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IN THE BEGINNING

 


It was quiet when she awoke. Beside her lay
rocks, above her the darkness. She tried to remember what had
happened, but there was only a confusion of voices and the feeling
of sinking down, down, down.

Eventually she gave up trying and let the
water rush over her. The tide flowed in and out and the salt and
the sea and the sun and the fish ate away at her body and her hair.
Her dress, her shoes, her petticoat – gone. Round and round she
rolled on the seafloor until the blush on her cheeks turned to
bone.

 


*****

 



CHAPTER ONE

Katharine

 


The breeze blew fair from the ocean and
lifted the swallow high into the air. With a joyous surge, he
dipped down towards the Cape on the edge of the Atlantic, towards
the little knob of land sticking out into the vast blue.

With his heart drumming he chased the
seagulls through a bustling fishing port, racing past the rigging
of the schooners, tailing the shadows of the fish in the sunlit
water beneath him. Then up he rose, skimming over the tops of the
trees, zigzagging his way over yellow dirt roads.

Now a village appeared, clustered on a small
peninsula between a cove and the great northern bay. Circling low
over a white crescent moon of a beach, over the warm brown backs of
cows in a pasture, he raced up the face of a boulder and launched
himself towards the June sun. Far below him, he could see the
squares of grey shingle roofs, a horse and wagon trotting across a
wooden bridge, and a sloop on the river.

Down he went again, down towards the thin
blue cove that had eaten its way into the land, down towards the
ripe smell of seaweed and muck and mire. Dancing his way around the
blocky granite wharves, he tilted his wings in homage to the old
man rowing his dory towards home.

Ding ding! rang the bell of the trolley as he
sliced across the cove, and riding on its cheerful sound he banked
upwards towards the tall white house that stood sentinel near the
bridge. Indeed, he was almost upon it when he glimpsed a pale face
in the window of the third floor. Blink! went the eyes and he dived
away in fright.

"A swallow, Sally. Mother would say that one
swallow does not a summer make, but what does she know? I'm
surprised she doesn't stick a knitting needle in her ear to scratch
her brain, since all she could think of this morning was woolen
petticoats."

Katharine turned from the window and smiled
down at Sally. Lying awkwardly with her back on a belt buckle, her
thick brown hair knotted and her dress crumpled above her knees,
Sally's smile was more insincere.

"And I suppose you think your jokes are
better?" Katharine grinned and then sighed. "I guess that wouldn't
be hard. In any case, we're not interested in what mother thinks,
are we? Freedom, Sally. That's what this summer means. Come and
look."

Gently Katharine lifted the porcelain doll
from the top of her travel bag, smoothed her dress, and propped her
up on the pineapple knobbed bed so she could look out the
window.

"You see that cove? You see that harbor? It's
our last chance, Sally. We only have two months."

'Two months,' Katharine repeated to herself
as she idly stroked Sally's hair. It wasn't much time. All through
the winter she had lugged her ink and schoolbooks to dark
classrooms, squeezed her legs into heavy damp stockings, and
jostled with smoky, sweat-stained crowds in the hopes of this day.
It hardly seemed possible that they had actually made it, had taken
the long train ride north this morning and left the low-throated
roar of the city far behind.

"Yet here we are, Sally. In a bedroom with
far too many doilies in it, in a rich person's house with fresh
white paint, in a village called Wanasquam with hotels and
shipwrecks and sailing and dancing in the moonlight."

At least, that's what she had been promised,
she thought ruefully, standing up to wash her face at the basin.
Her father had an unfortunate habit of sometimes allowing facts to
swell like toads into bloated fantasies. Yet there was the
diamond-lit cove as he had said, and here she was, so maybe if she
was very careful not to pinch herself she could stand in this
bright patch of happiness for the entire summer.

And after this summer of 1900? With another
city, and another school, and another tiny apartment with John in
the way everywhere she turned? Could she endure it all, what with
this strange, fierce churning desire building up inside of her and
threatening to explode like a hurricane? Katharine stared hard at
herself in the mirror above the bureau.

"I'm not going to think about it. Not here.
There's something in the wind, Sally, you can almost taste it. It
tastes like salt and storms and gold. And it's waiting for us,
Sally, it's just waiting."

Lunging across the room, Katharine scooped up
Sally in her damp hands, sending a dirty shower of water over the
white linen bedspread. Storming through the door, she clattered
down the steep stairs that led to her room in the garret, past
John's room with the rocking chair by the bed, and then again down
another flight to the front hall.

"And where do you think you're going?"

Katharine paused. Her mother stood in the
doorway of the parlor. Katharine could see John on a window seat
behind her, a blanket thrown over his lap. An orchard of gnarled
and misshapen apple trees, their branches heavy with unripe fruit,
framed his blond spiky hair.

"Out."

"Out?" Her mother raised an eyebrow.

She shrugged her shoulders.

"Just out."

"Come in here please, Katharine."

The wind in her lungs rushed out. Dutifully,
she and Sally followed the tall back of her mother into the parlor.
A musty odor rose from the battered leather of the books that lined
the cases beside the fireplace. Above the mantel, in a faded
painting, a ship was heeling over in a gale.

"Girls of twelve do not go 'just out,' even
in country villages."

"Why not?"

Katharine heard John snort. Her mother said
nothing, only tilted her head warningly to the side.

"Katharine, I know this is a big treat for us
all, to get away from Boston, but that doesn't mean that we can run
wailing like banshees through the woods. People are very
respectable here, and they'll expect us to be the same. Girls
aren't supposed to go roaming around by themselves in a strange
place. Something might happen."

"If only it would!"

"Katharine!" her mother said sharply. "You
don't know what you're talking about. You're not a little child
anymore, despite your strange devotion to that doll. There are
risks."

"Risks! She'd have me stuck in that attic
until I'm twenty," Katharine shouted soundlessly at Sally. "Why not
send up my food with rope and bucket?"

"In any case," her mother sighed, "this house
is far too big for me to handle by myself. I'm going to need your
help with the cooking and the washing or we'll never survive."

"It's not fair," Katharine said before she
could stop herself. "This is supposed to be a holiday."

"Women don't have holidays," her mother
retorted. "They have schedules."

"You know, there may be some ways to shorten
the chores," John piped up from his perch. "I was reading about the
Romans and their construction of aqueducts. Everybody had a certain
task…"

"Fat lot of good your Romans will do us when
all you do is sit there like the Pope himself."

"Katharine!" Her mother looked so shocked and
furious that for one brief moment Katharine thought she was about
to be slapped. Perhaps she would have been, if John had not chucked
his book. It flew awkwardly through the air, glancing off her
mother's skirt and hitting Katharine squarely in the shin. A
lightning bolt of pain shot up her leg, but she grimaced and held
on to Sally tightly. I will not let him see me cry, she vowed
silently.

"Well now, are all my pretty ones enjoying
their grand new abode?"

In came her father in a swirl of dust and
pollen, his browned hands extending to embrace the room. He seemed
completely unaware of the silence that greeted him.

"Can you believe it, bonny Kate? What color,
what air! We'll trip the light fantastic on the shore and chase the
mermaids to their caves. We'll beard the whale 'til he tells us a
tale and dig for gold near the pirate's grave. And when we're tired
and the sun is low, we'll come home to nest like the robins, all
cozy in our soft feather beds."

"Where have you been?" her mother asked him
tersely.

"I was visiting the necessaries, as the poets
so aptly put it. The outhouse is down those stone steps out the
back, in case you were wondering, and it has a stunning vista of
the cove. Really, they do put their backs into making everything
picturesque up here."

"Amazing what you can do with help."

Her father wrinkled his forehead.

"Have I interrupted something?"

"Oh, nothing at all," her mother said,
leaning down to pick up the book from where it had fallen. "Just a
resumption of the Civil War. All we need is Sherman marching
through the front hall and life will be complete."

Her father frowned and laid a hand on
Katharine's shoulder. Tucking herself into the shadow of his
paint-spattered trouser leg, she caught its comfortable scent of
turpentine.

"Jack the Knave and Kate the cursed, is it?
Well, why don't Katie and I make ourselves scarce for a while so as
to avoid bloodshed? Let us go hunting and gathering, shall we, and
seek out sustenance and what not for the mater familias? I saw a
fish market, Cecily, down the road a wee piece that might have some
lovely fresh cod."

There was another long pause. Going out with
her father was a treat, certainly, but Katharine found herself
wishing that Sally and she could have gone alone. Her legs twitched
with the desire to run.

The cry of a gull cracked through the silence
and she looked up at the open window. John was watching her with
his strange marbled milky blue eyes. He sat so still he could have
been carved from rock.

"She should be learning how to prepare it,
not buy it, Robert."

"For heaven's sakes, Cecily, we're not going
to Timbuktu. We'll be back home in a jiffy."

"Back at the Winslows' home," her mother
corrected.

"In any case, it's summer," her father said,
turning his back on her mother and tugging Katharine into the hall.
"I think we should let her have her fun. Katharine's not a boring
old coot like you and me, not yet. All pretty girls should be
allowed to enjoy their holidays. It's in the Constitution," he
added over his shoulder, rummaging around in the corner under the
stairs for a walking stick.

"She'll have to help when she comes back,"
her mother warned, standing in front of the door. "And she has to
wear her hat."

"Fine, fine." Her father beamed and took
Katharine's free hand. Katharine gave him a reassuring squeeze.

"And don't let her get too near to the cove
or the harbor. I'm sure it's quite full of rubbish and nasty
outpourings and all sorts of horrible diseases. You could certainly
smell it from the jungle you call a yard."

"Fine, fine. No playing in mud."

"And, Katharine, I'll take Sally." Her mother
held out a hand. Katharine pulled Sally back protectively. "Do you
want her beautiful dress and hair to be all dirty while you two
romp around? Well-behaved dolls belong in houses."

"I'm sorry, Sally," Katharine whispered
sympathetically as she handed her over to her mother. "I'll tell
you all about it when I come home."

Her mother took Sally carefully and stood
aside. Giving a small chuckle of joy, her father bounded out to the
porch. They were just about at the gate in the picket fence when
her mother called out,

"Katharine! Perhaps one day when your
father's painting, you and John and I can go to the beach and try
paddling in the sea. I used to know how to do it very well when I
was a girl."

Katharine looked at her mother standing in
the dark under the porch roof, with her coarse curly hair pulled
back tight against her temples and her hand gripping Sally by the
waist, and gave her falsest of smiles back in return.

"Come on, Kate the Late," her father called
out, and Katharine turned on her heel and ran into the road.

 


*****

 



CHAPTER ONE

Paulie

 


A group of teenagers had gathered on the
Wanasquam footbridge in their bathing suits. Paulie, coming down
the rise from where her mother had dropped her off on her way to
work, froze mid-trudge.

There were seven in total. Three girls sat on
the sides chatting, while four boys, shoulder blades jutting out
beneath their tanned skin, clambered around on the town dock and
ladder. Paulie watched in admiration as the girls on the bridge
casually called down to the boys in the harbor below, teasing them
about their wacky jumps and poor landings.

A boy with raven hair came bounding up the
gangway, climbed on the railing, and grabbed the hand of one of the
girls. As she gave a shriek, they both fell into the water, limbs
flapping like clumsy wings. When they emerged, the girl splashed
water at the boy's face and he chased her good-naturedly to the
ladder.

Charging across the bridge, Paulie kept her
face down as she passed them, ignoring the water drops glistening
on their skin and keeping her eye on the cove to her right. She
felt them swiveling to look at her.

When she reached the end, she heard a burst
of laughter and turned around. A boy was waddling like a duck
towards her, his feet splayed outwards and his arms moving like a
toy soldier's. After a moment Paulie realized sickeningly that he
was mocking her. Hastily, she tugged the tails of her t-shirt over
her shorts and walked away, keeping her feet firmly forward.

'Stupid Nan,' Paulie muttered fiercely to
herself as she climbed the hill past the white clapboard houses
with their grey shingled roofs. Did she have to live in a stupid,
cutesie New England village complete with stupid white picket
fences and all these stupid rich kids on their summer vacations?
Why couldn't she live in Rye like her, like normal people, where
there was trash on the streets and the lobster boats actually came
in with lobster?

And stupid Mom too. Did she have to start
working every Saturday at the supermarket when she spent her whole
week on her feet at the hospital? And why did she, Paulie, have to
go to Nan's in the first place? She was twelve. Wasn't she old
enough to look after herself in the apartment?

And why, oh, why, did her mother have to be
friends with a stupid, stupid wacko, who was hardly able to take
care of herself, let alone act like the grown-up she was supposed
to be?

At the top of the hill, Paulie stomped her
foot in turn at the sedate village hall and the old schoolhouse
with its bell tower. 'Dumb house,' she thought, as she passed the
giant three-story house that stood guard over the corner of Lindsay
Street. 'I can't believe I have to look at you every Saturday for a
whole year.'

It was funny, she considered more ruefully,
passing a golden garden of late August blossoms, that she dreaded
things so much this year. Last spring she hadn't minded visiting
Nan in Wanasquam, but over the past few months she had begun to
feel so god-awful bored. She was tired of it all, tired of being
twelve and tired of summer and tired of this place. All she felt
like doing was locking herself in a cool, quiet room and not doing
anything, not even moving. Just lying there, in the dark,
alone.

Scuffing at the ground with the backs of her
sneakers, she turned to walk down the path that led to Nan's house
on the cove. Past the potted shrub that had been sculpted in the
shape of a rooster and the iron weathervane of a ship impaled in
the lawn, past the vegetable patch waiting for the hot noonday sun
and the shed of virulent orange-red. As she reached the front door,
Lady Godiva, Nan's overweight golden retriever, raised her head
from a plastic bag of manure in greeting.

"Hiya Paulie." Nan opened the door dressed in
her bathrobe and slippers and carrying an enormous Chinese fan. "Do
you like it?" She fluttered the fan in front of her nose. "I found
it in a box upstairs. I thought we could act like Chinese
princesses this morning – but without the sanctioned torture of
feet binding, of course. I have enough trouble fitting into high
heels. Come in, come in, I have something that I want you to
try."

Paulie bit her tongue and tromped into the
hallway.

"Mom says she's sorry she couldn't come in
this morning but will stop by this afternoon."

"Hmmm?" Nan said from the kitchen, as she
rummaged around in the fridge. "Oh, that's great. I made her
favorite cookies last week and I guess they should still be okay.
Or they could be stale as a dog's six week old dinner. Ah, here we
go." Nan pulled out a bottle of dark pink liquid.

"What is it?"

"Beetroot juice!" Nan said, taking out two
glasses. "It's supposed to be great for the circulation and anemia,
and all sorts of other problems, I can't remember them all. But I'd
never tried it and I thought the color was just fabulous! Like
drinking paint."

Paulie was used to Nan peppering the air with
her random thoughts and had learned not to sneeze. Or to say
yes.

"I don't think I want any, thanks."

"Oh," Nan sounded disappointed, "not even to
try? It might be great."

"It might make you throw up."

"Ah, yes, but then you'd have a new way of
measuring how disgusting something is. You could always say, 'this
tastes bad, but not nearly as puke-inducing as the beetroot juice I
once had.'"

"No thanks anyway."

"Okay." Nan poured Paulie's glass back into
the bottle and took a hearty swig from her own. Paulie watched in
fascination as Nan rolled it round and round in her mouth and then
swallowed.

"How does it taste?"

"Hmmm, a soupcon of vegetable, a hint of the
good mother earth, and a whole helluva lot of gross." She poured
the rest of the drink down the sink.

"I told you."

"Ah yes, but I have just had an enlightening
experience. Okay, science experiment done accomplished, I'll go put
on some real clothes."

Days with Nan could be tricky. If she had a
project, like trying to assemble a tricycle for her second cousin
or bleaching her old cotton sheets with tie-dye, then it was
relatively easy for Paulie to read her history books or walk down
to the market for some gum. But if Nan were between inspirations,
then she tended to buzz around like a confused bumblebee, knocking
over plants and unsure whether to be in or out.

Today it was yoga class at three thirty, with
her gaggle of Saturday friends and a local instructor. When Paulie
heard the sound of voices and the knock, she rolled off her stomach
and quickly shoved her book on English kings and queens behind a
flowerpot. Then she made for the back door.

It was sweltering now that the sun was
full-force. All the way down to the footbridge, the tide was way
out, leaving only a little trickle of water. The leaves in the
woods on the opposite side of the cove could have been paint
blotches, so still were they, and the air was rich with water and
salt and the hot breaths of a zillion insects.

Nan had built her deck onto the back of the
house, with steps leading down to a scrubby patch of lawn littered
with wildflowers and bordered by a sea wall. A gangway led to her
dock, which was sitting in thick brown mud that stretched out past
the neighbor's granite pier. Shoving on a pair of Nan's old
sneakers, Paulie scrambled down to the mud and out of sight.

As she slogged along the high tide line,
Paulie heard the sounds of Nan's friends laughing through the open
windows. That high pitched one that dragged on the vowels had to be
Harriet Trenton. She always talked about her beautiful daughter,
who was Paulie's age.

"And where's Pawlie? Leah says she didn't
want to play tennis anymore this summer, which seems like a real
shame."

"Oh," Nan's voice was carefree, "she'll be
exploring somewhere. Don't worry, she won't get lost."

