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                From Boston I took a long slow bus ride up the coast, through New Hampshire and into Maine. I watched the ocean with wide eyes, realizing it had been years since I had seen it. I lived so close to the water, with New York's harbor spilling out into the Atlantic, but I never once made it so far as Coney Island. In fact, I had barely left Manhattan in the last twelve months. Compared to the city, the ocean felt vast and lonely in ways I never imagined.

I got off in a small port town where a ferry took passengers to a few of the islands. Paul was standing outside a coffee shop waiting for me. He was smoking a cigarette and drinking a cup of coffee. His face was lined from the sun and he looked more relaxed than I knew was possible.

We walked from the bus stop down the quiet streets to the ferry dock and then out onto the boat. It was a crisp, cool night, and for the first time in years I looked up to see stars. They shone brightly overhead, reminding me instantly that I was no longer home. I could see the entire Milky Way above me, and I almost fell over as I craned my neck and got lost in the lights.

"Remind me how you know Stephanie?" Paul asked as we found a spot at the front rail.

"She was my roommate's girlfriend my freshman year of college. She practically lived in our room for six months, and we used to play poker until four in the morning."

"That's fantastic. I haven't seen her in a long time, but it was nice to get her phone call. She tells me you're a writer."

"Yup. How about you?" I wanted to tell him I used to be a writer, and I wanted to tell him just why I was here, but I couldn't find the words. I felt silly and young, and the cold breeze off the water almost made it feel as if it didn't matter at all.

"Wine," he said quietly. "My company distributes wine, mostly from the West Coast, and we sell and promote it here in New England. I hope you drink it, because Issa and I live on the stuff. I brought a few bottles home that we can try tomorrow. It'll be a little welcome treat."

"That sounds fantastic. I don't know a damn thing about wine, but I'm excited to learn. How long have you lived here?" The boat slipped out through the bay and into open water.

"My aunt and uncle owned the house, and when my uncle died, Stephen and I moved up to help out. He's my kid from my first wife. The aunt was a crazy old lady, and she drove us nuts, but we fell in love with the place all the same. The island held us here, and after she passed away eight years ago, we didn't even talk about leaving. It's quiet, and pretty, and sometimes I think the ocean won't let us go."

We were quiet, and Paul's ease let the silence just be. We stood and watched the waves as the ferry moved through the night air, and I felt far away and completely unsure of everything.

The trip was lovely, and the sea was calm and quiet. An hour went by before we arrived in a small village on the north side of an island. I could see lights shining along the rocky shore, but all I could hear was the quiet noise of the ferry engine as we slid into the landing dock. The air on the island was warmer than I expected and the night breeze felt good as we walked down the plank.

It was hard to make out details in the dark, but the town was small and spread out along the rocky shoreline. There were two bicycles at the end of the wharf that Paul and his son had left in the morning. Stephen had walked home, so I had the pleasure of riding across the island with Paul; my suitcase was balanced precariously in front of me, and I felt ridiculous and alive.

When we arrived at the house the lights were off and all was quiet. Paul showed me to the extra room, where the bed was already made. The walls were mostly bare, except for one large poster I could barely make out by the dim light of the moon shining in the window. I could just see the shape of the New York City skyline in the moonlight, and I felt like I was even farther away. Paul said goodnight as he slipped back out into the hallway, and I was alone for the first time in ages.

I sat down on the bed and stared out the window. I closed my eyes and opened them again. I breathed the cold air and rubbed the warm blankets with the palm of my hand, and I was suddenly aware of something new. I wanted to write. Or at least I wanted to want to write. It had been a year since I put a single word down, and if I didn't start I was pretty sure that I might never.

Excited, I sat down on a small chair that looked out the dark window. I pulled the pen from my pocket and tried to find words. All that came to mind were memories of city streets and diners, Jane, our apartment. There was nothing at all of where I was, and nothing at all that felt like the sea.

I finally pulled out Jane's old letter and wondered what it would be like to light it on fire and let it flame out over the waves. I unfolded it and skimmed through it again as I struggled not to get lost. Jane and I reserved paper letters for when we had something dirty to say, and this one was no exception. Even when we moved in together we mailed them, and the waiting was part of the fun. Each one got more and more outrageous until sometimes it was hard to tell what was simply fantasy and what we might actually do.

I skimmed through it until I found the part I remembered best. It was a game that led to more sleepless nights than I could remember.


  I want you to drive me crazy with jealousy tonight. I want to hear things I don't ever want to hear, and I want you to make me beg until I cry.



  I want to know how tight she was and when you fuck me I want you to call me her name. I want you to tell me you love her more and you want her more than me. Make me scream and cry until I can't hold on, and then keep going. Push me further and further until I beg you to stop, and then make me come until I'm blind in both eyes.



  Come on me and in me, and leave scratches down my body that I'll have for days. Don't let me forget that I'm yours.



  I read it again and all those nights came flooding back to me. For the first time in a year I wanted her next to me whispering terrible things in my ear. I wanted to hold her tightly and I wanted to hear her beg. I folded and unfolded the letter a few more times and finally slipped it into my bedside table.
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  I awoke to the smell of rich New England coffee and it stirred me from bed more quickly than normal. I found my three hosts sitting around the table eating a breakfast of warm bread, cheese, and fruit. Paul motioned to the coffee pot on the stove, and I slid over and poured myself a cup before anyone else noticed me.


"Hey James, did you sleep well?" Stephen asked when he looked up from his book. He managed to get the question out just as the coffee touched my lips, and it took me a second until I could tell him that yes indeed, I had slept excellently, and I couldn't be happier to be here.
"Do you take anything in your coffee?" Paul asked."It's delicious just as it is," I replied. It was almost too bitter for me, but it tasted nothing like one of Suzanne's lattes, so I was content.

I took the only empty seat. