped to pick out. For the past ten years, the smell of defrosting earth and mud had reminded her of the smell that emanated from the grave as they lowered that wooden box into the newly opened ground, fresh grass starting to sprout around the head of the new tombstone and red-winged blackbirds trilling in the trees above.

			“She’s dead, right?” Ruth asked, shaking the memory and pointing at the truck.

			Bill sighed and stuffed his hands into the back pockets of his worn jeans. His look of pity made Ruth drop her hand from her eyes and wrap herself more tightly into her own arms.

			“Sorry, Ruth—totaled.”

			“Can I sell it to you for any parts?” she asked.

			“I can give you two hundred for it,” Bill said, and Ruth knew he was being generous, that it was worth nothing. There was a moment when her pride told her to call him on his bluff, but she paused when she thought about what little was left in her bank account. The flood of shame that followed made Ruth’s eyes drop to the ground.

			“You don’t have to do that,” she said, still hoping that he wouldn’t rescind the offer.

			“Don’t be silly,” Bill replied, walking into the shop toward the old cash register on the counter. “The tires are still good. Those will go for fifty each,” he said, approaching her with his arm outstretched and putting two hundred-dollar bills in her hand.

			Ruth looked at the bald tires. She imagined them collecting rainwater behind the building, added to the pyramid of rubber that had no use.

			“Did you see Joel before you came out?” Bill asked, and Ruth’s gaze dropped to the ground again. She knew that her father had always asked him to keep an eye on her while she was out on the island.

			“I didn’t,” she said. “It was a pretty abrupt move this year.”

			Bill’s look of pity returned, and she knew he was going to ask her about Diana, about what happened, and how she was holding up. All of Block Island would know by now, Ruth thought. Already, The New York Times had run a short death announcement noting Diana’s sudden passing, and her contributions to the fashion and photography world. Ruth had stopped reading after the first few words, unable to think about Diana in the past tense.

			

			—

			She had missed the calls the night before. It had been a busy shift at the bar in Maine where Ruth worked in the off-season, which she was glad about. She was leaving for the island at the end of the week and needed all the tips she could get, so she kept the bar open a little longer than usual, extending last call, hoping that the cash would fall more freely out of everyone’s wallets as they finally settled their tabs. It was one in the morning when she finally looked at her phone and saw all the missed calls, voicemails, and texts from Charlie, Diana’s nephew. Ruth closed the bar without cleaning, locked the door behind her, and listened to Charlie’s messages huddled next to the dark building, the wind making it hard to hear.

			“We’re at Rhode Island Hospital in Providence. Diana’s…Diana’s dying, Ruth. She had lung cancer…for a long time and it got bad and…They don’t know if she’s going to make it through the night, and you need to come. You need to come now.”

			Ruth ran the short distance from the bar to her apartment, threw her clothes into trash bags, tossed them into the bed of her truck, and started driving south in the darkness without telling her roommate she was leaving. Watching the sun come up over the highway, she stopped only for gas and large cups of coffee that made her breath and stomach sour.

			While she drove, she tried to understand what Charlie’s messages meant and tried to focus on the road through her panic. Diana had been sick—lung cancer. She had known for a long time. Ruth ran through the past year in her mind, trying to catalogue the moments when she should have known, whether it had been obvious and she had missed it.

			The first time Ruth had noticed Diana’s wheezing cough was this past Christmas, when Diana had called to wish her a happy holiday. They’d ended up fighting, and the anger had driven any concern from Ruth’s mind. But the last time they’d spoken, only a month ago, Diana had still been coughing, though she brushed it off as a cold, said she was taking care of herself.

			Ruth was replaying the phone call, her foot weighing heavy on the gas pedal, the truck groaning to accelerate the last hour to the hospital, when Charlie called again to tell her that Diana had passed.

			He was crying and Ruth held the phone in her lap, listening to the sound of him sob close to the receiver. Ruth hadn’t made it in time. She let him cry, focused on the beeping of the monitors in the background, and said nothing. A feeling was growing in her, one that made her clench the steering wheel so that even in the darkness she could see the whites of her knuckles.

			When Charlie hung up, Ruth kept driving. The walls of the cab seemed to tighten around her, the guardrail to her left feeling so close that her wheel would clip it at any second.

			She hated herself in that moment for ever forgetting that she was alone. Then she hated herself for the self-pity. She hated herself most for not being there.

			She kept driving, headed to Galilee.

			When she arrived to catch the first ferry to Block Island, she ignored the familiar harbor, the faded and stained fishing boats that sandwiched the ferry, the circling birds, the abandoned Lighthouse Inn across the street, splattered in seagull shit.

			Once Ruth backed the truck up the ramp and into the hull of the Carol Jean ferryboat, she turned off the engine, smelling exhaust, and listened to the reverberating din of cars and people echoing off the heavy metal hull. Ruth was loosely aware of the numbing haze she was in, could feel somewhere in the back of her mind how she was dissociating, pulling the knowledge of Diana’s death away from herself, until she was left with only a thrumming tightness in her chest, one she was familiar with, one that she could handle.

			A couple backed their vintage Land Rover up in front of Ruth’s truck, their golden retriever sitting between them in the narrow cab. As they got out, Ruth admired their clean woolen sweaters, their pressed pants, their stylish eyeglasses. It was an easy affluence she should be used to by now, a quieter wealth that came from generations of security, of beautiful homes in coveted places, of grandmothers passing on tasteful furniture, solid gold earrings, property in Europe. There were many people on the island who looked like this, coming and going for weekends and holidays, trekking out to houses on the far west of the island, secluded from town. She had catered their parties over the years, passed trays at Fourth of July and Memorial Day celebrations, while friends of hers plucked the standup bass or shucked oysters on the pristine deck. These were the only times that Ruth felt unwelcome on the island, shooed off the properties as soon as she got paid, her bike rattling as she cruised back toward the noise of town, back toward the boarding houses for the summer employees, toward the raucous bars and boats.

			Ruth was still staring as the couple led their dog toward the stairs and up onto the deck. After the ferry horn blared and she felt the boat jolt away from the dock, she let herself drift into a light sleep, the early morning highway lanes she’d sped through still burned into her mind’s eye.

			When she arrived on the island, she drove up the hill from the ferry ramp. The National Hotel stood large, white, and empty in the late spring morning. She made it the half mile out of town and onto the dirt driveway of her usual summer housing, a small, uninsulated cottage that was still boarded up for the winter, before the truck started to smoke. At first Ruth wondered if she was seeing things, but the gray fumes eked out the edges of the white hood as if it were a candle whose flame had just been extinguished, growing thicker and twisting in the wind. The smell of spent engine oil was sharp against the cool spring air.

			The smoking truck provoked nothing in Ruth. She had pulled out the few trash bags filled with her things and placed them on the porch of the cottage, then called Bill and sat waiting for his tow truck to arrive.

			Now, Ruth came back to Bill’s face and the pity money in her hands.

			“Thanks, Bill,” she said.

			Fear ran through her, looking at the truck. It had been the only thing she really owned, the most expensive object to her name, and now she put the two hundred dollars in her pocket, knowing it hadn’t even been worth that.

			Opening the driver’s side door, she reached past the shells and dried flowers she kept in the cupholder to grab the journal Diana had given her out of the glove compartment. She started walking toward town, waving to Bill over her shoulder. She needed to keep moving.

			There had once been a time when Ruth considered herself a writer. The school psychologist she was ordered to see after her mother died required her to journal, and Ruth continued doing it after the sessions ended. It never helped lessen her grief, as they suggested it might, but rather acted as a distraction, a filtering of her thoughts and observations onto the page.