Paulie grimaced at the rocks and mud. Leah
Trenton had a pageboy haircut that never seemed to need combing and
talked a lot about the hardships of being an actress. Give her
leggy insects scuttling up her calves and an hour of mucking any
day.

Mucking was a term Nan had invented. It was
really trash collecting, Paulie thought, as she carefully scanned
the dirty brown goo for strange glints. The cove, Nan had told her
once, used to be swarming with ships from the revolutionary period,
all lined up along the wharves, ready to barter and trade along the
coastal routes. They had loaded their bellies up with coal and
bread from the bakery and salted fish from the fish market and set
sail into the harbor when dawn was rosy in the sky.

And, according to Nan, since then and ever
after people had chucked the ashes of their stoves and broken
pottery and empty bottles and sorts of odds and ends from the ships
and the houses straight into the water. Right up until the city
discovered the perils of pollution and began to collect it.

Paulie had found all sorts of things on prior
muckings, but she stayed cautious. The best finds were usually
colorful china shards – even a half a plate if lucky – and glass
bottles. But the white edges of broken clamshells looked a lot like
the back of a piece of porcelain and glass often shattered.

Plus, Paulie was looking for the old bottles,
the ones that had been hand-blown instead of molded, where the
seams stopped before running over the lip. She'd often been excited
to find one buried up to its neck and then discovered it was only
the lip that remained.

Yet nothing could beat the satisfying thwuck
of the mud dislodging a squat object, its stomach packed with
debris. She would take it up to the house and run it under the tap
and all at once the sunlight would shoot through the sapphire blue
sides, like the church filling with an azure beam from a stained
glass window.

Sinking her feet deep into the mud, Paulie
waded out around to the front end of the neighbor's granite pier,
the water oozing into the puddles she made and splashing over her
shins. She gave up after she found a medium sized modern brown
bottle with a huge crack in its side. Today was obviously not going
to be a good day, no matter how hard she tried.

Now she'd have to go and drink herbal tea and
listen to women argue about the shocking state of the school's
furnace. She stomped her feet in the shallow water – the tide was
meandering its way back in.

As she headed for Nan's dock, she heard a
thump from above, from the house everyone called the Madam Vaas
house. Paulie thought it was uninhabited, since the owner had gone
on sabbatical to Europe for the year. Someone inside was trying to
open a window. It had become stuck half way up.

Paulie watched as the hands eventually
abandoned the task. Resting as it did on a golf course of a lawn,
Paulie sensed the house looking down on her with disdain, this fat,
ugly girl-crab scuttling beneath its foundation. She glowered up at
it and edged underneath the seawall until she was out of sight.

A tickle of seaweed caressed her bare legs
and made her look down. Beside her feet lay a tall pile of jagged
rocks, scattered through with barnacled crevices. She skirted round
them and the brown kelp undulated back and forth in the waves of
her motion. Then it parted in the middle, and Paulie saw the
eyes.

In truth, they weren't truly eyes but empty
sockets in a stark white face. Paulie leaned over. Then she
cautiously reached down into the brackish water and pushed the
seaweed farther back. Sticking her hand into the warm mud, she gave
the edge of the face a gentle tug and up it came.

After swirling it back and forth in the water
to rinse the dirt off, she drew it into the light. It was crusted
with grime and stained with a reddish tinge in places, but it
wasn't chipped or cracked, and it certainly wasn't broken. It was,
quite simply, the skull of a doll's head.

 


*****

 



CHAPTER TWO

Katharine

 


"Katharine, where do you think you are
going?" her mother called out warningly. Katharine stuck her head
into the dining room.

"I'm going to meet father on the beach – he
said was going to be painting there before supper."

Katharine held her breath. It had been days
since her first outing with her father. But she had timed her
departure carefully. After a long day with them both working hard
on fixing the stove and washing the floors, Katharine was relying
on her mother to be too tired to protest.

Her mother sighed and stood up to stretch,
pushing her hands into the small of her back. She had been dusting,
and the waning light caught the dust specks and illuminated them
like silica shining in the sand. A bunch of flowers stood in a vase
in the middle of the table, looking startled at having their stems
cut.

"He didn't tell me he was going to be
painting in the village."

"He told me."

"I was hoping you could help me with the
supper, Katharine."

"I won't be long. And only yesterday I saw
three girls walking by themselves to the trolley."

Shaking out her shoulders, her mother wiped
away an invisible speck on the tabletop and sighed again. Katharine
saw that her hands were trembling a little with tiredness.

"I suppose I have been inflexible of late.
Alright, you can go, but take care that you go straight there and
don't run. Mrs. Girton is coming to lunch tomorrow and she is
always watching out her window. I don't want to have to explain to
her that my daughter is some kind of wild animal."

"I promise, mother, I'll be as elegant as a
Parisian lady."

"A New England one will do just fine," her
mother said, untying her pinafore. "The important thing is not to
give anyone a reason to talk."

"I'd rather be talked about than not be
talked about at all," said Katharine, but she said it under her
breath to Sally as she tied on her hat.

"And Katharine…" her mother called out.
"Leave Sally here. On the porch. Where I can see her."

"Sorry again, Sally," Katharine mouthed as
she tucked her into one corner of John's wheelchair. "The gorgon
commands."

The muggy air of yesterday had been rinsed
out with the morning's sudden shower, and now the afternoon was
soft and subtle. Katharine breathed in deeply. With her back
straight she slowly walked past the front of the house, nodding her
head gravely at an older woman carrying a camera.

Then she took a sharp detour down towards the
harbor, tore her hat off her head and began to run, sinking her
boots into the mud. Ahead of her, on the water, she could see a
couple rigging a boat for an evening sail. The woman seemed
surprisingly adept, despite her enormous skirts, hauling on lines
and clambering over the bow.

Katharine felt the envy burn in her stomach.
She longed to call out to them and step onto the clean
salt-softened boards. And then to skim the waves on the bay, with
the white froth churning behind her.

As she came to the fish market, she slowed
down. This was the walk her father had taken her on, the one that
went all the way around the coastline of the village, past the
harbor and the yacht club and up the hill towards the turreted
hotels. Though she missed having Sally with her, Katharine tried to
drink in as many sights as she could. Already time seemed to be
slipping away from her, like the tide receding from the shore.

Her father had tried to explain this
phenomenon to her once, last summer, when they were sitting under
the dappled shade of the trees on Boston Common.

"You know how summers always go too fast and
school mornings last forever? Well, artists know why." He picked up
his charcoal pencil and his sketchpad, flipped a sheet, and began
to sketch. "It's because time isn't a series of little blocks in a
row. It's flexible, like an accordion." He drew an accordion being
stretched by a fat man in Bavarian costume. "When we are happy,
time is squeezed very small. And when we are bored, time is
stretched out. But you know what's wonderful?"

Katharine shook her head.

"Painters can make time stop. We can paint a
picture, like those trees over there, and in a hundred years
someone who is looking at it can step right into it, right into our
time. That is what artists have the power to do."

He had just sold a painting, Katharine
remembered, and in his happiness he had made his Bavarian man as
shiny and round as a balloon. She didn't understand all of what he
had said, but that day she felt she could have floated too.

But this year, this year felt different. This
year she wanted to fly.

Up by the hotels, the ocean came into view,
and Katharine couldn't resist a smile at seeing the mouth of the
bay rimmed by the faraway northern hills of New Hampshire. A couple
of men were sitting on the veranda of the smallest hotel, smoking
large cigars and watching the boats enter the river that led to the
harbor. As she passed them, the scent of their smoke mixed with the
delicious scent of the sea.

"Look out, there!" a voice called out, and
Katharine looked up to see a young man with a pockmarked face
gesturing her to get away from the door of the next hotel, the one
whose gables were frosted in white icing.

"Let her be, Rudolph," a voice called out and
Katharine stepped back inadvertently.

The girl who came out of the hotel had a rich
warmth to her skin and chestnut hair that reminded Katharine of
cinnamon. Her face was rounded, but her nose was straight, and her
eyes were very large above the apple cheeks and wide lips.

Despite her gangly limbs, she carried herself
upright and infused her walk with a rhythmic grace. On another
person, this odd mixture of elements would look as confused as a
heap of jigsaw puzzle pieces, but there was something about this
girl's energy that melded them into beauty.

"We'll be late, Olivia," the man called
Rudolph said grumpily.

"No matter," the girl said, and as she took
his hand to climb into a buggy, Katharine saw that she was wearing
a string of opalescent pearls.

She thought of this encounter all the way
through Smith's pasture, where the grasses ruffled with the breeze.
How lovely Sally would have looked if she had the richness of
Olivia's dress, and her hair, and her pearls. How she wished she,
Katharine, could go for a ride in a buggy, with no one to tell her
where.

It was all too much. The girl and the pearls
and the sea and the air all seemed part of the same longing. Even
the song of the crickets seemed to fuel her desire. She wanted to
shout out loud, to yell to the heavens about being beautiful and
living life. Picking up speed with every step, she began to run
again, towards the lighthouse that loomed on the horizon, towards
the future.

The early evening sunshine had begun to slant
across the water and onto the beach. Stranded whales of granite
rocks lay lumped on the shore, their lower edges covered in
barnacles and luscious glossy seaweed. They glowed pink and brown,
cracked with wrinkles like an old woman.

Tearing off down the sand, Katharine jumped
onto a boulder and began leaping from rock to rock. With each rock,
she took bigger and bigger leaps, daring herself to fall. Higher,
she urged herself, higher!

"A girl ought to be careful about where she
steps, lest she find herself imitating a porpoise."

Katharine paused and looked up. A
grey-bearded man sat on a rock that was covered with his old
weather-beaten jacket. He wore waxy looking trousers and gripped a
pipe between his teeth. Perched on his head was a slick looking
sou'wester, as much like an upturned bowl as a hat. She could not
see his eyes, shaded as they were by the brim. Between his legs
drooped a fine net curtain and in his fingers was a large
needle.

"You could fit a hook in that hole,
missy."

Katharine closed her mouth and glanced beyond
him. Her father was nowhere to be seen.

"What are you doing?" she asked
companionably.

"Mending nets and waiting for the fish to
bite," he answered, giving a delicate twist to a knot.

"Hard to catch fish when the net's out of the
water," she joked, landing gracefully on two feet at the edge of
his operation.

"Not if they walk on two legs," the man
grunted back. Close up, Katharine could just glimpse the dark brown
eyes squinting at the delicate spread of line between his hands.
His teeth were crooked and stained yellow with tobacco. One of his
ears looked as if it had been gnawed on.

"What do you mean?"

"Ah, there's one now." He jerked the needle
towards Katharine's shoulder. She looked back and saw a shrunken
man struggling awkwardly over the rocks with a box slung over his
shoulder and a large flat object in his hands. Just before he
reached the sand, he slipped, and one leg sank knee-deep into a
rock pool. Katharine heard him burst forth with a muffled oath.

"You mean artists?"

"Ayuh. If that's what you want to call
them."

"My father's an artist."

"Sorry to hear that."

"Why?"

"Well, there's two ways you can take it.
Either I'm sorry that I said artists don't know what they're about,
or sorry that your father is one. You can take it which way you
like."

Katharine smiled and sat down on a rock near
him. They watched as the young man with the sketchpad deliberately
eyed the lighthouse, measuring the perspective with his charcoal
and trying not to look directly at the duo who were regarding him
with amusement.

"I think I just won't think about it,"
Katharine said cheerfully. "I don't care much what people
think."

"Ah," the man said, this time not as gruffly,
"now I don't believe that for a moment. Anyone who says that they
don't care what people think is just trying to make those same
people think that they're independent-minded."

Katharine, who couldn't quite follow this
train of logic, tried a different track:

"Do you come here a lot, then?"

"I come most days in the summer when I'm not
fishing. I've been a bit poorly, and my missus once said I wasn't
to go out to sea if my chest was croupy. It's a cruel fate to have
been married. Never try it."

"I might marry someone if I liked them
enough."

He tilted his head and gave her a keen
appraisal.

"I reckon you would. You have a way about
you. I'm glad I'm not a young man now. Temptation is a devil of a
dog to shake off once it's got its teeth into you."

"Do you live in Wanasquam?"

The fisherman put down his needle and spat
succinctly into the sand, where the foamy spit mingled with the
trickle of water running down from the pasture.

"All my life. And I'll die here. Being so
bold with your boots, you must be new to these parts. And being so
rude, you must be a summer visitor – staying up at one of the
hotels."

Katharine blushed and began to fiddle with
her bootlaces.

"No. Not really. We're in a house on Lindsay
Street – my father's father was friends with the owners."

"That'd be the Winslow house."

"How did you know?"

"Oh, you can't do much in this village
without someone knowing. I'd heard they were off for the summer.
Figured they'd be lending it out. Big hearts, the Winslows, despite
their small brains. Nice house that. Solid. Isaiah Winslow wanted
to have a house on the top of the hill – most likely so's he could
look down on everyone else. I'm down the street – in the shingled
affair next to the older fish market. Course that's gone now. Don't
know how long I'll be there either. Getting hard to stay now that
prices have riz."

"I like this village. I'm going to spend the
whole summer outside," Katharine said firmly, tying a knot in her
lace with a flourish.

"Good for you," he said tersely, shaking out
the net.

"And I think," Katharine went on, unperturbed
by his gruffness, "that I'll come down here the most. This is the
best place in the village."

The fisherman's voice turned soft, as did his
face and hands.

"Well now, I suppose there's something in
what you say. I always hold that the beach is the brother to the
sea."

"What do you mean?"

"Well, like they were related, like they were
working together. You take the sand you're resting your feet on at
the moment. If you came back tomorrow and you sat on that same rock
and put your feet in that same place, you wouldn't be standing on
the same earth. The tide will have come and gone and come and gone,
and wiped away your footprints and left you a clean sheet to mark.
Every footstep would still be as new as the day you were born. Just
like the sea – you're always exploring, never a native."

"I like that too," Katharine said. "Being an
explorer. Stepping on new earth."

"Course we're only recent explorers. Before
us there were the Injuns."

"For how long? I mean, do you think that
there were people here, like we are, a thousand years ago?"

"Well, I don't know. Certainly there were
natives when my grandpappy was a boy. Maybe there were people here
a thousand years ago. Nothing to say there weren't."

"If there were, I wonder if they are still
here, buried beneath us. Do you think that's possible?"

"Anything's possible." The fisherman gazed
out down at his feet speculatively.

"But I don't want to be buried on the land,"
Katharine vowed. "If I had my choice, I'd rather be buried at sea,
where I could be free."

"No one's ever truly free."

This fisherman was a hard one to pin down as
to meaning, Katharine thought. He talks in riddles.

"What time do you think it is?" she said,
changing the subject.

He squinted at the sky.

"'Bout half past five, give or take. Sun
takes its time up here."

"Oh no! Mother will be angry. I was supposed
to bring back my father from the beach. You haven't seen him?"

"Nope. Just the jaybird with the soaking
trousers."

"I'm sorry, I'd better be going." Katharine
held out her hand and the fisherman grasped it with a palm like
worn sandpaper.

"Name's Augustus Lane. Gus for short."

"Katharine Porter."

"Pleased to make your acquaintance. If you
ever tire of adventuring out of doors, you are most welcome to come
down the street and keep an old man company of an afternoon. I'm
fishing in the mornings with my son, but I'm usually back round
four for my tea."

"Thank you," she called out, as she scrambled
over a ditch and onto a bank trimmed with the bluest of
cornflowers. "I'm looking forward to it!"

 


*****

 



CHAPTER TWO

Paulie

 


Filled with a peculiar joy at finding the
doll's head, a joy that had bubbled through her veins in a rush,
Paulie had been too excited to hide her discovery from Nan. She
should have known better.

"You have to talk to Daniel Woodbury at the
historical society," Nan had insisted. "He's the one who knows
everything about Wanasquam. He's eighty-five but he's still got
most of his brains. I'll tell him to expect you."

The historical society was located in the old
firehouse, at the back of a tidy green lawn next to the village
hall. Paulie had only been in it once, when she was very little,
and vaguely remembered the smell of decay. She wasn't looking
forward to going there again.

Toiling up Lindsay Street on a Saturday
morning, gingerly holding the shoebox with the stained head inside,
she tried to suppress her scream of frustration. Just because she
was vaguely interested in where the doll's head had come from
didn't mean that she wanted to spend three hours cooped up in the
dark. After all, she was the one who had found it.

Nor did she want Nan bossing her on how to go
about things, especially on a cobalt blue morning when the world's
sharp lines seemed to gleam with light. Though she had no idea what
she would have done otherwise with her day, she felt Nan had
cheated her.

On the corner she paused to glance at the
giant three-story house, noting that the paint was peeling and
parts of the gutters were coming loose from the roof. Well, at
least there's someone in Squam who doesn't make an effort, she
thought.

The inside door to the historical society was
open but the screen door was shut. Paulie could just make out the
silhouette of a desk and framed photographs on the wall. She rapped
hard on the wood frame.

A shape shuffled slowly from the back, its
shoulders hunched over. When it reached the screen door, Paulie
stood back to let the door swing open. As the fall sunshine fell
upon the opening, Paulie could see the shape transform itself into
an old man with a cane in his left hand.

She was surprised to feel a dull current of
pain hit her heart, like the throbbing feeling when you bruise a
bone. She had been used to meeting elderly people, but while those
men and women wore their age like baggy suits, this man was
different.

A feathery ring of hair crowned the top of
his head, like the light, fragile tuft of a newborn child. Shot
through his arms and hands were thick veins, covered by skin as
thin as a birch tree's bark. Paulie had seen baby birds emerge from
their shells, their tender rib cages and hearts beating visibly
beneath their new coverings, and he reminded her of them. He had a
large nose and drooping cheeks, but the eyes beneath his unkempt
eyebrows were fiercely blue. Stooped as he was, he still smiled
down at her from a great height.

"Paulie, isn't it?"

"Yeah, yes. That's me."

"Come in, come in. It's a pleasure to meet
you."

Painstakingly, he turned around and led her
into the room. On their right was an intact stagecoach, its
interior cracked and fraying with age around the edges. Behind it,
in a jumbled heap in glass cases and on top of rickety wooden
tables, was a bizarre collection of objects:

An old-fashioned curtain pleater. A heavy
iron. Rain shoes, shaped like clogs, with a strap for the top of
the foot. A fog horn. A physician's case full of quinine and soda
mints. A sign for "Babson's Grocery Wagon – Dealer in CHOICE FAMILY
GROCERIES." An old horseshoe. A fish knife.

Amidst all the debris, Daniel Woodbury looked
like just another, slightly larger, antique. A crooked, off-kilter
antique, with a cane, mind you, but still a fine looking specimen.
Paulie could not imagine for one moment that he had ever been
young.

"So what can I help you with?" he asked, as
he sat gingerly down behind an ink-stained desk.

"Nan said I should bring what I found in the
cove and show you. Said you might be able to help me. I think it's
really old. It's a doll's head."

Paulie showed him the head, nestled in its
white tissue paper bed. In the dim light, the four prominent teeth
beneath the rosebud lips, the small nose, and the chubby cheeks
seemed dwarfed by the gaps where the eyes had once been.

"My, my. Look at that now." Daniel put on his
glasses and peered into the box. "That's quite a find you made
there. Isn't it fascinating what the tide leaves behind? All the
clues of history, all buried in the mud waiting to be discovered –
if you look hard enough for them. And you say it was made
when?"

"My mom and Nan say it's probably from the
1900s. I thought maybe you had another doll I could look at, one
that's from that period?"

"The 1900s? That's about the time my parents
came into the world. But you said you found it in the cove?"

"That's right, outside the old house with the
big granite pier and lawn next door to Nan's."

"Ah, the Madam Vaas house. Named after a
German woman who ran a tavern out of it during the Revolutionary
War. But at around the time you're speaking of – when was it?"

"The 1900s."

"Yes, well, the 1900s. Now if I remember
correctly, that would have been when the Madam Vaas house was in a
state of disrepair. That's right, it was abandoned from 1876 right
up until 1920, when the Hodgkins's bought it and fixed it up. I
used to go fishing with Peter Hodgkins's youngest boy, that would
have been Leonard, when we were just lads…"

Paulie looked down on the doll's head while
Daniel rambled on.

"Now we're in for it," she muttered to the
blank eyes. "Good thing you're already dead, since it looks like
it'll take another hundred years to get out of here."

"…so I'm afraid that that head there didn't
come from the Vaas house."

Paulie sighed.

"Well, what about the date? I mean, is it
old? Maybe if I knew how old it was I could figure out who might
have owned it along the cove."

Daniel looked again at the head.

"You know, it does look some like the dolls
my sister used to play with, the ones we had in the house. Pretty
girl, my sister, back when we were kids. She loved to climb trees
for some reason. Used to annoy my mother no end when she came home
with her knees all scraped."

"But you don't know who could have owned it?"
Paulie interrupted.

"No, I'm afraid not. There were a fair amount
of children around Squam in those days. Maybe it was one of my
mother's friends, but I couldn't say for certain."

Paulie put the lid back on the box and stood
up. A dead end then.

"Well, I guess that means I won't be able to
find out who owned it. That's okay. I don't mind." She started for
the door.

"Hey now, there," Daniel picked up his cane
and painfully followed her. Pausing, Paulie watched in shame as he
approached. "You haven't thought about the alternatives. You think
Sherlock Holmes would give up?"

"Sherlock Holmes is in a story."

"That doesn't mean he didn't have a good
point now and again. Logic, that's what's needed. Logic."

"Logic only goes so far," Nan's raspy voice
could be heard clawing its way through the screen. "Sometimes you
need a little feminine intuition."

With a bang, Nan entered carrying a gold tin.
She was wearing flip-flops, a raggedy long cardigan, and a
shapeless velvet hat.

"Hello my dear. And how is the most beautiful
lady in Squam?"

"All the better for seeing my favorite man
about town. I've brought you some of my famous spiced cookies."

'Was Nan flirting with Daniel?' Paulie
thought. An image of Nan in bed with Daniel, the folds of his skin
flopping all over the sheets, entered her mind unbidden and she
shivered in disgust. That just wasn't right.

"Now what's the story with our
decapitation?'

"Well, as I was telling your young friend
here, the Madam Vaas house was a wreck around the turn of the
century."

"Hmmm…" Nan brushed off one of the chairs
with her hat and plonked herself down on it. "Okay, house no good.
What other leads have we got? What do we know?"

"It's a doll," Paulie said sarcastically.

"Yes, thank you Paulie," Nan said, ignoring
the tone. "And we're guessing it's around the turn of the century,
although we can't be sure. But it's not a rag doll or anything, so
it's probably not very, very old. And who owns dolls?"

"Little women," Daniel said, "pardoning the
pun."

"Little girls," Paulie corrected.

"Daniel, are you absolutely, positively
certain that the Madam Vaas house was a wreck at the time?" Nan
interrupted.

Daniel's eyes clouded over.

"I could have sworn…"

"By George, I think I've got it!" Nan said,
pulling out one of the black covered albums that lay on a shelf
above the desk. "Marianne George!"

"Marianne George?" Paulie asked warily.

"Marianne George. Photographer
extraordinaire. Turn of the century chronicler of all things
Wanasquam. These are her prints. Here, have a look."

Paulie peered over Nan's shoulder. The album
was filled with sepia-tinged photographs, mostly of houses and
streets in the village. She recognized a picture taken up the cove
towards the church. It didn't look much different from today.

"Let's just have a look see and see if we can
find any photos that confirm the Madam Vaas house wasn't lived
in."

"Are you kidding?" Paulie looked at the rack
of albums stacked above the desk. There must have been at least
thirty. "It'll take years."

"A wild goose chase, I admit, but why dine on
chicken if you have the chance to savor succulent fowl?" Nan said
grinning. Paulie gave her a look of utter dubiousness.

"You may find something," Daniel admitted,
running his fingers over the edge of one of the photographs. "It
can't hurt."

"C'mon Paulie, I'll help. We have two hours
until Daniel needs to close up – you take this one and we'll see
what happens. Anyway, historians and archeologists spend years of
their lives sifting through rubble. Who are we to break with
tradition?"

"Fine," Paulie sighed, "but this is going to
take forever."

Two hours later, they were three quarters of
their way through the albums. Daniel's cookies had been decimated
by the experience. Daniel himself was asleep in an armchair, his
head nodding onto his crumpled shirt. Nan, her forehead streaked
with dirt, sat with her legs crossed, munching methodically as she
patiently flipped another page over. Paulie's eyes hurt from
squinting at details.

So far she had seen thousands of different
views of the village, pictures of houses and wharves and blurry
figures clamming on the beach or gathered around the general store,
but nothing that looked like the Madam Vaas house. Nothing. Added
to which she was tired and thirsty.

"Nan, can we stop now?"

Nan looked up.

"Had enough? But I think it was worth a try –
you never know what lurks in the corners of time."

"Piles of dust. That's what lurks in the
corner of time. And pictures of people chain smoking on porches and
women looking like stuffed squashes. How in the hell were they
supposed to breathe in those dresses anyway?"

"Oh, I don't think breathing was required in
those days. They just went from faint to faint."

"That must have made for fascinating
conversation," Paulie said ironically. "And I bet you were thrilled
to be hanging out with a vegetable," she added silently, glancing
at the doll's head.

Daniel started in his sleep and abruptly
awoke. The album that he had been looking through shot off his lap,
coasted through the air, and landed with a satisfying thunk on
Paulie's shin.

"Ugh," Paulie grimaced, clutching her leg and
reaching down to pick up the offending album. With a whack, she
slammed it down on the desk.

"Paulie!" Nan said.

But Paulie wasn't listening. The album had
fallen open under the force of her throw, and dislodged a
photo.

Paulie recognized it immediately. Of course,
the garden was much tidier, but the porch was unmistakable.

"That's the front of Rachel and Richard
Harrison's house," Nan said, looking over her shoulder. "Look at
it, all buffed up."

"I know, Nan, but look!" Paulie pointed. On
the steps was a rickety-looking wheelchair, and in the wheelchair,
sitting proudly with her face to the sun, was a china doll.

Paulie couldn't be sure, of course. It could
be any doll, of any girl. She didn't have any proof to link it to
the stained face that stared at her now with its frightening,
sightless eyes. Yet at that moment something deep down within her
stirred, a feeling of recognition, as if she had met a long lost
cousin or rediscovered a childhood hiding place. She looked at the
picture again. For a moment, she could have sworn she saw the doll
move.

 


*****

 



CHAPTER THREE

Katharine

 


Katharine glared into the eagle-framed mirror
above her bureau, only to see the mocking eyes looking back at
her.

"What are you looking at, Miss Priss?"
Katharine hissed. In disgust at the image she saw, she turned away
and flung herself onto her bed next to Sally. After her afternoon
with Gus, the weather had taken a turn for the worse and hadn't
really let up for a week.

Through the window she could see the cove
whipping its waves into a frothy madness, the trees swaying
dangerously in the afternoon wind. Summer leaves, torn and ripped,
hurled themselves against the glass. The world had turned into a
cauldron of boiling grey rage, and Katharine felt the furious heat
inside her rise along with it.

"It's all John's fault," she spat at Sally.
"Everywhere I turn he's there."

Like this morning, for instance.

"He likes to talk to you," her mother had
insisted. "Katharine, I'm sorry I don't have more time for us to
spend together, but please be a good girl while I finish the
ironing."

So she had gone, only to find him in bed with
his beaky nose in a book, his blue-veined hands gripping its thick
edges like a vise. But he looked up when she entered, and with his
hooded eyes quietly watched her pacing.

"It is so dull being twelve."

John grinned

"You'll be thirteen soon. Then you'll be
old."

"It would have been much more fun if we could
have stayed in one of the hotels. They have chocolate and parties
every night."

"And you have to give everyone who works
there a dollar."

"No, you don't." Katharine sank into the
rocking chair and began to pick at the paint with her
fingernail.

"I heard father say it."

"He was exaggerating."

"Mother says you have to create your own
amusement," John said smugly, turning over a page.

"Yes, well for some of us reading old books
by dead people isn't exactly amusement."

"Actually, I'm reading about archeology, so
it's really a new book by live people about dead people."

Katharine stuck her tongue out at him.

"Whatever it is, it's dull, dull, dull. Don't
you ever get tired of chewing on it, bookworm? Or do you like being
a slug?"

"At least I try," John retorted angrily. "But
it's hard when I have a sister who's so obtuse. Not that you'd know
what that means," he added.

Katharine didn't know, but she wasn't about
to let him win.

"Here's another word for you then, Professor.
How about infantile? It seems fitting, doesn't it, that that's what
you have. Infantile paralysis. Stuck being a baby forever."

Her mother, naturally, had blamed her when
John started crying, and banished her to her room with no
lunch.

"I can't stay cooped up in this house,
Sally!" Katharine rolled over and hurled a doily against the wall.
It fell, snowflake-soft, to the ground. The boot went next, making
a more satisfying thud, and she paused, waiting to hear her
mother's angry footsteps on the stairs.

Nothing. No sound at all. Cautiously,
Katharine picked up her boots and crept down to the first floor
landing. The door to her mother's room was closed, and she could
hear the rustle of sheets as her mother rolled over. John's door
was open, but he was fast asleep, curled up in a tight ball.
Swallowing a snort of joy, Katharine went all the way down to the
cellar door before she dared venture out. Now she could go and
explore the Madam Vaas house.

The Madam Vaas house was set back a little
from the main sweep of Lindsay Road that curved down from the top
of the hill towards the church and the cemetery. A plain wooden
house, it had low ceilings and three stories, and a substantial
granite pier extending into the cove. A scrubby patch of trees and
grass was all that separated it from the Winslows' place, but
Katharine had been warned against trespassing.

"It's dangerous," her mother had told her.
"Abandoned some years ago, I was told. The local men's club
apparently like to play pranks on each other there, so no doubt
there are all sorts of filth and sharp objects lying about. Not to
mention the state of the woodwork."

Katharine had every intention of obeying her
mother, but it was Gus, who she had met while doing rainy errands
for her mother at the market, who unwittingly changed her mind.

He explained that a family called Gale once
owned the house, building ships in their backyard and sailing them
out into the bay to take advantage of a boom in trade. In the war
of 1812, the British had captured a pinkie with the elder Gale and
his two sons on board and then sent a raiding party into the
harbor, torching every sloop and barge that lay at anchor. As they
made their way into the cove, a British Lieutenant and his men had
discovered a two-masted square-stemmed ship, The
Federalist.

"There she was," Gus told her, "lying on the
mud of low tide with her poor soft underbelly exposed, ready to be
made into the biggest bonfire this side of the river. When all of a
sudden the beautiful Miss Emily Gale, the daughter of the house,
comes sidling up to the Lieutenant and takes his hand in hers:

'Oh please, sir, spare our ship. You've taken
so much already – I may never see my father or my brothers again –
and you would not be so cruel as to leave us with the ashes of what
is left. Besides, see how my father has called her The
Federalist, that party opposed to the war.'

So, being a man and not immune to the charms
of the feminine persuasion, he spared the vessel."

"And what happened to her father and her
brothers?"

"Oh, they paid a reduced ransom for their
liberty and sailed back home. It wasn't such an uncommon thing to
have happen."

'Why can't my life be full of stories like
that?' Katharine thought, as she crept through the house, stepping
over the burnt-out ends of firecrackers and mice droppings. The
wind coursed through the gaps in the walls and sent small dust
clouds whirling.

The stairs creaked ominously, but she climbed
them anyway. Upstairs, the rooms were low and dark, papered with
peeling flowers. Entering the back room, she went over and leaned
on the cracked windowpane, her forehead on the glass, looking down
towards the end of the weedy pier.

She tried to imagine what the house would
have been like for the Gales, the pretty daughter clinging to the
Lieutenant's sleeve by candlelight, the face of the father in an
oil painting above the mantelpiece. She could almost sense Emily
Gale standing beside her, watching for her father to return.

"Boo!"

Katharine twisted round in shock, a spider
web catching her fingers and holding her with silken ties to the
window. By the door, in shadow, stood a blade-like silhouette.

"You ought to watch what you're doing there.
Those windows are none too safe and as far as I can tell you ain't
yet growed wings."

The figure stepped forward and thin rays of
watery light glanced on his face. It was a young but worn face, as
if the salt and the wind had scrubbed every inch of fat and fold
from his skin. He had a deep line carved into his forehead and
shorter ones around the tips of his smile. On top of his long blond
streaks of hair he wore a hat with no discernible shape to it, and
over one bony shoulder he held a battered jacket.

"What do you want?" Katharine asked, smearing
the remains of the spider web on her skirt.

"Well, now, that's not a very polite way to
be greeting someone for the first time. Someone's been forgetting
their manners. Why don't you tell me your name and I'll tell you
mine, and we'll be civilized, like your fashionable summer
friends?"

"I'm not a summer person."

"Well, if that doesn't beat all. Here you've
been living in this village of mine for your entire life, and I
haven't once clapped eyes on you. That's a fine trick you have, of
being invisible. You'll have to be teaching me that one
someday."

"I'm Katharine Porter and my parents will be
worried if I'm not back soon."

"Now that's an odd way to introduce yourself,
but you summer folk always seem to have strange notions of the
world. Miss Katharine Porter, I'm Gideon John Lane, of the
Wanasquam Lanes."

"Oh," Katharine let out her breath in relief,
"you're Gus's son."

The muscles in Gideon's neck stood out in
thick ropes beneath his skin.

"You've met my father?"

"Around the village. He told me about you and
this house and how he trained you to be a fisherman. He said that
he wasn't feeling well. Is he better?'

"He'll live." Gideon strode over to the
window. Katharine noticed that one leg was slightly shorter than
the other, giving him a queer lopsided gait. "You don't have much
right to be snooping in here," he added, looking out the
window.

"Neither have you," Katharine retorted,
refusing to move aside for him. She felt the cuff of his jacket
brush her cheek. Then he turned his head and regarded her
thoughtfully.

"You're a funny one, Katharine Porter. Aren't
you afeared that ghosts might shoot up the chimney and grab you
from behind?"

"I don't believe in ghosts," she lied.

"Ah, a modern girl. But you'll find that any
sensible fool believes in ghosts around these parts."

"Why?"

"Because there's so many of them. They haunt
the streets and creep into their old bedrooms, scaring the wits out
of people in them now."

"You're just making things up to scare me.
I'm twelve. I don't believe you."

"You don't eh? Well, what if I were to take
you to a place with a real live ghost? What would you say to
that?"