			She felt a sense of relief when she wrote things down—the way dirty snow looked on the side of the road, a man’s shoe untied in the grocery line, the smell of the harbor when she walked home from school. Life felt more real when she could categorize it, put careful words to it, and read about it on the page. It was still something she found herself doing, mentally listing her surroundings, picking out the smallest detail and holding it in her mind, even if those thoughts didn’t make it to paper anymore.

			Diana had encouraged her, left books in her room that Ruth consumed, authors like Annie Dillard, Toni Morrison, Joan Didion, and Patti Smith. Whenever Diana introduced Ruth to someone new in town, she told them Ruth was a writer. Diana made sure Ruth always had a fresh journal and time set aside from their workdays for Ruth to spend on her own pursuits.

			Now, Ruth looked down at the journal in her hand. Diana had gotten it for her as a birthday gift last year, and since then Ruth had barely opened it. She hadn’t written anything worthwhile in years. Walking back toward town along empty streets, she tried to distract herself by thinking about where all her friends might be—the Costa Rica crowd, the St. John people, all traveling to other islands once the restaurants they worked at on Block Island closed for the season. October through April the island shrank down to a skeleton crew of only a thousand. Through the winter, those few remained to run things—the school, the health clinic, the library—as the sea brush stood ragged, flattened by snow and ice, and the winter wind ran over the once green hills, and the ocean’s frozen waves broke against the shore. But it was June. People should be here by now.

			Five years ago, after Ruth had graduated college, she spent the summer with Diana, just as she had for the four summers before that. But in the fall, without a plan to use her degree, she had to return to Joel’s house. After she spent a bleak winter at home working shifts at the diner again and trying to save up money for a car, Ruth considered following those friends to the Caribbean, chasing the warmth. She had never traveled more than a few states over, and she didn’t really have the desire to be so far from home, but she didn’t know what else to do, where else to go. And when she had suggested trying to live on Block Island over the winter, Diana shot her down.

			“What’re you going to do?” Diana had asked. “Hang out with me here all winter? No, you’ll get sick of me. You should move somewhere cold, somewhere where you can hibernate and focus on your writing, free from distractions—like Maine or something.”

			Ruth didn’t feel pulled in either direction, but one day she found herself telling one of her regulars at the diner about maybe moving to Maine, and he said he had a friend who ran a bar in a small navy town. He could get her a job if she wanted.

			So Ruth went. She liked the crowd at the navy bar. They reminded her of the fishermen on Block Island—the same red, chapped faces, the same gruff New England grit. It suited her. There was always short-term housing in a month-to-month rental place near the naval shipyard, which she took, usually with a random roommate.

			Thinking about it now, Ruth was shocked that she had spent five winters there. She had never meant to, but it was as if inertia took over, and then when Covid happened, and restaurant jobs became scarce, it felt as if she were stuck in the routine. Those years all felt like a blur to her, leaving Block Island and driving up to Maine where her other job was waiting for her, the seasons switching over, Ruth swapping one life for another. She had thought it was all temporary. And that was the point—that she could always change her plans if something better came along.

			The wind blew down the road and Ruth shielded her eyes from the sand it kicked up. She became uneasy thinking about what was temporary and what was starting to feel permanent, what cycles she could and couldn’t break.

			Ruth quickened her pace past the Catholic church, stark and lonely on its lawn, past sun-bleached flyers for multimillion-dollar homes in the windows of the real estate offices. She was heading to the rental place, hoping she could buy an old bike. A fleet of scuffed mopeds and bikes was pushed together so their handlebars looked tangled, the gears and the metal clumping together in a singular mass. The kid who worked there was huddled inside a small wooden hut out front.

			“Anybody renting today?” Ruth asked.

			“Nah,” the kid replied, watching the soccer game playing on his phone, which was propped against the cash box. “It’s too early.”

			For sixty dollars she purchased a rusted used bike with a wire basket they had in the back. It looked like it had been left outside all winter. She watched the kid’s hands shake as he took the cash and handed her the change. The sun was growing weaker, and Ruth was surprised that it was so late in the day already.