"I'd say you couldn't frighten me if you had
sixty ghosts all having a convention on the front porch. I'd just
walk right through them to reach the door."

Gideon laughed and his body relaxed into a
heap of boyish energy. It looked as if he was just about to give
her a playful swipe on the shoulder when he paused and stepped back
a little into the gloom.

"Remind me of a girl I know, you do. She
doesn't take any sass from me either. Serves me right for not
knowing where I was putting my hook. So you're liking your stay in
Squam then?"

"It's alright. I wanted to go sailing but my
parents don't have money for the yacht club and I don't know how
to."

Gideon was busy blowing wafts of dead flies
off the mantel. Then he placed an old beer bottle carefully in the
middle.

"Tell you what I'll do. I'll take you for a
trip in my dory on Monday. Dad wants me bay fishing, but I'll tell
him I need it to help Short Jan with a moving job for a fancy house
up the river. That always makes better money. Anything is better
than a day of bay fishing and this noose of a life."

He strode over to the far side of the room
and eyed the bottle.

"Won't he ask to see the profit from the
moving?"

Maybe he was surprised that she didn't object
to his request, for he paused and appeared to forget what he was
going to say.

"He won't. But if he does I'll just show him
the money I won from the boys last night at the poker game."

"Where should I meet you?"

"I'm thinking that you're not going to tell
your mother or father about this," Gideon said, looking her up and
down.

"No," Katharine answered firmly. "I promise.
Anyway, they're going to Stoneport on that day – to an artist's
studio and luncheon. Some hired girl is looking after John. I'll
tell her I'm going to Mrs. Sinclair's house. There always lots of
children around at her house, she'll never figure out that I wasn't
one of them."

"The widow Sinclair? I suppose that'll work.
Can you get out by half past eight on the morning?" Gideon began to
rummage around in his jacket pocket.

"Sure. I'll tell the hired girl I'm picking
some wildflowers in the pasture first."

"If you think it'll work. Don't much care as
long as you don't get caught." He whipped a pebble out of his
pocket and heaved it at the glass bottle. It cracked with a fury,
tipped, and shattered on the floor. Katharine jumped. "Now, where
to meet? I don't want my dad seeing me, or the village
talking."

Katharine looked at the shards of glass on
the floor. She wondered why she was being invited on the trip,
since he seemed less than enthusiastic about being seen with her.
Maybe he needed her help with the boat.

"You can't meet me in the village. You'll
have to go over the bridge. Go down towards Heron Cove and turn
right along the path that leads to the point. You're going to have
to go past the doctor's old house, but he's not there anymore and
the people are always gone during the day. You wait for me there,
you hear me?"

There was an abrupt note to Gideon's voice
that put Katharine's hackles up.

"I wouldn't want to do anything that would
put you out."

Gideon gave her a lazy grin.

"Huff anymore, missie, and you'll huff
yourself up to Newfoundland."

Katharine crossed her arms and turned to
watch the water lash down the cove. She noticed that Gideon had an
unnerving trick of remaining completely still and silent when she
expected him to say something else, or respond to her anger. He
just waited.

"What am I supposed to say to people who know
me?" she asked, turning back towards him.

Gideon stretched one arm slowly above his
head and scratched his neck. There were holes in his sleeves and
she wondered briefly why he didn't have them mended.

"That's your lookout, not mine, Katharine
Porter. I'm not your mother's keeper."

"But she's mine," Katharine protested.

Gideon shrugged.

"I'll be scouting the point at half past
eight. If you're there, you can come. If you're not, then you're
not." And then, like a ghost himself, he vanished back into the
gloom.

As she stumbled through the overgrown grass
and tree stumps, back up the hill towards the Winslow house with
the wind pushing and the rain pelting and the world howling,
Katharine thought of Monday, of Gus and her parents, and of Gideon.
Despite all the water, her mouth felt dry and parched. Back and
forth the trees swayed and the village huddled, tired of it all,
under the grey sky.

 


*****

 



CHAPTER THREE

Paulie

 


As Nan opened the aging white gate, she spoke
over her shoulder,

"Heads up, Paulie. Rachel loves to have
visitors. Especially friends of mine!"

'Great,' Paulie thought, as she paused to
examine the maniacal grin of a Jack O'Lantern on the porch and take
in the crisp air. Obviously Richard and Rachel Harrison, owners of
the infamous giant white house, were in the same nuthouse as Nan.
Perhaps that was why they forgot to fix their house.

Or maybe they were too busy looking out of
the windows. For as much as she hated to admit it, Squam was
looking pretty nice at this time of the year. Fall had arrived, and
the leaves flamed in agony, spurred on by the cold nights. Across
the cove, trees shot red, yellow, and orange sparks into the green
grass, then quickly dimmed into ashy bare branches. By the ocean,
the leaves were blown into kaleidoscopic eddies on the water, round
and round, before being pulled out by the tide into the
unknown.

Suddenly, the front door flew open and out
slid a fat woman, much as a banana pops out of its skin. Across her
neck was slung a heavy beaded necklace that tick-tocked across her
bosom.

"Come in, Nan. And Pauline too? Or is it
Paulie?"

"Paulie is fine."

"Paulie then."

As Paulie entered the house, she noticed an
odd smell about it, quite different to Nan's home, with its heady
mixture of pressure-treated timbers, scented oils, and dog fur.
This house's smell wasn't unpleasant – it was somehow familiar,
like the memory of a mother's perfume.

"Come and sit, Paulie. Do you drink tea?
Coffee? Or ginger ale?"

"Tea is okay," Paulie called, passing by a
bright clean living room with some comfortable dark furnishings and
down the dark hallway into a kitchen. A round table filled the
middle of the room, and Rachel busied herself around a counter
below a picture window to the cove. A china teapot spattered with
delicate roses, a small jug, and a set of ancient tea cups were
spread before her.

"I'll give you proper tea, then. Can't stand
the ashes and dust in those filthy bags." Rachel set two cups and
saucers in front of Nan and Paulie. "When we were living in London
last winter I almost cried with joy upon having my first real cup.
Travel heals the soul, I always say."

"Have you ever thought of selling up and
moving onto a cruise ship?" Nan asked. "It's the new rage. Just
think, you could be in a new place every moment of your life."

Rachel smiled over her shoulder.

"Now you know us better than that, Nan. Of
course we couldn't part with our home - collapsing floors and all.
Richard would never consent, and I don't blame him, really. When
you think of it being built, all by hand. The nails driven in one
by one with a hammer, the grooves carved into the frames. All that
lumber being milled and hauled in by wagons. Fascinating,
really."

"How's Richard?" Nan asked.

"Oh, he's fine. He's picking up some sweet
potatoes. A true southern boy at heart, my husband. Grew up tied to
his mother's apron strings and his granny's cooking – my liberal
conversation drives him up the wall. We used to argue like cats and
dogs over it. I once threw a saucepan at his head during the
Vietnam years."

Rachel bustled over with a teapot and another
cup, wedging her substantial girth under the table. Paulie thought
that she didn't seem uncomfortable with her body, as some thin
people were.

"And yet you still claim to be happily
married," Nan joked.

"Oh, I wasn't aiming properly. I used to be
the star pitcher of my high school softball team. Milk first,
dear." Rachel interrupted herself to put a warm hand on Paulie's
wrist as Paulie reached for the pot. "Tradition. If you put the
milk in first you prevent the porcelain from cracking with the heat
of the water. Sugar? No? Good girl. So, Nan tells me you had a few
questions about the house."

Paulie gulped at her tea.

"Um, I was wondering if any children lived
here in the 19th century."

"Well, let me see," Rachel fingered her
teacup handle thoughtfully. "I know the house was built around
1848, so Gertrude Winslow, who owned the house before us, told me.
By the brother of Oliver Winslow, who built a twin to this one down
the road. He had a funny name. Isaiah, that's it. I suppose they
thought it was easier to build two houses on the same model.
Certainly saved on imagination. I don't know if Isaiah had children
– Richard might, though."

"This would have been later," Nan
interrupted. "We think it's around 1900, if Paulie's got the right
doll."

"That's a funny phrase. 'If Paulie's got the
right doll.'"

"Do you want to show her, Paulie?"

Paulie drew the shoebox out of her backpack
and carefully laid it on the table. Between the wads of tissue
paper, the doll's head rested on a copy of the picture from the
historical society.

"Oh my," Rachel stretched out her hand to
pick it up and Paulie restrained herself from slapping her back.
"Isn't that something? Where did you find it?"

"In the cove, near the Madam Vaas house."

"It looks very old," Rachel breathed in a
whisper. "Do you know who it belonged to?"

"It's all a big mystery. She's in the photo,
you see," Nan interrupted, peering over their shoulders at the pale
face. "It's your porch."

"That is very interesting, very interesting
indeed,' Rachel said, squinting at the head. "I suppose one of the
inhabitants may have owned a doll."

In the heated kitchen the three stood in a
trance, bound by some subtle energy.

"You know, it almost feels like she's
listening to us," Rachel said, tracing the delicate mouth and nose
with her thumb.

"Wot? Wot's that, you say?" Nan snipped the
thread of their concentration, leaning comically over the head with
her hand cupped behind her ear. "Cor blimey, you don't say?"

Paulie glared at Nan and took the doll's head
from Rachel's hands. "I'm sorry," she told it, as she tenderly
replaced it in the shoebox and patted it on the forehead. "It's
like living with the brain-damaged sometimes."

"That's a real treasure you've found there."
Rachel was watching her. "You might be able to clean it up and find
a body."

"I guess so. I hadn't thought about it."

"Yes," Rachel's eyes were absent. "She
shouldn't be left as she is. Dolls are special objects. But you
must know that already. You'll have read A Little Princess, I'm
sure."

"I don't play with dolls," Paulie said
flatly. "I like to read books about battles and boats… Sorry," she
added.

"That is a shame. I used to have many dolls.
I'm quite certain that they absorb every emotion, every childhood
pain and laugh, and make it their own. And then, when you grow up,
they are still there, your youthful hopes, staring back at you with
understanding eyes…"

"Rachel, Rachel? They didn't have any canned
mangoes," a man's voice called out from the hall.

"Richard, Coeur de Lion!" Nan exclaimed.

"Anna," the man cried, coming into the
kitchen and kissing Nan's hand. "You're looking lovelier than
ever."

Which of course, thought Paulie, was bull.
Nan was going through a gypsy phase and had taken to wearing
scarves around her head, huge golden hoop earrings in her ears, and
far too much eyeliner.

"And who is this stunning lady?"

"Richard," Paulie muttered to the doll's head
as he smiled and bowed dramatically, "looks like Jack Sprat who
could eat no fat when his wife could eat no lean." With his thick
grey hair and elegant suit, he reminded her of the kind of men in
ads for expensive watches and shoes.

"This is Paulie, Nan's friend from Rye."

"Paulie, what a lovely name. And on such a
lovely girl. It's like frosting on a chocolate cake."

Paulie, in spite of herself, smiled in
return.

"We've just been talking about Paulie's
discovery from the cove." Rachel added, gesturing to the
shoebox.

"May I?" Richard said gravely, dropping his
grocery bag on the floor and coming to look. "Ye gods and fishes!
How splendid!"

Paulie gave the doll's head a wry glance. A
charmer, no doubt about it.

"Paulie found this photo in the historical
society, Rich, and we think the doll came from here, about the turn
of the century." Nan drew very close to Richard to show him,
fluttering her scarves over Paulie's face. "Rachel said you might
know about the people who owned the house before you."

"Why, of course! In the attic, oh, lots of
old deeds and things that Gertrude saved. She was a true Yankee
hoarder. Here, dump that rubbish Rachel calls a drink and follow
me."

Like the pied piper, Richard bounded off
towards the stairs, the women following. Up they went, up two
flights and round a bend, until they reached a landing rimmed by
closed doors.

"Now in here," Richard said, pushing a door
open to reveal a spare room stacked to the ceiling with boxes, "is
my filing system. And over here," he coughed, nearly tripping over
a tall iron lamp, "is Gertrude's stuff." He pulled the lamp's metal
tag, and the light that streamed into the room was sunshine through
amber. "Ah hah!"

'So this is what it's like to be charged by
hippos,' Paulie mused, as Nan and Rachel closed in on her.
Oblivious to the stampede that he had created, Richard opened the
drawer of a banged up metal cabinet.

"Nan, remember that day when we discovered
your house used to be a fish shack? Now that was quite a discovery.
To think of you living on the remains of scales and fish guts."

Rachel gave him a resentful poke.

"Right, sorry, back to topic. Here we go,"
Richard said, pulling out photocopies of scrolling handwriting.
"The incontrovertible record of deeds. Here's Isaiah Winslow,
that's the builder. And here's Isaiah Winslow Junior, that's his
son. And then he dies and his estate passes to his adult children -
Caroline and George Winslow. That was in 1888."

"Did they have children?" Paulie asked
eagerly.

"Let me see…" Richard squinted. "Oh, Paulie,
I'm sorry, it doesn't look like it. Looks like George outlived
Caroline and passed it on to his cousin. The cousin didn't live
long, so then Gertrude Winslow, the cousin's daughter, had it for a
long time and then we bought it."

"There was no girl living here? I felt,
somehow, that there was."

"Of course she didn't have to be living here
when the picture of your doll was taken. She could have been
visiting."

Paulie felt her shoulders bow.

"That's okay, it doesn't matter."

"Hey, now," Nan prodded. "Remember our motto
- nil desperandum, fight on the beaches, fight in the streets. I'm
sure there's more in Gertude's papers." With a little push, Nan
edged towards the cabinet.

"If you don't mind," Paulie said, clutching
the doll's head protectively, "I think I'll go out to the landing
and get some air."

"Sure, sure," Rachel said, her attention
fixed on righting a toppling box that Nan had set in motion.

As Paulie reached the door, she stumbled and
felt the shoebox begin to slip from her hands. A horrid panic, an
image of the head somersaulting down the stairs and cracking into
two, seized her, and in her desperation she hurled herself
backwards. The force of her motion helped her hang onto the box,
but sent her twirling into another door. It flew open.

When she had had a chance to recover her
breath, the first thing she did was set the shoebox carefully down
on the pineapple knobbed bed.

"Everything okay?" Rachel asked, coming in
behind her.

"I'm fine," Paulie said. "I didn't mean to
bust in like that."

"Oh, it's alright," Rachel said, going over
to raise a blind and revealing a view of the cove at low tide.
"This is just another spare room. We sometimes put an overflow of
guests up here, but otherwise it's basically unused. I know that
Gert, before us, wasn't one for decorating, so it's perfectly
possible that it was like this when the house was built."

Looking over the room, the bed's mattress and
bureau, the paint flaking off the window bars and littering the red
floor, Paulie was struck by how sad everything looked. Like the
doll's head – vacant and absent of life.

Curious, she walked over to examine the
carvings above the bureau's mirror. An eagle, its fierce beak
chipped off at the tip and its carved wings encompassing the top
edge of the frame, stared down at her. In the glass, she saw her
reflection twist into unfamiliar curves, warped with the black
lines and the faint coppery bulges of the glass. The shoebox was
just visible over her shoulder.

But as she was grimacing at the thick
eyebrows and the heavy mouth that confronted her, she was struck by
a tightness in the chest. The eyes in the mirror passed from
shadowy green to blue. The hair lightened and curled, the skin grew
tighter and higher around the bones, and the mouth widened into a
scream. Paulie took a surprised step backwards.

"Are you alright?" Rachel asked, laying an
uncertain hand on Paulie's shoulder.

"I'm okay." Paulie glanced at the mirror
again, and saw only her frown looking back at her.

"See, what did I tell you!" Richard said,
tripping into the room with Nan on his heels. "Never throw anything
away. And always file."

Like a knight presenting a queen with a chest
of jewels, he knelt down and handed Paulie a square tin box.

"Caroline Winslow's memorabilia. She kept it
all. Have a look."

Paulie sat down on the bed next to the doll's
head and opened the lid. Out of the corner of her eye she could see
Richard holding Nan back with one arm. Rachel was pretending to
look out of the window.

Tucked inside were packets of papers – flyers
and ticket stubs and menus and thank you cards and a souvenir spoon
from the finest New York establishment. It was a motley heap and
Paulie was reminded of her mother, who loved to collect things like
this and bind them in acid free albums.

Caroline seemed to have saved all of her
brother George's correspondence, for along with the papers were
stacks of postcards. They were mostly illustrations and photographs
of European monuments, like the Parthenon and the Coliseum. Paulie
recognized some of them from Nan's books on Classical Art.

You know how they always say its
Winchester-by-the-Sea and Rye-by-the-Smell, Carrie? Well, Rye has
nothing on Genoa.

And this in the same hand from Philadelphia
-

I've been invited to go on an exploration in
Ankara next summer by an acquaintance of Sam Palmer, but I know I
promised you your adventure.

And on the side, where Richard must have
placed them, were a few unused and half-written postcards - a man
in lederhosen tending sheep on the Swiss Alps, the Eiffel Tower, an
old Italian woman in black hunched beneath a blooming almond tree.
There were also a number depicting hotels and inns. Paulie flipped
them over.

Dear Robert,

George and I are so pleased that you were
able to use the house this summer for your painting. We hope our
rocky shores will bring you better success happiness after all the
hard work you put into your flower exhibition last year in New
York.