			As she pedaled past the statue of Rebecca standing tall in the traffic circle, Ruth almost stopped, her heart pounding. Looking up at the woman cast in white, Ruth heard Diana’s voice echo in her ear over the grumble of her old truck as they cruised down into town.

			“Tip your hat to our lady of sobriety,” Diana said, nodding her head in reverence to Rebecca.

			The statue had originally been a fountain, put in during the 1800s to curb alcohol consumption on the island, a fact Diana had always repeated to visitors. She would tell them about volunteering with the Historical Society to restore the statue, how they had found grapes and leaves in Rebecca’s hair. They decided that the woman in the statue might also be a Greek cupbearer of wine to the gods, mixing the message of sobriety and consumption.

			“She’s lived many lives,” Diana would say. “A complex woman, like me.” Diana had been sober for as long as Ruth knew her.

			Ruth pedaled out of town. The wind was blowing back against her face, and her exposed fingers grew red and stiff as she huffed up the hill, the gears on the bike cracking in rusty complaint. It had been a long time since Ruth had ridden a bike up to Diana’s house, and she felt the cigarettes she had been smoking all winter in her shortness of breath. By the time she crested the hill across from the island airport, she was sweating. Small Cessnas lined the thin tarmac, and a bright yellow plane taxied in the distance, preparing to take off. Ruth wobbled off to the side of the road to catch her breath and watched as the propellers gained speed and the plane moved forward, rolling toward her until its wheels lifted off the ground and it teetered loudly into the sky. A deer’s head popped up from the freshly green bramble in the woods beside her, and both the deer and Ruth looked up and listened to the loud buzz the plane made as it arched overhead. It was shrinking into the blue before she continued biking.

			When Ruth reached the familiar turnoff for the driveway, the tires whispered as they rolled over the packed-dirt road. The privet bushes came into view, and Ruth stopped just outside of the tall archway they produced, a small gap in the bushes showing Diana’s front stoop. Getting off her bike, Ruth stepped over a few fallen leaves, still there from winter, and into Diana’s hidden yard.

			Blowing hot air into her hands, she grabbed her journal from the basket of her bike, rested the bike on the ground, and walked up the grassy slope in front of her. The leaves on the large beech tree were new, still glossy, the red buds strewn across the base of the tree like a rash. The short, revived grass that covered the small yard was soft and green. Sitting, Ruth felt the damp earth underneath her and smelled the cool soil.

			Looking at the empty house, Ruth’s emptiness echoed back to it, the gaps in between the new leaves and the long branches of the beech tree showing the light of the already fading sky, her too-thin flannel letting the sweat she had worked up on the bike ride catch the cold air. She blew more hot breath into her hands, and she thought of all of the summers she spent living with Diana—the dinners they ate under the tree, the afternoons spent working in the garden, and the long hours in the office.

			Ruth had considered Diana to be her closest living family.

			Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and pulling it out she saw a message from her best friend, Lucy, pop up on the screen.

			Call me

			Ignoring the text, Ruth opened her journal to where a pen was lodged inside, acting as a bookmark.

			She couldn’t look at the empty page without thinking of their fight, of Diana’s words, of the snow on the windowsill, of her coughing on the phone, and she wanted to throw the journal into the woods, wanted to roll over and scream into the grass.

			She picked up the pen, her red knuckles hovering over the blank page, and realized how empty her brain was, a startling hollow sensation ringing throughout her body. She felt like she might cry. Diana’s searing words played in her head again, and she was filled with an itching shame—a feeling she didn’t know what to do with. What had she been doing all this time?

			The feeling mounted, about to take Ruth over, but then her phone buzzed against the ground. Looking down at the cracked screen, she saw an incoming call from Charlie.

			She watched the phone for a moment before picking it up.

			“Hi,” she said.

			“How are you?” Charlie asked. His voice was rough and familiar. It sounded like he had been crying all night.