Best wishes to Cecily and your girl and
boy. The sea air there is magical, and knowing
how much your son needed

This was written on the backside of a
postcard with a drawing of men and women dancing on a lantern-lit
terrace. But the last phrase was crossed out, the writing tailed
off, and the postcard was not addressed. Paulie turned it back over
and looked at the front more closely. In the bottom right-hand
corner was a notation – "Palais Royale celebrates the arrival of
the new century."

"See, Paulie, you were right," Nan said
softly. "There was a girl."

Paulie looked at the box in her lap and the
box on the bed, both so silent, still so full of secrets they were
reluctant to tell.

"And a boy," Paulie amended. "And a boy."

 


*****

 



CHAPTER FOUR

Katharine

 


'Thank god for Gideon and his dory,'
Katharine paused on the porch and breathed in deeply, 'I thought I
was going to die.'

It was the smell that got to her - that
stale, fetid scent of sickness that pervaded the house whenever
John was having a bad day. For a moment this morning she had feared
her mother was going to cancel the trip, but her father had
insisted:

"You have to see the light over on the shore,
Cecily."

They had left John to the large massaging
hands of Hanna Maria, the hired girl. And left Katharine to her own
devices. The plan for a ride on the river could go ahead.

With great sigh of relief she started off
into a hot day of cloudless skies. Fishermen like Gus would already
be out in the bay, she realized, hauling in their lines, pricking
their thumbs on the sharp teeth of their victims.

Apart from a rumbling wagon that reeked of
compost, Katharine was the only other moving object on the bridge.
The shops on the trolley line were just opening their downstairs
shutters to greet the customers as she made her way down the main
road towards Heron Cove, mercifully without running into a soul she
recognized.

She found the path that ran through the oaks
and scrubby maples and waited impatiently at the edge of the rocks,
watching for the dory to emerge from the harbor. When it did, with
the lean long figure in the middle oscillating to and fro like a
metronome, she felt her pulse begin to throb in her neck.

"Here, go behind those bushes and put these
on." Gideon shoved a clumsily wrapped bundle of clothes in her arms
after he'd clambered out of the dory and hitched the bowline
expertly to a tree. Sunlight danced through the broad green leaves
and rippled with the slight breeze along the dusty earth.

"What are they?"

"Some of my old gear. I don't think your
mother'd be too pleased to see her precious lady on the water with
a scruffy Squammer. Tuck your hair under that cap too."

With a defiant glare, Katharine retreated
behind a bush and emerged, a tad mussed, with her dress balled up
in a package under her arm. She wished Sally could have seen her in
her new outfit, but when she heard the mocking chuckle from Gideon
she reconsidered. He would have laughed at a girl with a doll.

"Far cry from your usual look. Can't say
which I prefer. Certainly more sensible in those."

"Do you want me to row?"

Gideon roared in amusement.

"Not if we want to make it there by
Christmas. First time you had a hand on the oar it'd kick you up
and into the water in a trice. Besides, you'd be spoiling those
dainty hands of yours."

Irked again, Katharine bumbled over the
granite and began to lower herself into the dory.

"Hey, watch where you're planting yourself!
Middle of the boat, put your feet in the middle, or you'll have us
over."

Katharine adjusted her feet and bumped her
bottom down on the aft thwart, facing the smirking Gideon.

Pushing off, Gideon steered them into open
water. From the harbor the river meandered inland past rocky points
and coves, eventually giving way to softer borders and dunes. Along
the shore the marshes spilt their golden grasses into the blue
waves, and cormorants dipped their heads into silky waters.

With the tide flowing in, the boat carried
itself on the current, Gideon casually following the contours of
the channel. The tiny Cape, with its clusters of houses along the
coast, rose up on Katharine's left. The rest of the country, the
farms, forests, and mountains, the whole of America rolled itself
out to the Pacific Ocean on her right.

They were silent for a while as they plowed
through the water. Katharine watched Gideon relax into his stroke,
his thoughts far away. As they passed by a white house perched on a
hill, Gideon raised one oar in a salute. A figure stepped out the
back door and shook what looked like a sheet in his direction.

"Who is that?"

"Just an old friend of my mother's. He likes
to see me."

Katharine squinted at the figure on the
shore. A wisp of a cloud obscured the sun and for a moment the
water was gunmetal grey.

"Why is he waving the sheet?"

"Feels like it," Gideon said curtly, and
clicked the oar back into the thole pins.

A seagull surfing the slight breeze wafted
down onto a rock and cocked its head at them, its beady eyes
calculating whether it should rise up out of danger.

"I think living on a Cape is wonderful. You
can just pull up a bridge or block a road and not let anybody in,"
Katharine exclaimed.

"Also means you can't get out. We're almost
there."

The dark, ugly outline of a bridge rose up
before them.

"This is the railroad bridge," Katharine
said. "You brought me all this way to look at the railroad
bridge?"

"Pull your nose down from the clouds, Miss
Airs, and shut your silly mouth for once. This wasn't always a
railroad bridge, you know. Before they built on it was called
Hangman's Island."

"Did they hang someone on it?"

"That they did, that they did. A slew of
pirates. But that wasn't the worst of it."

"What do you mean?"

"Well, it's hard to hang a pirate when he's
not got a head."

"No head?" Katharine swallowed as they
drifted towards an innocuous bit of marsh – a lump of mud and grass
and stones in the backwater.

"Aye, young miss. Cut clean off. Shticck!"
Gideon made a slashing motion with his hand across his throat.

"I don't believe you."

"It's true," Gideon shipped the oars as the
dory bumped into the mudflat. "Andrew Grey lived in that house down
on the end of Lindsay Street, opposite the saltbox. Grey was a man
not much older than myself, and was master of a fine sloop called
The Hawk, just built and not yet finished. This was when
Wanasquam was a real man's seaport, and they weren't dancing around
with no yacht clubs and picnics."

Katharine looked away, and trailed her hand
in the water, watching flecks of seaweed and branches, broken reeds
and limbs of jelly-like creatures float by her palm.

"One day he set out on The Hawk, just
as he'd done before, from Squam. But what Grey could not see was
the pirate Phillips waiting out on the waters for him, like a shark
in the shallows of the mudflats."

Katharine hastily removed her hand from the
water. Gideon grinned and spat over the side.

"And then Phillips struck, sinking his teeth
into the prize. And The Hawk was a fine prize, the bonniest
lady on the eastern waters, and Phillips was all up and taken with
himself afterward for his cunning move."

"What did he do with Grey?"

"Well, you see, there was the problem. He'd
been busy, Phillips, up and down to Cape Sable and back that year,
and he'd already boarded a sloop out of Rye in the fall and a
schooner earlier in the spring. Off the sloop he'd made a slave of
a fine Ipswich lad named Bates and promised him liberty if he
worked as a hand for a few months. But when the lad Bates came to
ask for it, Phillips snarled at him, 'I'll set you free when the
gates of Hell open to let me in.'"

At this point, Gideon drew close to Katharine
and snarled in her face, in imitation of Phillips. Katharine felt a
curious twinge of excitement and fear.

"But he made a mistake when he took the
schooner, for the Lieutenant-Governor of the time was so fired up
that he sent a warship called The Osprey out after him.
Phillips knew that he couldn't outrun her on his aging wreck of a
ship – and he needed Grey and Bates for his hands. So when he
seized The Hawk, Phillips set his own ship adrift and made
them hoist sail to outrun the warship."

"Did it catch them?'

"No. No man alive could catch The
Hawk, even with its deck littered with vermin pirates and
unfinished topsides. But see, Phillips had forgotten that you never
give a man the use of his hands if he's a meaning to kill you. He
had Bates and Grey working on deck with the carpenter, and the
carpenter had a lust in his blood for Phillips that all the water
in the ocean couldn't drown out."

Slightly seasick, Katharine waited for Gideon
to continue as he paused dramatically. Red circles began to pop up
in front of her eyes.

"So the pirate boatswain and the master, a
big fearsome fellow named Nut who could crush you between his
hands, are on deck. And the carpenter sees that Bates and Grey are
frightened. So he gives them a glass of the hoariest brandy ever
drunk and toasts Nut and the boatswain, 'To our next
merry-meeting!' Then he begins to walk with Nut, friendly-like,
while Bates takes an axe and begins to twirl it on its point.
Bam!

Gideon whacked his hand on the side of the
boat.

"Over goes Nut, pitched headfirst into the
water by the carpenter. Crunch goes the boatswain's bones and
brains as Bates sinks his axe into him. Up comes Phillips from
below, to see what the trouble is, and the carpenter whacks him in
the jaw with a mallet. Then Grey, with just enough gumption to keep
him in the fight, goes at him with a knife. And while the carpenter
tips one or two more over the side, Grey finishes his hacking and
comes up with a brand new prize. The gory head of one Captain
Phillips."

At that point Katharine almost did throw up.
Rapidly she gulped down the acid bile that was rising.

"He brought it in on the top of his mast, a
merry standard for any man. Then set it up on this island and
hanged the rest. Right on this here very spot."

Katharine couldn't speak. She was too
excited, too revolted by the whole thing. Smugly, Gideon swung the
dory back into the river. It was some time before she could muster
her voice:

"I wasn't scared, you know."

"Didn't say you were," Gideon retorted,
smilingly.

As they made their way back down the river,
Katharine took off the hat, to feel the breeze tickle her hair. She
thought of the bloody head strung up on a tottering post, the blood
leaching into the wood and dripping into the river, running down to
the sea. The skin turning black and leathery as the summer sun rose
and set on it, the gulls pecking at bits.

"Hie, Gideon!"

A black-haired man was standing unsteadily in
a dory ahead of them and waving his arm back and forth
energetically. Gideon ignored him.

"They're waving at you," Katharine pointed
out.

"Stow it," Gideon said gruffly.

"Ho, ho!" yelled the man, as the dory slipped
past them, an older man behind him rowing hard. "Gideon's done
finally caught himself a fish."

The rower laughed as he gave a steady,
skimming stroke,

"Looks like a nipper, Gideon! You'd be best
to throw that one back in the water and give it some more time to
grow."

"Well, you know what they say about fishermen
from Squam," the younger man said.

"Yup, they'll eat anything," the rower
shouted loudly, and a number of women in a catboat party nearby
looked over in confusion.

"What do they mean, Gideon?" Katharine asked.
She felt a wave of tension running through and below the boat as
they ran with the turning tide towards the harbor.

"Nothing. They've got sawdust scattered in
their heads where their brains should be. Put your hat back
on."

Katharine did as she was told, and turned
away from the grim face that pulled on the oars to look at the
golden marsh.

 


*****

 



CHAPTER FOUR

Paulie

 


"November is the suckiest month," Paulie
mumbled to the doll's head in the shoebox. Nan was draping her in
yet another raincoat reeking of mothballs. Wrinkling her nose, Lady
Godiva stood up and plodded upstairs.

"You can't go out in the one you brought.
It's soaking. Now, no, too short," she said, diving back into the
closet. Paulie turned her head away from Nan's wriggling butt,
rescued the shoebox from behind Nan's writhing feet, and went to
look out the window towards the cove.

The rain had started a week ago and hadn't
stopped. It streamed down the streets, overflowed from the gutters,
and turned the cove brown, brown, brown. Here in Nan's glassy house
it bathed everything in a wavery light of ripple and water, even
the furniture. Paulie felt as if she were trapped in an
aquarium.

Plus, along with the plummeting temperatures,
her leads on the doll's head had grown very cold indeed. Richard
and Rachel had combed Gertrude's papers but found no more
information on the mysterious family that had visited. Daniel had
spent a lot of time discussing the decline of fishing in the 20th
century, and famous shipwrecks like the sinking of The
Clarissa in a sudden nor'easter, but nothing definite had come
of any of it. Even Nan, who had plied her with books about the
history of the Cape, admitted that they might be drowning a
little.

"And now I'm being told we're going on a
surprise trip for your benefit," Paulie told the doll's head as Nan
emerged clutching a hideous olive green and yellow coat in her
hand. "I don't know why Nan thinks I care that much. It's not like
we're Siamese twins."

"Tada! Off to the races!"

"Nan, do we have to go wherever it is we're
going?" Paulie asked, shrugging into the malodorous garment.

"Cert-oin-ly. It's of vital importance.
You'll see."

"Whatever."

"What goes on, Paulie D.?" Nan asked. "World
not round the right way when you woke up this morning?"

"I'm fine."

"Right then. Got the head? To arms!"

Though they went down familiar roads, Paulie
didn't recognize the dark, saltbox house that lay nestled in the
woods. It was only when she saw the sign that the raw slap of dread
hit her. "Doll Museum."

"It's not that I hate you personally," she
added in explanation to the doll's head as Nan did her usual
attempt at parking straight. "Or girls who play with dolls and
dress them up and all that. It's just that I don't see the point of
you.

"At least in books and movies things happen,
at least on a boat there are things to see, but all your kind are
ever really good for is lying there like lumps. Like now. Still, I
suppose it could be worse," she added as Nan nudged the bumper of
the car next to her, "you could've been one of those things that
cried Mommy and needed your diapers changed."

"I haven't been here in years," Nan mused as
they shunted their way to a stop. "My mother used to take me when
my father was in one of his moods. I could look at these dolls for
hours and pretend that I was wearing the dresses. Like being a
princess."

"Mom's in a mood today, too."

"This was a particular kind of mood," Nan
said in a peculiar voice, killing the engine.

Inside the museum, the rooms were devoid of
normal furniture and packed to the gunnels with glass cases. There
were cloth dolls and china dolls and plastic dolls and even wood
dolls. Hundreds of eyes gazed at them in fixed stares, limbs frozen
in awkward poses, dress pleats crisp behind the barriers.

"Look at them all, Paulie. Aren't they
beautiful?"

"I think it's creepy," Paulie said as they
walked down the center aisle. "It's like having a room full of
zombies. They'll probably break out in a minute and go around
attacking people in some army of the undead."

This was intended to pop Nan's bubble of
sappy enthusiasm, but it had the opposite effect. She howled in
amusement.

"I'm sorry, Paulie," she said, wiping her
nose with the back of her hand, "was that meant to shock me? I just
had this vision of tiny zombies in lacy dresses walking around like
Frankenstein, taking over the world. Can you just imagine? I mean,
as soon as people are zombified, they grow curly hair and sprout
satin ribbons and sport delicate heels. Just think of Richard with
a big bow on the top of his head."

Despite herself, Paulie had to admit that
this was a moderately funny thought.

"Can I help you?"

A crumpled woman stood before them. She
looked like she had been left in a drawer for too long, her face
all crisscrossed with folds of wrinkles. Like the dolls, her eyes
were unnaturally bright.

"Yes, we were wondering if there was someone
who knew something about old dolls," Nan said eagerly. Paulie could
have happily kicked her.

"Of course. My name is Verity and I'm a guide
here. We often have people bringing in their family dolls. Do you
have it with you?"

"Go on, Paulie, show it to her."

Reluctantly, Paulie pulled out the box from
her bag and set it on a counter. She kept her elbows out a little
as she did so, to prevent Nan from getting too close.

"My goodness," Verity said, watching as
Paulie held out the face in her hand. "This is, I have to say, a
unique experience for me, working from just a stained head. How did
you come across it?"

"I found it in a cove. It guess it was sort
of a fate thing."

In the pause that followed, Paulie began to
feel quite odd. A transparent film seemed to have dropped over
Verity, making her face and body blurry, and she stood as still as
a cemetery monument. When she finally spoke, it was with a
different voice than before, a lower, slower prophetic voice:

"To work with the objects of the dead has
always been for me like stepping into a half world. When you are
able to hold against your skin an object that once belonged to
another life. To touch what they touched and to see the passage of
time upon it. Especially with toys, especially with dolls.

"You know, we have a picture of a little boy
standing proudly before his toy soldiers, posing in a salute. It
was taken sixteen years before he died in a trench at Flanders,
blown to smithereens by a whistling shell. You are lucky to be the
one who had that moment of discovery when you found her. For a
brief second you held the breath of the past in your palm, the
resurrected breath of her owner, before it blew away."

Paulie shivered. Nan broke in.

"We think it was made sometime around 1900.
We wanted to confirm it."

Verity snapped back into focus.

"Well, it is of course harder to tell with
just a head, but I think you're about right on the date. Here, let
me show you." She led them to a case full of plump girl dolls
wearing dingy pinafores and bonnets. A blond haired doll sat in the
middle of the group, her thick eyebrows making shiny streaks across
her dullish skin.

"This is a German bisque doll, made around
the turn of the century, maybe a bit before. 1895-1900 say.
Composition body, wooden joints, mohair wig."

Paulie examined the face through the
glass.

"It looks like mine," Paulie said, " but my
head is smaller, and the cheeks are thinner."

"Some of that is the paintwork," Verity
pointed at the eyes. "It's like makeup – it can completely change
the face. I think you're right though, the lips are more
overlapping in yours. However, I think I'd feel pretty confident
about calling that a German bisque doll."

"What does bisque mean?" Paulie asked.

"Unglazed porcelain. First they mold the clay
and then they put it into a kiln at very high temperatures.
Basically, they bake it. China dolls are slightly different – china
dolls have glazed porcelain heads."

"And you said something else about this
doll's body?"