			How was she? For the first time since she had stopped driving, Ruth tried to take stock of herself. She thought about the smoking truck in the parking lot. She thought about the shots of bourbon she had been taking at work each night over the winter—one at eight-thirty, one at close, one while counting her tips behind the bar. She thought about the cigarettes she often smoked out back in the kitchen doorway, under the stairs—snow falling outside. She thought about shivering on the walk home to her dumpy winter rental. She thought about sitting in the hot shower, watching her skin turn red so she didn’t have to turn up the expensive electric heat.

			Winters were lost time, Ruth always felt. Usually, she just needed to make it to June—make it back to the island, and her life would start up again as the days grew longer and the leaves unfurled from the branches green and ready for sun. But she was here, and it was June, and it still felt like lost time.

			Despite her numbing haze, the realization that Diana wouldn’t be on the island, that she wasn’t here or anywhere, sank into Ruth’s chest. When she thought of Diana sick in the hospital, of her dying without saying goodbye, of their fight, Ruth’s anger at herself overtook everything. She stared at the empty house, the dissonance of her thoughts and the landscape disorienting her.

			“Ruth?” Charlie asked again.

			“I wasn’t there,” Ruth said instead of answering his question. As she spoke, the truth of it overwhelmed her. She felt robbed. There would be no goodbye, and there could have been. Diana had known she was dying. What she didn’t want to consider, what she wasn’t allowing herself to think of, was that maybe Diana didn’t tell her sooner because she was still angry with Ruth—that maybe they hadn’t been as close as she had thought.

			“I know,” Charlie said. “I’m sorry.”

			Ruth didn’t respond. She was trying and failing to imagine Diana under the fluorescent lights of a hospital, wearing a papery patient gown. The last time she had seen her, the early October island sun had illuminated her face as she waved goodbye to Ruth from the ferry dock, her big straw hat looking more and more like a halo the farther the boat got from land.

			“Why didn’t she tell anyone?”

			“I don’t know,” Charlie said.

			The question hung between them.

			“Where are you?” Charlie asked.

			Ruth didn’t want to tell Charlie she was at the house, that she was alone. She couldn’t remember the last time she saw him on the island, and in that moment she missed him deeply. He was the only one who understood everything, who knew Ruth, who had known Diana. She imagined he was sitting next to her in the grass, that she could put her head on his shoulder.

			Staring at the closed-up house, the hollow feeling consumed her again, and suddenly the past ten years felt blown apart and paved over, as if there had been nothing there, and she was once again seventeen, on the island for the first time after her mother had just died, and she was rotten with grief, waiting for someone to help pull her out of it.

			Listening to Charlie’s breath on the other line, hearing the concern for her in his voice as he asked her where she was, images she hadn’t thought of in years came to Ruth—the two of them running like children through the forest trails, seagrass stirring as their legs passed by. Rolling in the hot sand, their young skin sunburned along the edges of their bathing suits. She could still feel the cold smack of the ocean as they jumped over waves together, their bodies nearly touching in the briny water, could see the sun hitting Charlie’s dark hair.

			She had a deep, intense yearning for that feeling, for that lightness. She wanted to feel that way again.

			When Charlie had come to the island that first summer, in August, she was surprised by how well they fit together, their conversation so light and so easy. They spent whole days by each other’s side, time passing without thought so that when the sun began to set, Ruth was always caught off guard at another day gone. As she lay in her bed, Charlie down the hall, her heart felt swollen and heavy as the nights ticked down until he would be back on the ferry, back to his life. Ruth thought it was impossible that he was interested in her as more than a friend—he was older, in college—but she still wanted him, still wondered. He paid attention to her in ways that made her feel seen for the first time in her life, looked at her in a way she had never been looked at before. And the first time he kissed her, Ruth knew that he had felt it all too. She realized after he left that first summer that she loved him, wrote it in her journal, felt it like a pleasurable ache in her stomach.

			Sitting in the grass now, listening to his breath on the line, Ruth understood more deeply something she had thought many times before—their relationship was a smattering of almosts. Things said that almost meant more but were never fully discussed—momentum gained and lost each time he visited, each time one of them overcame the time spent apart and made a bid for connection over the years. Moments that Ruth felt on a deep level, but didn’t have the confidence or the words to know what to do with, to pursue further. The lurking end of the summer always stood between them, the different lives they returned to in the fall keeping them from doing anything about it, asking for anything more. They had been so young, Ruth thought now. One of them always fumbled it as Charlie’s departure date arrived—pulled away or said the wrong thing.

			They came close, they told each other snippets of thoughts that contained the sense that there was something more there, but never the whole truth. The fourth summer he visited, he took her out to dinner, a real date, on the island, and Ruth crumbled under the pressure of it. She was quiet and uncomfortable in the restaurant, the way he was looking to her to be her normal self stuck in her mind. She didn’t know what to do or how to act in this new setting, and kept thinking about how much the dinner would cost, worried about how much cash she had on her. She wanted it to go well but every time she thought about what would happen, what it meant, she thought of her life in the winter, so different from his, and she shut down more and more. She still thought about that date and shivered from embarrassment.

			He started working at a big accounting firm that winter and stopped coming out to the island for a full week after that, saying he needed to put in his time. He and Ruth didn’t speak for nearly a year, until August, on the day he was normally to arrive on the island, when Ruth impulsively called him. She had been sitting in Diana’s yard, looking up at the beech tree, and the need to hear his voice was so strong that she didn’t think about how embarrassed she had been, how much she had screwed it up—she just dialed.

			They started calling each other regularly after that, talking for hours on the phone, their relationship picking back up again and forming into something else—something different, but still undefined.

			Ruth would listen to Charlie talk about everything: his accounting job, the recreational soccer league he played on, his dreams of buying a house up in the woods of New Hampshire someday. She would tell him about her co-workers at the restaurant, the hike she took with Diana, a book she was reading, and he would ask her to send it to him when she was done.

			Their ease and familiarity returned to them—the conversations a salve to Ruth. She could immerse herself into Charlie’s life through his words as he painted a picture in her mind’s eye—him walking down a busy Boston street on the way home from work, the buildings close together, the traffic loud and close. She could hear his key turn in the lock when he got home, the echo of the stairway up to his one-bedroom apartment, and she imagined she could see the old wood that she heard creak under each step as if she were with him, walking upstairs after a long day. Whenever they hung up, Ruth was surprised to find herself in her room in Maine, or wherever she was—the walls, the sounds around her all seeming foreign.

			“An emotional affair,” Lucy had said once about it.

			“It’s not an affair if we’re not in relationships,” Ruth replied.

			“You don’t know he’s not,” Lucy answered.

			It was true. For all the time they spent on the phone, as if it were an unspoken rule, Charlie would never ask Ruth if she was seeing someone, and Ruth would never ask Charlie. To Ruth, it didn’t matter. She had lived such a bifurcated life for so long that sometimes she forgot it was not the same for other people. It made sense that Charlie could mean so much to her in her summer world, over the phone, in their conversations, and not in her day-to-day life. For a long time, what happened after they hung up didn’t concern her. She had no illusions that she could keep him, told herself that nothing was really going on during those hours that they talked, and so jealousy, even curiosity, wasn’t on her mind.

			Now, as she held the phone to her ear, she tried to put a name to what they were. He was the person closest to her in the world now that Diana was gone, but what were they, really? He felt too important, too close to call only a friend.

			A few years ago, Ruth had slipped on the ice walking home from work and broke her wrist. She had sent him a picture of her cast, asking him to sign it as a joke, and he drove up to Maine the next day to check in on her, to keep her company, showing up at her door with a Sharpie in hand.

			Ruth remembered sitting next to him in bed at the hotel he’d booked, wrapped in a plush bathrobe, the painkillers kicking in, making her feel foggy-brained and dragging her toward unconsciousness. She remembered telling him she didn’t want to sleep yet, reaching for his hand, falling asleep on his chest, listening to him breathe. In the morning, she felt embarrassed and overexposed and couldn’t meet his eyes for long.