"Composition, you mean? It's a kind of
mixture of wood and glue, like sawdust and wood pulp, and other
bits and pieces that get mixed up and form the body. Then they
attach the wooden limbs with joints."

"So that would explain why Paulie didn't find
any other parts around it or attached to it," Nan interrupted.

"Sure, if it had been in the salt water for a
long time, that makes perfect sense. The water would have eaten
away the body – food for the fishes, as my grandfather used to
say."

Paulie was just about to ask Verity about
cleaning up the face, when Nan jumped in:

"Can we do anything about cleaning the
face?"

Verity smiled.

"If you wanted to restore it, I think you
could bleach it without any serious injury. I'll go out back and
see if I can find you some instructions."

"Thanks."

Stabbing her toe into the ground in
frustration, Paulie nestled the doll's head carefully back in its
bed of tissue. 'Stupid Nan,' she told the head, 'stupid interfering
busybody Nan.' A deep anger began to whirlpool around in her chest,
and she stubbed her toe harder to distract herself.

"Paulie? Did I do something wrong?"

It was as if someone had pulled the plug out
of the bathtub.

"Nan, why do you have to interfere? It's my
bloody doll, I found it, she's mine, not yours. I didn't ask you to
take me here today. Why does everyone feel like they can tell her
and me where to go, and what to look at, and what to do, huh? Why
can't we be left alone?"

Nan looked stricken, running her fingers
through her short bangs repeatedly in a kind of contrite
gesture.

"Oh, Paulie. I'm sorry. Here's ole Nan,
charging in as usual, blind as a myopic bat. I really am a world
class donkey." She knocked her head with the flat of her palm. "You
see, I thought you weren't all that excited about dolls, so you
wouldn't mind so much if other people were interested. But you're
completely in the right, of course. She's not some object I can
chuck around as I like. She's yours, and you and she should decide
what you'd like to do with her."

Paulie sighed and shrugged.

"Thanks, Nan. I'm sorry I yelled at you."

"But only sort of, right?" Nan winked.

"Yeah. Actually, maybe not at all."

"That's okay. I'll yell at you sometime to
make up for it," Nan said cheerfully, her maniacal grin
restored.

"Maybe it's because I don't know how things
will turn out," Paulie added thoughtfully, walking side by side
with Nan into the next room. "Like, you don't want to get too
excited about it because you might never learn the ending? That's
kind of how I feel about the doll. I don't want too get too
involved yet."

"I understand what you mean. Sometimes it's
better to keep your feelings to yourself and not tempt the gods,"
Nan mused. "However, sometimes one cannot help but be amazed. Would
you have a look at this!"

While the other room had been filled with
dolls, the room before them was stuffed with houses. Victorian
houses with Gothic touches, and Cape Cod cottages, and Italianate
villas and more modern themed versions, with Halloween witches and
rock bands next door to each other.

"Now this is more like it," Paulie told her
doll's head as she examined the turrets and porches, maids' rooms
and closets, kitchens with platters of food, libraries and
bedrooms, oriental rugs, tiny brushes and candles.

"I once read that Queen Mary in England had a
very special dollhouse made up for her." Nan paused in front of a
brick mansion. "She had all her royal minions working on different
parts of it, and apparently all the books on the bookshelves were
actually printed. So if you use a magnifying glass you can actually
read them."

"I wonder how much that cost?"

"More than a buck," Nan said.

"Less than Buckingham Palace," Paulie
ribbed.

Nan snorted.

"Brava, Miss Davis. That was downright witty.
We should do a double act – Wisdom and Wiseass. I'll be the tail
end." She stepped back from the mansion and regarded it critically.
"You know, you're right. I'd never thought about it before, but
there is something creepy about these things."

"What do you mean?"

"Well, it's like you were saying about
zombies. What if when people died after doing something bad or
naughty that they didn't get sent to purgatory to work it off, but
became trapped in inanimate objects. I mean, what if the dolls in
this dollhouse are actually people who used to live in a house like
this? What if they are doomed to be confined between the walls
eating plastic food and reading blank pages until the house falls
apart?"

"Look, I can see Ivan the Terrible in a
dressing gown!" Paulie pointed to a buxom housewife in a 1950s
style pink lacy negligee.

"And there's Stalin changing the baby's
diaper," Nan added, gesturing to the French maid who was bent over
a baby doll in the room above.

"Nan, do you think I'm weird, because I don't
like girlie things?" Paulie asked abruptly.

Nan took her nose away from the ornate living
room and pointed it down at Paulie, so that Paulie could see up her
nostrils.

"Do you think I'm weird for drinking beetroot
juice?"

Paulie paused.

"Yes."

Nan tilted her head back and laughed
uproariously, scaring the pants of an old lady who was hiding
behind a mansard roof. She sniffed in annoyance and left the room.
Nan laughed again.

"So you should. You're lucky it wasn't worse
that day. I was thinking of trying a lemon juice body cleanse. You
mix the juice up with some cayenne pepper and maple syrup and drink
that all day. Now that would have been really weird."

Paulie focused on a garden at the back of a
Victorian dollhouse. Silk roses spilled over the trellis. A rather
demented-looking cocker spaniel rolled on its back in a
flowerbed.

"But, honestly, do you think I'm weird?"

Nan paused.

"Damn straight I think you're weird." The
tips of Paulie's lips curled up, but she didn't look at Nan. "And
oh what a boring place the world would be if it did not have
weirdoes. All hail the weirdoes! Long may we reign!"

And with that, Nan was off to the other room,
down the aisle of faces, bowing and curtsying to each one.

"Adieu, adieu, parting is such sweet sorrow.
Glad I'm not staying the night with you creepy things. Hope your
zombie highnesses enjoy your revels. Alas cheries, I shall be far
away in quite the opposite direction to Squam. You might try my old
boyfriend's house in Chicago if you'd like a trip!"

With an almighty bang she ran right into
Verity.

"We like to keep things quiet in this
museum," she said reprovingly. Nan turned red, but Paulie reassured
her by quickly sticking her tongue out.

"It's Paulie, correct? Here are some
instructions about cleaning and here's another something you might
want."

Verity handed her a sheet of paper and then
held out her other hand, palm upwards.

Nestled inside were a set of sea blue eyes,
the pupils black as pitch and the irises flecked with white
sparks.

"I found these in our back room. I thought
you might like them for your doll."

Carefully, Paulie picked up the eyes with her
fingers and took the doll's head out once more. She heard Nan take
a step back.

"Nan, do you mind holding the head for
me?"

Nan sprung forward like a jackrabbit. While
she tried to hold the face as still as possible, Paulie inserted
one of the eyes into the gap at the top of the head and held it
against the socket.

Goosebumps rose on her arms. She could have
even sworn she saw a glint of life lurking behind the glass. Yet
with the doll's face still stained and grimy as it was, she
appeared to have suffered some hideous injury, her eye poked out by
a sharp object.

"We'll fix that," Paulie vowed silently. "I
promise."

 


*****

 



CHAPTER FIVE

Katharine

 


"I solemnly swear," Katharine told Sally as
she laced up her boots, "that by the end of this summer I will have
gone bathing."

"Of course, I wouldn't have to make that
promise," she added bitterly, swatting away a fly from her face,
"if it hadn't have been for John."

In hindsight, she could see that yesterday
was bound to have been a disaster. Even the muggy day was
overheated, with the threatening anvil cloud of a thunderstorm
weighing down the sky.

It had taken all of her mother's and her
strength to negotiate John's wheelchair through the scrubby grass
of the pasture, past the cowpats, and down to the beach. And once
they had reached it, the low, murkish tide had meant no bathing
until it crept back over the mudflats.

Sitting bunched up in his chair, sweat
pouring over his colorless cheeks, John did not want to do
anything. He did not want to read, he did not want to look at the
shells that Katharine and his mother brought him, and he most
certainly did not want to stay.

When a whimper didn't change his mother's
mind, he began to wail so loudly that other beachgoers looked up in
concern. After only a few minutes on the sand, back they had to go,
wheels sticking in ruts and John complaining of horrible pains –
two female lobsters, Katharine had thought, scuttling under that
oppressive, shimmering heat.

The storm had broken overnight, the anvil
falling on their heads, but the heat had crept back in, along with
the flies that swarmed over the food. Katharine, for one, had had
enough.

"I'm going to see Gus, Sally. Gideon might be
there."

Gus's home was a mourning dove compared to
the gull-like Greek revival that belonged to the Winslows, but it
still had a large granite pier in the back and his trusty red dory.
A beaten-up lobster trap, its bowed wooden frame shot through with
limp splinters, lay next to the door. 'With mother taking a nap,'
Katharine said to herself as she knocked, 'I reckon I have about an
hour.'

"Come in. Time and tide wait for no man."
Katharine could just hear the gruff tone. She opened the door and
descended into darkness.

"Along to the right. What my wife used to
call the back parlor."

She walked down the narrow corridor and into
a small room. Gus sat at a rickety table under the window. A
fireplace with a meager fire and two armchairs made up the rest of
the furnishings. Through the window the cove at low tide was a
messy graveyard of dead crabs and mussels cracked open by the
birds.

"Well, hello Miss Porter. I wasn't expecting
such a pretty visitor on such an ugly day."

Gus rose stiffly from the table and extended
his hand for Katharine to shake. Then he took a pipe from the
mantelpiece, gestured for Katharine to sit down in an armchair, and
sank with difficulty into the other.

"I don't have much time, but I thought I'd
call to see how you are."

"I'm a bit poorly, true be told," Gus said
wearily, "but I've known worse things to happen to a man than
rheumatism and a bad summer cold."

"Isn't your son here to take care of you?"
Katharine looked around in expectation.

"No, course not. He's gone over to Bayview to
visit with some foreign friends of his." Gus turned his head and
coughed into his dirty handkerchief.

Katharine tried to hide her disappointment by
looking around the room.

"This is a very tidy place. Not much to dust
– my mother would like that."

"I like to keep it this way – reminds me of
fishing. Don't have much room to move on a ship. Makes you keep
everything neat. But with these big vessels now, suppose they'll
have all sorts of fancy doodads." Gus lengthened the last word,
inflicting it with savage irony. "I suspect that I am one of the
last to remember the days as they were. Now that was something your
painting father could have sunk his brush into."

"He doesn't like painting ships very
much."

"Then he should take himself out into the
country and leave the sea for them who make their lives on it."

"Oh, but he really loves the sea." A bad
mood, Katharine thought, was especially difficult to pull out of
old men. They seemed to think that they had earned the right to be
ornery.

"Humph," Gus snorted and tamped his tobacco
down firmly into the pipe bowl. "Sounds a bit like the man who
loved his boat so much that he didn't dare risk it on the
water."

"What happened?"

"Starved to death, of course."

"Did you always want to be a fisherman?"
Katharine curled her legs under her dress. She could feel the sweat
begin to seep through her petticoat.

"Well, seems like it was all I ever knew.
Never thought much about alternatives. Wait, now, that's not quite
right." Gus's eyes, somewhat clouded by his first puff, looked over
at Katharine. "I wanted to be the captain of a Surinamer."

"A…?"

"A Surinamer. Ships that sailed to Dutch
Guyana with their holds stuffed full of salt fish for the
slaves."

"My mother says slavery is a despicable
custom."

"That's as may be, madam, but in those days
it was the way of things."

"But somebody should have changed it if it
was wrong."

"Aye, and would that have been you when the
ship came back with goods to sell to pay for your clothes and the
pretty foods you like to eat? It's easy enough to say something
isn't right."

Katharine was silent and scratched a bug bite
on her finger vehemently. Gus was just like Gideon, always so sure
of his own opinion.

"Now I see I've put the hairs up on your
back. But you would have felt the same if you'd been standing
beside me when the Surinamers returned. It was like my birthday and
Christmas rolled up in one. They'd come in, sails tight with the
wind, and spill out their stomachs. Hogsheads of sugar and molasses
for to make rum, coffee, cocoa, wine, and fruit. As if they'd
sailed to Eden and come back with God's own bounty."

Gus laughed and slapped his knee.

"I'll never forget the knobby tamarinds and
plantains that Captain Knox brought back one trip. His poor wife
had no idea how to cook 'em, and called them the poisonous fruit of
Satan. She went on down to the wharf one day and threw them at his
head, telling him to confine his purchases to things that a good
Christian woman could recognize." He sighed. "But the pickled
limes, they were something wonderful."

"I would have liked to taste them," Katharine
admitted.

"If they were being friendly, the captains
would invite us boys down into the cabins to admire the finery.
Candlesticks and plates and beautiful slicked-up pottery. One time
a captain out of Rye took home the payment for his shipment in a
wheelbarrow, crammed full to the top with Dutch silver."

"It sounds like it paid better than fishing,"
Katharine said, thinking of Gideon with his cards and his winnings.
He should have a job like that, not this hard fishing life. He
wasn't suited to it.

"It did at that, missie, it did at that. Old
man Tupper down the road a pace used to say that a Surinamer's cast
off clothes was better than homemade ones on any day. Before he
died he demanded to be dressed in a waistcoat he'd begged off of
Captain Smith."

"Why didn't you become a Surinamer then?"

"By the time I got to be full grown the trade
was dying like a pricked whale. Slavery on its way out, no need for
the fish anymore, and my mother was poorly. Seemed like the
sensible thing to do was to set to at what I knew best and leave
the adventuring for the young."

Gus shifted in his seat, his bones creaking
and snapping with the effort. Gideon couldn't be much older than
nineteen or twenty, Katharine reasoned, but Gus looked old. Like a
vessel riveted in iron, all those years at sea had corroded his
joints.

"It's a funny thing, this becoming old
business," Gus said, as if he could read her mind. "Sometimes I lie
awake at night, staring up at the dark, and there'll flash into my
head pieces of all my years, all these memories crowding together,
like fish in a pen, slippering and sliding over one another. And
I'm full o' regret."

"At what?"

"Oh, how I never spent enough time with my
missus when I was ashore. Just the other night I was sitting here
thinking 'bout the day when I shouted at her, back when we were
first married."

"Why?"

"Oh, she'd gone and forgotten to open the
damper in the fireplace and smoked up the house. It had been a hard
trip, and she hadn't been down to meet me at the dock. I came in
the door in a foul temper, foul as the storms I'd just left, and
was hit by a choking, ashy son of a… sky cloud. Stinging, I
remember, stinging smoke that hit your eyes and made you weep. And
I gave her what for. Think I may even have slapped her."

"That's horrible."

"You're right lass, right you are. Downright
rude and mean of me. And I made her cry, with that red streak
spreading on her cheek as fast as flame."

"Did you hit her very hard?"

"Middling. But it hurt, all right. Something
in her eye, something about the way she used to look at me fondly
when we were courting, was gone. Never saw it again. See I remember
that day and it slips over and under the day she died, her flesh
freezing up on me in our bedchamber. Like cold clay, it was,
kissing that grey cheek. Dust to dust, ashes to ashes, that's what
the minister says. Except it was more like God had taken her back
to the muddy earth of Adam. She was my true mate, my Elizabeth, and
I miss her greatly."

Despite the still, soggy heat, Katharine felt
cold all over. She'd laughed at Gideon before, but the longer she
stayed in Squam, the longer she realized that there really were
ghosts in this village.

"How did she die?"

There was a pause, and Gus tugged at his
gnawed ear briefly.

"Diphtheria. Seems God wanted a fresh face to
keep him company. That's as how I tell it to myself, in any case.
That's the funny thing about time, ye see. We don't know it 'til
we're too old to appreciate it, but we don't have long to travel in
these seas. Creaky dories, every one of us, let loose when we're
born, trying to catch a breeze for our sail or rowing hard for
hope."

"And which one are you, Mr. Lane, sailor or
rower?" Katharine asked smiling, encouraging him to lift the tired
corners of his mouth, but he merely rubbed his knees absentmindedly
and gestured her away.

The image of his dead wife's face, sightless
and silent, stayed in her mind as she made her way back up to the
house. Right up until the point on the back stairs when she heard
her parents' voices.

"I don't understand Robert, why exactly we
are here," her mother said.

"I've explained this before."

"You've explained, yes, but you make no
sense. You keep talking about light and air and brushstrokes, but
you haven't said how light and air and brushstrokes are going to
feed us for the next year."

"I told you, Cecily. There has been a
revolution over in France while we've been stuck with our heads in
the sand. In ten years nobody will be doing oils of frumpy old city
matrons. They'll be outdoors, doing landscapes."

"You may not like doing oils of frumpy old
matrons," Katharine's mother said with a voice full of thorns, "but
those frumpy matrons pay for Katharine's shoes and John's hospital
bills."

"We'll make do. You're so conservative."

"For good reason sometimes. Your daughter is
running wild in this place."

"You're being dramatic, Cecily. This is one
of the quietest villages I have ever seen. You couldn't raise a
barn, let alone a ruckus."

"I don't know where she goes, I don't know
what she does."

"She's twelve. What harm can come to
her?"

"It's not what others can do to her. It's
what she's doing that worries me."

"You're being ridiculous."

"And John. He's worse, you know. I can't
carry him up and down these steps all day and that room is so hot
that I can't leave him in bed. It's all I can do to try to keep him
cool."

"You took him to the beach yesterday."

"And he took one look at all those children
running around, free to use their legs, free to paddle, and
suddenly realized that he was never going to be able to do any of
that. It was easier in the city. At least I could shield him from
the truth a little, find him books in the library. He's read all
the ones we brought over and over."