			Growing up, Ruth had often felt like a sieve, her thoughts and feelings bleeding out of her so that they never seemed like just her own. Always, her mom seemed to know what she was feeling before she had even put it into words, sensing when Ruth was sad or angry before she had processed the emotion herself.

			When Maggie got sick, Ruth became more aware of this, saw how her pain was hurting her mother—concern littered across her face. So Ruth became conscious of keeping her emotions to herself, of trying to stop the bleeding as she sat in the doctors’ offices with her mom, hiding behind her note-taking, shutting her own feelings down, keeping her presence steady for Maggie, making sure she was something solid to lean on.

			She had wondered how Charlie didn’t know what she felt that night. It was so obvious to her. But now, sitting here, she considered for the first time that maybe it was because she wasn’t a sieve anymore, that she had gotten too good at hiding what she was thinking, that in protecting herself she stopped showing the truth.

			Staring at the house now, she saw herself and Charlie everywhere—giggling on the rooftop after having climbed out the window to watch fireflies, trying to throw rope over the lowest tree branch to make a swing, laughing with Diana at the patio table over coffee.

			Ruth was struck then by the thought that she might lose Charlie too, that she had been lying to herself all these years when she thought nothing was going on, had been shielding herself from the permanence of actually reaching for Charlie—fearful that if she did reach for him he would be gone for good. She had been content to live in the almost if it meant not losing him.

			Ruth wondered what they had been doing all this time, if she had made a mistake, if it wasn’t blindly obvious that Charlie had always been her home, what she wanted, where she was the most comfortable, the most herself. As the thought bloomed in her mind, she found herself unable to speak. She was overwhelmed by a strong sense that everything was slipping out of her life, that she needed to grasp everyone around her tightly. Living in the almost felt in that moment like it was suffocating her, like she was in a box she had put herself in, and more than anything she wanted to get out. She needed to get out.

			She realized that the last time she had called Charlie, months before Diana died, he hadn’t answered, and the feeling of being trapped became frantic. The thought that she had suppressed her feelings for Charlie as the years passed, that she had never said out loud what he meant to her, had never told him she loved him, was crushing. She couldn’t remember the last time she had said it to Diana either. What a waste of time.

			“When will I see you?” was all she could muster, the words breathless as they left her lips, her mind full and racing.

			“I’ll be out for Diana’s funeral,” he said. “I think it will be the last week in June—on her birthday.”

			“Okay.”

			“I’ll call you, okay?”

			“Okay.”

			Hanging up, Ruth looked around at the bare trees, the outline of spring birds flying against the fading red of the sunset.

			In the reverberating silence, Ruth focused on the sensation she wanted, the image of resting her head on his shoulder. Her feelings for Charlie filled her with a force that shocked her, taking the space of the numbness that had held her all day. She thought again of them laughing in their hotel robes that night, how after he left everyone had felt like a stranger, how often she had looked at his signature on her cast until they sawed it off, the message splitting in two—Watch your step, you maniac, love Charlie

			Ruth would tell him she loved him when she saw him.

			As soon as she made up her mind, she was filled with a startling sense of urgency, and she wondered if she could handle what would happen after, then stopped. She just needed to tell him. She wanted him to know.

			Ruth had thought that being on the island would make her calmer—the familiar landscape soothing, the way she felt hidden here, like she could duck around a corner into the woods and disappear for however long she wanted, and she’d come out the same age, time standing still, like a character in a book. Lying down, Ruth felt like she was blending into the ground as she watched plane after plane fly over her, the sky darkening and the cold returning to her fingertips, to the ends of her toes, the dampness of the earth seeping into her clothes, and she had the sense that her edges were receding, the outline of her figure growing smaller, like a discarded Russian doll. A few times she thought she should leave but couldn’t bring herself to move. She stayed until she saw her breath condense above her, until she saw stars.
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