"I'll try to find him some more next time I'm
in Rye."

"And you're always somewhere else. You've
only painted in Squam for one or two days."

"It's full of tourists with easels."

"It's full of potential clients."

"I told you, Cecily, I don't want to do that
kind of painting anymore."

"We are just scraping by here, Robert. The
house is stuck in the nineteenth century, there's no running water
or gaslight, and I have to walk two miles to have my boots mended.
And we can't even afford these prices."

"We'll economize."

"Robert," her mother's voice seemed to fall
into an eerie calmness. It had the tone of someone who had made a
decision. "I can't do it anymore. I am tired of cultivating the
good will of the hotel people, speaking about your talents, trying
to keep this family afloat."

"Well, for God's sakes then, don't talk to
them!" her father almost shouted. "I'm not asking you to do it.
You're the one who's so concerned about appearing like gypsies. I
don't care. Hell, I'd move us all to a farm in a minute. Then you
wouldn't have to worry about talking to anyone."

There was a sickening silence, with unspoken
jeers that crept into corners and lay there, invisible and
cruel.

"Yes, why don't we," her father was goading
her mother now, like Katharine sometimes goaded John. "Here, here's
your bag. Pack it up and we'll leave tomorrow. I've always wanted
to go to Vermont."

"Aren't you forgetting a small detail?" her
mother said bitterly. There was another pause. "Or had you
forgotten that your son is a cripple?"

Katharine's heart cracked. She had never
heard her mother ever refer to John as a cripple.

"A cripple who needs constant care and
medical attention and who couldn't walk five feet let alone five
miles. Are you listening to me, Robert? He will die if we keep up
this way."

It was the end of the conversation. The thump
of her father's footsteps could be heard on the stairs. The bedroom
door slammed. Cautiously Katharine made her way back down the
stairs and out into the hallway. She peered through the small
windows next to the front door. Her father was striding off down
the road, a sketchpad under his arm.

"Did mother and father have another fight?"
Katharine wheeled around. John sat with a blanket around his
shoulders on the window seat of the parlor, his face taut in the
afternoon light. She thought of Gus's wife – had she looked that
pale when she had died?

"Yes." Katharine came and sat down at his
feet, looking out the window at Bridgeharbor Street. Mr. Evans was
coaxing his horse up the road. It looked like it had lost a
shoe.

"What were they fighting about?"

"Nothing important. Sometimes parents fight,"
Katharine said, smoothing the cuffs of John's trousers. "But they
don't mean anything by it."

"They were fighting about me, weren't
they?"

Mr. Evans's horse was tossing its head,
pulling fretfully at the reins. There must be something else wrong,
Katharine thought. A lost shoe would not hurt that much. It pulled
its front leg up and kicked at the ground.

"They weren't fighting about anything,"
Katharine reiterated. "You're not to worry. It will make you feel
worse."

"Sometimes I wonder," John picked at a thread
on his blanket, "where people go when they die."

She began to feel queasy, as if John could
see into her mind. He was still muttering, a spool of thoughts that
he unwound and let fall uncontrollably, the strands of his fears
knotting and curling into a ball.

"The Bible says that good people are brought
back to life to stay with God. But the Egyptians mummified people,
so does that mean that there will be mummies when all the bodies
are brought back to life? Or will they go straight to hell? And
does that mean that there will be mummies in hell?"

For the first time in a long while, Katharine
was truly sorry for her brother. That brilliant, bustling mind was
also his cage. With nothing else to do but think all day, his
thoughts could only go round and round each other like rats chasing
their tails. It was what she feared most for herself. To live in
this cage. She had the sudden wish that Gideon were there, that
they could row somewhere, somewhere far from the hurt.

"And what about the people who get burned up
in fires and things? Or drown and get eaten by fishes? Does that
mean that they can never be brought back to life? And when I die,
am I going to come back with my healthy legs or my sick legs? Does
that mean I won't be able to walk around in heaven?"

Katharine stared out the window while the
tree shadows cast their seat into gloom.

"I don't know, John. I don't know."

 


*****

 



CHAPTER FIVE

Paulie

 


A delicious smell was seeping up through the
floorboards and into the guest bedroom. Paulie rolled onto her
back, tucked her hands behind her head, and inhaled in profound
satisfaction. Spicy, crumbly gingerbread – Nan's specialty.

"Let me see," she said to the doll's head
lying on the old dresser beside her. "What else is good about
today? Oh, maybe that it happens to be Friday at ten in the morning
and I'm nowhere near school, nor was I yesterday, nor will I be for
the next two weeks.

"Or perhaps it is the three feet of sugar
white icing, also known as New England snow, which is frosting the
ground. Or maybe it is the fact that I finally will be painting a
face on you this morning and then I'm going snowshoeing with Nan
and Mom after she gets off early from work? Yes," she said,
clicking her tongue to the top of her mouth, "it could be
that."

Indeed, apart from everyone's endless and
irritating repetitions of "snowy enough for ya?", the week before
Christmas was turning out to be one of the best on record for
Paulie. Nan had invited them to stay over the holidays and was
attacking festivities with all the determination of a tank.

Along with the tree decorating and snowball
fights, there were ornament-creating parties, cookie bake-offs and
Christmas movie fests. Her mother was cheerful and had lost some of
the bags under her eyes. And her doll's head was ready.

With the help of Verity, she and Nan had
bleached and scrubbed the head until it shone like ivory. Then they
had researched the look of other dolls, and carefully chosen the
paints for the eyebrows, eyelashes, lips and cheeks. For the first
time in over a hundred years, she would have a real face.

"Morning, Paulie D.," Nan pulled her head out
of the oven as Paulie came downstairs. "Gingerbread or bacon and
eggs for breakfast? Or would you prefer some of my rabbit
droppings, also known as muesli?"

"Gingerbread, please," Paulie requested,
sinking down to the table. A fire crackled in Nan's hearth and
outside the snow lay banked against the fence.

"Good, good. Is she all ready for her
close-up?" she added, laying a slab of gingerbread before
Paulie.

"She is."

"It's a good thing you're the one doing the
painting, P.D. My make-up skills, as you know, are of a somewhat
variable nature."

"Now, Nan," Paulie tsked, taking a bite. "I
think that neon green eye shadow you wore last week went very well
with your purple lipstick. You'd be perfect as the witch in Snow
White."

"Ah, shaddup your face'a," Nan grinned and
heaved an oven mitt at her head.

"Nan? Paulie?"

"Wazzup, Lady H.?" Nan called out as Rachel
rhythmically rolled through the door. With a bound, Lady Godiva
rose to greet her, drooling spit on her snowy boots. Though she
liked Rachel, Paulie felt slightly irked. She had hoped for quiet
this morning.

"Hello, Nan. Snowy enough for ya, Paulie? I
brought you some books on American art that I found in another of
Gert Winslow's boxes. I thought you might like to have a look."

"Pull up a sofa, Rach, and shed the shoes.
I'll make you a cup of tea."

Rachel sank her substantial bulk before Nan's
fire with a contented sigh. She looks like Lady Godiva, Paulie
muttered to the doll's head. Same goofy expression, same wobbly
limbs. Even her matted mohair sweater looks like fur.

"I never thought of Gert as a painter, but
she had all sorts of odds and ends up there. It's amazing how well
those little old biddies could paint, you know, with no real formal
training."

"I'm painting today," Paulie said, finishing
up her gingerbread and brushing the crumbs off her fingertips. "My
doll."

"Oh, how marvelous! Then you've finished
tidying her up," Rachel heaved herself back up. "May I see what
you've planned?"

As Nan cleared the table, Paulie pulled out
the pictures of the other dolls that Verity had given them and the
porcelain paints and the delicate brushes and laid them carefully
around the head. Rachel leaned in.

"Isn't that something? How lovely. Now," she
said more forcefully, pointing at the pictures. "Is this the way
you're planning to do the eyelashes?"

"Yes," Paulie said cautiously, eyeing
Rachel's advance. "Why?"

"Oh, only that it's been my experience with
taking drawing classes that the human eye does not always register
the precise symmetry that a…"

Nan's fingers came down on Rachel's
outstretched wrist like the talon of an eagle. Rachel's hand,
trapped, hovered over the brushes.

"This is Paulie's doll, Rachel."

Rachel looked up at Nan.

"I know, Nan. I was just going to show
her…"

"No," Nan said, shaking her head. "You said
it yourself. This doll can have only one mistress, one owner at a
time. There is a reason she wanted to be found by a particular
person. Paulie is part of her now, and she is part of Paulie. And
Paulie should have the honor of the resurrection."

Peering up from under Rachel's mohair covered
arm, Paulie gave Nan a quick thankful smile. She winked back.

"After all, Nan added, releasing Rachel and
placing a mug in her hand, "personal passions must never be
thwarted. They might turn inward and fester."

With her attention fixed back on the kitchen,
Nan did not see the look that Rachel gave her after this comment,
but Paulie did. It was a strange, almost pitying glance. Paulie was
irked. "Who is Rachel to pity Nan?" she said to the doll's
head.

To wipe that look off her face, Paulie began
putting away the paints again.

"Actually, I think I'd like to look at those
books now. If you don't mind, Rachel."

Rachel smiled, her good humor restored.

"Thank you, Paulie. I'd don't mind at
all."

So while Rachel and Nan discussed politics
and the latest Oscar candidates, Paulie lay on the other sofa and
flicked haphazardly through Gert's illustrated books. She wasn't
really reading, but she liked seeing the splotches of color
metamorphose themselves into figures and shapes. American
Impressionists seemed to be a tamer bunch than the French painters
Paulie already knew about.

"Overall," she called out silently to the
doll's head on the table, "I like the orange spirals and the blue
black sky of Starry Night much better than all these pastel
dresses and flowers. Didn't your original owner ever get sick of
pretty?"

Lazily, like a tiger stretching in the heat
of the fire, she reached over and picked up a heavier volume, full
of short biographies and lists of pictures. Most of the names were
unfamiliar to her, so she flicked to the index to see if she could
find anything by John Singer Sargent – her mother's favorite
artist.

Sargent was absent. But somewhere along the P
R and S's her eye snagged on a lightly penciled circle ringing the
words: Porter, Robert: p. 150; n.2, p. 278.

Paulie started.

"What's troubles thee, Paulie?" Nan asked,
looking up.

"Nothing, nothing."

Nan returned to her conversation.

"Now we can't get excited," Paulie said to
the doll's head. "It's only the name Robert in a book that Gert
used to own. It could be a completely different Robert to the one
she mentions who has the boy in the postcard. Don't get
excited."

She flipped to page 150 and began to
read:

 


Robert Porter

(b. 1860 d. 1914)

"Minor East Coast artist affiliated with the
American Impressionist movement. The son of a New York glazier,
Porter was a romantic at heart. As a youth, he studied in New York
and at the Académie Julian, in Paris, in 1880. Marrying and
settling in Boston on his return, he made a moderate income in
teaching, illustrations, and portraits of local wealthy
Brahmins.

"A member of the Society of American Artists
and a contemporary of Phillip Hale and Edmund Tarbell, Porter was
similarly influenced by the new wave of artistic thinking sweeping
the country. In 1886 he attended the New York exhibition of
Works in oil and pastel by the Impressionists of Paris and
seems to have been overawed by the vibrant and daring works of
Monet and Manet. Five years later he made a brief trip to France to
go on an artistic pilgrimage to Monet's Giverny, but the needs of a
pregnant wife and daughter drew him back to Boston.

"In 1893 he exhibited a landscape painting at
the Chicago Exposition, which marked the zenith of his career.
Although he continued to experiment with landscapes, especially
seascapes, for the next seven years, a summer in Wanasquam in 1900
marks the end of his foray into Impressionism. For personal
reasons, he returned to illustration until his death from a heart
attack in 1914.

"A competent draftsman but an uninspired
colorist, Porter's large brushstrokes often blend into the canvas.
His attempts to capture the ever-changing motion of the North
Atlantic never quite succeeded. What remains of his work is
pleasant enough."

"Gotcha!" Paulie yelled exultantly. Nan and
Rachel jumped three feet from their seats.

"Paulie, what in the name of Beejeezus…?"

"I found him, Nan, I found him! The painter
who was here, the family who was here when the Winslows went away
and wrote the postcard. He had two children and he spent a summer
in Wanasquam in 1900 and he's in Gert's book circled in pencil.
It's him, Nan, it's him!"

Nan leapt up and Rachel tried to follow.

"Can I have a look?"

Paulie thrust the book forward.

"Here!"

Nan quickly scanned the entry.

"Holy shishkabob, Paulie. You're right. A
daughter and the kid his wife was pregnant with. That must be the
son Caroline Winslow was talking about."

"And, look, see it tells you an awful lot
about him," Paulie said, running her finger down the text.

Rachel leaned over tentatively, in case Nan
took the notion to hip bump her out of the way.

"A minor East Coast artist," she read out
when Nan remained still.

'The kiss of death for any artist," Nan noted
sardonically.

"Is there any more about him?"

"Um, there's something called a n. on page
278," Paulie said.

"That means note." Rachel quailed a little
under Nan's frown.

But Paulie didn't notice. She could hardly
keep her fingers on the pages. Under the biography of a painter
named Trapp was a footnote:

"In November of 1904 a fire ripped through
Chicago's Harcourt Building, destroying the studios of Trapp and
his friend Robert Porter. Trapp, who had a show at the time, fared
better than his colleague, who lost most of his work in the
devastating blaze."

Everyone was silent for a moment. Les
Pickett's house had nearly burned to the ground last Christmas Eve,
and Paulie had walked by the fire trucks with their lights blazing
and the last bits of stench emanating from the basement. Her mother
had bought a fireproof safe after that and allowed Paulie to store
her baby blanket and a photo album in it. She thought of Robert
Porter arriving at the site of his former studio and seeing the
blackened frames of his paintings, all that would be left after the
fire had been fed by the oil on the canvases. All his work,
gone.

"His daughter, Nan. That's the owner of my
doll. I know it." Paulie closed the book gently. "I wonder why she
left her here and why they didn't come back to Wanasquam."

"He probably discovered he didn't have any
talent," Nan said.

"Or maybe there was a scandal and they had to
leave to go where people didn't know them," Rachel said excitedly.
"It's just like those stories I used to read when I was in England
– and the Famous Five have to solve the puzzle because the adults
are too stupid to figure it all out."

"I wonder if Richard goes crazy at times,"
she said to the doll's head. "And if he doesn't," she added, "I
wonder if he wants to sometimes. Who in the hell are the Famous
Five?"

"But why did they come here in the first
place?" Paulie asked to no one in particular. "I mean, I guess
Squam's quaint or whatever, but it's not exactly Paris."

"Thanks a lot," Nan said dryly. "Actually,
this place would have been humming with activity in the summers,
especially for painters. There were at least four hotels up the
hill from the yacht club, and all sorts of rich people stayed in
them. And those who weren't rich would take the train to Wonderland
and go to the amusement parks. Or come all the way up and go on to
Stoneport to see the beaches. There's an old bandstand over there
where they held concerts."

"I was thinking more about the daughter. That
kind of thing is for adults."

"Well, teenagers at least," Nan admitted.

"Paulie's right though, Nan," Rachel
interrupted, rolling over to the kitchen as she spoke. "A little
girl would have had a tough time if she didn't know anyone and
wasn't old enough to go out by herself. Water anyone?"

"But it was a different time," Nan called
back, shaking her head no. "Girls and women would have been trained
to think of themselves as indoor creatures. You know, I think they
might have sometimes enjoyed toodling around the house and doing
domestic things."

"What's this I'm hearing?" Rachel came back
with a glass of water and promptly spilled half it on the floor as
she tried to set it down. Lady Godiva waffled over and attempted to
lick the damp carpet. Nan sighed and rolled onto her back and
looked at the ceiling. "Nan of the never say die feminists trying
to tell me that women enjoyed being good housewives and
mothers?"

"I'm just trying to be dispassionate. It was
a different time."

"I don't think people have changed that
much," Rachel protested.

"What do you think, Paulie?" Nan rolled an
arm out and pointed a drooping finger somewhere in the direction of
Paulie's knees. "Speak and we shall listen."

"I think you're talking bull," Paulie said
genially, looking out with pleasure as the downy snow began to fall
again on the cove. Huge frost covered cracks had appeared in the
grey ice. "You wouldn't have the first clue about what it's like to
be a girl in the 1900s. If she was anything like me, I think she
was probably bored out of her brain most of the time."

"Bullish am I?" Nan deliberately fell off the
couch with a thud and began to snort, tiny sprays of snot flying
from her nose. "Well, then, en garde, Toreador!" she yelled
menacingly, tossing her head.

"Prepare to meet thy doom!" Paulie retorted,
standing up. With that, Nan charged.

Grabbing hold of a blanket on the couch,
Paulie parried with a swirl of ratty red wool. Thudding up against
the door, Nan pawed her palm to the ground and hurtled herself back
into the fray. With a dexterous yank, Paulie pulled the blanket out
of the way and then twirled it round, letting it fall heavily on
Nan's head.

Snorting, Nan swerved blindly towards Rachel,
who shook with laughter and lifted her legs out of the way. Again
Nan turned back towards Paulie, who jumped over her back and dove
headlong into the couch. With a roar, Nan went careening down the
corridor, her butt swaying wildly in the air.

It was at this point that Richard flung the
front door wide open, clonking Nan thoroughly on the head, and
sending Rachel and Paulie in paroxysms of giggles. Ruefully rubbing
her skull, Nan looked up at the pleated wool trousers above her.
Richard, his hands grasping a sled, returned her look with an
unusual smile.

"I see that the ladies of Squam are employing
their time wisely…as usual."

He would have, of course, left a very
impressive impression of seriousness and masculine purpose after
this had been said, if it had not been for the pillow that arced
gracefully through the air and smacked him straight in the face.
When his head snapped back into place he looked about in
astonishment.

"Ooooh, good shot Paulie!" Rachel shouted
gleefully.

 


*****

 



CHAPTER SIX

Katharine

 


"Aren't we fine?" Katharine's father smiled
down at her, his paint stained hand resting comfortably in hers.
"Won't those high-stepping folks up from the city want to make our
acquaintance?"

Katharine smiled back. She was glad that her
father had not asked her where Sally was. He forgot sometimes that
she wasn't the same little girl of six who lisped her lessons and
squeezed out all his paints.

She only hoped that he stayed this way,
buoyant and distracted, for the entire evening, and didn't
embarrass her by some imitation of her first attempts at waltzing.
After all, Gideon might be there. She could just imagine what he'd
say.

But perhaps she was being dramatic. For she
was her father's official partner at the annual village dance and
he had promised her he would be good. As they made their way down
Bridgeharbor Street, she was happy enough to trust him.

August had come to Squam, and the trees had
turned an opulent green, lush with thick juicy leaves, fat insects
nestling in their crannies. The violet dusk was sweet with ripe
fruit and the poignant scent of flowers about to drop their petals,
while the smell of the sea added a tang to the whole mixture, just
enough tartness to tickle the tongue.

"This is the life, Katie, this is the life.
The world and the ocean and stepping out with a pretty girl. No
responsibility, not a care in the world."

"Will you dance with me tonight, father?"

"Dance, why Katie, I'll sweep you to the moon
and back," her father cried joyfully, picking her up underneath the
shoulders and twirling her round. "We will dine off blue cheese and
spit at the silly people down on earth. How does that strike
you?"

Giddy, Katharine shook her head.

"I don't like blue cheese."

Her father laughed again.

"The more for me, then!"

They were coming up on the fish market. The
wooden stands, usually full of ice and fish and cooked crabs, were
empty. Gummy salt water had congealed in puddles beneath them.

"Just think," her father paused to look at
the market, "men have been fishing here since before the
revolution. Long churning trips over rough seas. Maybe you were
kidnapped, maybe you were a convict sent into service, maybe you
had no other way to feed yourself. Months away from the places you
loved, months of hard labor, never resting for the night if the
catch was good, the same old, same old, over and over again."

Katharine slowed her step and her father
looked down.

"Maybe some of them found a way to be
happy?"

Her father's lips twisted into a wry
expression.

"Right again, Katie, right again. I bet some
of them went on splendid adventures."

"Over the seas to Timbuktu."

"On the road to Samarkand."

The Barnacle was normally a tearoom, but on
grand occasions the teacups were stashed, the rugs rolled back, and
the doors thrown open. As they approached the whole building was
awash with lights. Katharine heard a fiddle begin, its thin strains
hovering in the air like dandelion down. Her father urged her
inside:

"Katie, they're playing our song!"

She paused a moment to take in the scene.
Ranged along the sides were trestle tables, scattered with kerosene
lamps that threw a smoky glow over food and drinks. The middle,
supposedly cleared, was now heaving with bodies.

Over in the corner, a young man was bent over
a banjo, furiously strumming, as if his fingers would pluck the
strings right off the instrument at any moment. Hurling his hat
into the corner, her father grabbed hold of both her hands and
pitched them both into the swirling mass of skirts.

"It was from Aunt Dinah's quilting party, I
was seeing Nellie home!" her father sang tunelessly as he whipped
Katharine round and round. "On my arm a soft hand rested, rested
light as ocean foam. It was from Aunt Dinah's quilting party, I was
seeing Nellie home."

As the song came to a finish, the whole room
collapsed in ecstatic exhaustion. The banjo player, sweat streaming
down his face, was clapped on the back by dozens of hands while a
jug of lemonade was placed before him. Katharine looked around for
Gideon, but saw only small groups of very elegantly dressed girls
and boys, one with a shock of blazing red hair. From the hotels, no
doubt.

"Robert!" The female photographer Katharine
had passed by at the beginning of the summer was approaching. "Glad
you could come. And this must be Katharine. How wonderful."

"Katharine, meet Marianne George."

On closer inspection, Marianne George proved
to be a supple woman with long brown hair, pied as bird feathers.
She was so tall she loomed over Katharine and her father.

"But where's Cecily?"

"I'm afraid she has one of those horrible
headaches that splits everything in two."

"Oh dear." Mrs. George clucked her tongue.
"That's a shame."

"But we have bonnie Kate with us, and that's
a blessing," her father said, tapping his feet to the tune of "The
Devil and the Farmer's Wife". "Mrs. George, I wonder, would you do
me the honor?"

"If you'll risk it," Mrs. George smiled.

Katharine watched them caper off and tried
not to laugh. For Mrs. George seemed to insist on dancing to half
the beat, with Katharine's father insisting on two times it. She
saw Mrs. Girton, her mother's closest friend, waltz by in the arms
of the local undertaker, her squat figure mechanically turning with
each note.

"Careful now, Mrs. Girton," her father called
out, "Mr. Plank'll be measuring you up for your coffin!"

Mrs. Girton shot him a look that would curdle
milk and her father laughed uproariously, pirouetting in front of
his daughter.

"The dog days of summer, Katie. The dog days
of summer are upon us!"

Katharine felt the desire well up inside her
to dance and dance until she dropped to the ground in exhaustion.
The whirl of the skirts, the kick and pull and push of the dancers,
the music urging them on – it was as if they were all part of a
gigantic whirlpool, spinning and spinning into the very core of the
room and then being shot back out again.

"Excuse me, miss."

A young man stood in front of her. He would
have been about twelve, Katharine reckoned, with slippery black
hair slicked back over his head and a watchful pair of eyes.

"My name is Tom Eliot," he stated baldly.
"May I have the pleasure of this dance?"

Katharine jumped up and grasped his hand. He
looked as if a snake had bit him, but he held on.

Off they went into the maelstrom, Tom's damp
hand gripped firmly around Katharine's. It was a fast waltz, and
Tom led her determinedly around the floor, muttering the steps
under his breath. She was just about to excuse herself from his
sticky embrace, when he abruptly stopped in the middle of the
floor. Like clockwork, Katharine kept on the one-two-three and
ended up being yanked sideways. After first giving him a glare that
rivaled Mrs. Girton's, she looked up in the direction of the
door.

There stood the girl she had seen at the
hotel, the one called Olivia. She was still wearing her rope of
shining pearls, complimented by a white gauzy gown, with her
chestnut hair tied loosely back. Katharine thought of Cinderella at
the palace, of Sleeping Beauty on her birthday, of any of the
fairytale women that you would never think could breathe oxygen
like mere mortals. And for a split second Katharine wholly and
profoundly hated her with all her heart.

"Um, if you'll excuse me," Tom said, backing
away hastily. "I think I recognize one of my cousins and I best go
and fetch her some punch. Look me up when I'm famous." He pulled a
lock of his hair in a parody of a hat and then, like three other
boys, he made a beeline for the door.

Katharine gnawed at a fingernail and watched
as Tom went up and asked Olivia to dance. She saw her smile down at
him, for he only came up to her nose, and then she took his sweaty
palm gracefully in her own. Off they went, with Tom woodenly
drumming the floor. But catching sight of Katharine watching them,
Olivia tilted her head away from Tom and crossed her eyes in her
direction. Katharine forgave her then, for her beauty.

"Oh," she said, fanning her face a little as
the music finished and she came towards the seats where Katharine
had placed herself. "Thank you very much, Tom. I think I'll sit
with your friend…?"

"I don't know her from Adam," Tom said
rudely, and walked away. Olivia smiled.

"Charming lad. My diagnosis would be a case
of wounded pride," she said gently. "I guess we will just have to
introduce ourselves instead. My name is Olivia Treadwell."

"Katharine Porter."

"Katharine Porter, I'm very pleased to meet
you. You know, I think we've met before. Are you staying for the
summer or do you live in the village?"

"I'm staying with my family for the
summer."

"At the hotels?"

"No," Katharine said. "Though I wish I
was."

Olivia frowned.

"I wouldn't wish too hard. Hotels are much
like any other place, only with more dull people to have to talk
to."

"At least at a hotel you don't have anyone
telling you where to go, what to do. You can go out dancing, and
driving. You are free to do what you like," Katharine added
fiercely.

Olivia rested her chin on one hand.

"I suppose freedom means different things to
different people. For me, for instance, this is freedom, talking
with you. It's like pretending I have a sister." She turned toward
Katharine eagerly. "May I do that, may I pretend you're my sister
for a while and call you Katie? I know it sounds ridiculous, but I
feel like you wouldn't be silly like the other girls I meet."

Katharine nodded.

"Then you must call me Livy." Olivia leaned
back and sighed contentedly. "Good, now we can laugh at Mrs. Girton
together. That's something I can never do with the others. They're
all too sophisticated to laugh. The boys only like to snigger."

"I find it hard to understand boys,"
Katharine shook her head. Olivia gave a chuckle and Katharine bit
her lip.

"Oh, I'm not laughing at you, Katie," Olivia
said. "I'm just thinking that all women say that, no matter how old
they are. I said it yesterday. Tell me what you don't
understand."

"Well," Katharine watched a couple waltz by
and thought of Gideon's strong hands on his oars. "I know a girl
who met a boy and she wasn't sure if the boy liked her or not."

"Your own sister?"

"No, I don't have any sisters. It's just
somebody I know from Boston."

"Oh. From Boston."

"And this girl has only talked to this boy a
couple of times, but they were interesting talks. But this boy
didn't seem to act in a normal way. I mean, at first he was nice
and then he wasn't so nice to her and then he was nice again. Does
that mean that he likes her or he doesn't like her?"

Olivia looked down at the floor.

"You know, Katie, I'm not sure I can advise
this girl on what to do, but I can tell her that I have the same
problem."

"You do?"

"You promise not to tell anyone?"

"I promise."

"Well, I won't tell you his name. But we met
by chance when I was walking. I think he likes me and I'm fairly
certain I like him very much."

"What's the problem then?"

"The problem is I don't like the way he acts
sometimes. Or the way I act when I'm with him."

"Seems like he's the kind of boy that mother
says has a flea in his ear."

Olivia laughed.

"Or in his shoes," she kicked up a boot.

"And they bite his toes and it makes him leap
around like his trousers are on fire," Katharine said, thinking
what Tom might do if such a thing happened to him.

"And make him scratch the soles of his feet
with a rake."

"And soak them in cream to stop the
itch."

They giggled, and Katharine was about to ask
Olivia if she would like to meet her father when she saw that
Olivia had turned pale. A rush of cool air swirled around
Katharine's ankles and she heard a familiar voice call out:

"What's doing then, lads?"

Gideon was standing amongst a group of young
men, his figure like a lighthouse amongst the rocks. He was wearing
a clean shirt, but he had left his sun-bleached hair in a tangle.
Beside her, Olivia stood up, scratching the chair in her haste.

"I'm going to go powder my nose," she
murmured to Katharine. "I'll be back soon."

With no one to watch her, Katharine stood up
too, and edged closer to the circle to hear the conversation.

"Well, now, Gideon Lane," a plump boy with a
slug-like moustache said. "Didn't think you frequented this kind of
soiree. Figured the Stoneport crowd was more your scene."

"Not much going on over there tonight. Some
kind of funeral today and people are busy with the mourning.
Thought I'd look in and see what all the fuss was."

"There's the usual bunch of old crazies and
some sickly punch. Oh, and your friend's here, dancing with a stick
of a kid," the plump boy said, taking a gulp from his glass.
Katharine's stomach did a little somersault when she heard this.
His friend, that was what he'd called her.

Preoccupied with peering over the heads of
the dancers, Gideon even went so far as to take a few steps to the
side to see better and promptly knocked the glass out of the other
boy's hand.

"Damn," he muttered, as the red stream oozed
towards Katharine's feet. "Well, if it isn't Katie Porter," he
said, spotting her. "You make a pretty good impression of a fly on
the wall. Where have you been all my life?"

Katharine smiled hesitantly and blushed.

"I was dancing with a boy named Tom
Eliot."

"Tom, huh? Hear he's about as much fun as
putting on wet socks."

"Close enough," Katharine replied. Gideon
laughed.

"You are a funny one. I'd forgotten." He
watched as a couple swirled past him, the woman's diamond earrings
twinkling in joy and her silk dress just missing the spilled
punch.

"Are you going to dance tonight?" Katharine
asked hopefully.

"Me? No. Dancing's for those who don't have
anything else to do with their feet." He paused. "Say, have you
seen a girl named Olivia about? I was hoping to give her a
message."

Katharine smiled eagerly.

"Is it from the hotel? I was just talking to
her – she had to step out. But I could give it to her. I promise
not to tell anyone else."

"What makes you think it's secret?" Gideon
said a little angrily. "Anyway, if I tell you then you'll have to
come along."

"Come along where?" Katharine asked. "Is it
another trip in the dory? It is, isn't it? Where are you going this
time? Can't I come? I could do some of the rowing. Won't you please
let me come?"

Gideon regarded Katharine for a moment, as if
her face were a convenient spot to fix his gaze while his mind was
far away. The color of his eyes stood out from his tanned skin like
a bluebird in a winter wood.

"Might work, with another asking," he said to
himself.

"Another what?"

Gideon had no response to this but to look
once again in the crowd.

"Okay then," he said, shaking his shoulders
back. "You tell her that it's midnight at Thompson's Marine."

"And that means I can come too?"

"You'll have to do it without being caught.
If you're caught and squeal no one will believe you."

"I won't be caught."

"And tell Livy that what her mother doesn't
know won't harm her and that there will be others around, in case
she's wondering. You're a winning one - get her to say yes."

A winning one, Katharine repeated to
herself.

"I'll try."

And with that, Gideon was gone.

"Katie, it's time for skylarks to be thinking
of nesting down." Her father came up to her.

"Oh, we can't go yet, papa, I have something
I need to do."

"I promised your mother we'd be back in good
time, Katie. She's expecting us to keep our word."

"Just a few more minutes, please. I want to
say goodbye to my new friend Olivia."

Before her father could protest, she seized
her chance to duck between two stout gentlemen into the crowd.
After some searching, she found Olivia standing by an open window
with her back to the room.

"Livy, where did you go?" Katharine panted.
Olivia turned around.

"Oh, thank goodness it's you, Katie. I
thought you might be another boy. I've about had enough of boys. My
toes are black and blue."

"I have to go, but I have a message from
Gideon."

Olivia stopped smiling, but sounded no
different from normal when she asked,

"You know Gideon then? And what did he want
to say?'

"He told me to tell you midnight at
Thompson's Marine. And he also said that others will be around, in
case you're wondering."

"Is that all?"

"Only that I'm going too and that your mother
won't know and it won't hurt her."

Olivia looked back out the window. Katharine
wondered briefly how old she was. She seemed older than the other
girls at the dance. It was in the way she held her spine and tilted
her head forwards. It wasn't a very pretty pose, but it made her
look serious. Between her and Gideon, she realized, there was a
fair amount of silence between their words.

"Thank you."

"Does that mean you are going?"

"I'm going to think about it. I'm assuming
you're not going to tell anyone about this."

It was the same thing that Gideon had said to
her in the Madam Vaas house.

"Of course not. I'm not a child."

"Katie!" her father's voice floated over
towards them.

"Is that your father?" Olivia asked, with a
curious note of longing in her tone.

"Yes, I have to go. Midnight, remember? It
will be fun!" Katharine urged, as she fell back into the sea of
people.

 


*****

 



CHAPTER SIX

Paulie

 


Ever so lightly, Paulie picked up her doll
from the waves of tissue paper and handed it to Daniel. He took it
in his hands and looked for a long while at the sparkling eyes, the
rosy cheeks and red lips, the tiny hands and rather gawky legs.

"She's beautiful, Paulie. Truly."

"I still need to find her some hair and put
some clothing on her. She looks like Frankenstein with that big gap
at the top of her head."

"All in good time," Daniel said, placing her
doll carefully on the glowing mahogany surface of Rachel's dining
room table and patting her feet. "All in good time." Outside, the
icy February wind banged fretfully against the window, trying to
come and join the dinner party. "Have you decided on a name
yet?

Paulie looked into her doll's eyes.

"Not yet. I'm kind of waiting for her to tell
me. Besides, I still might find out something more about the
painter's daughter."

"Am I allowed to ask how the great mystery of
the doll's head is coming along, Pauls?" Richard asked from her
left-hand side. At the other end of the table Nan and Rachel and
her mother had a sudden thunder burst of hysterics over one of
Nan's jokes.

"It's fine, I guess. Nan and I looked up her
father's name and stuff, but we couldn't find out anything about
his family. There's a few sketches online, but no real paintings. I
don't think he was a very good painter, since none of the other
books that we found in the library seem to talk about him.
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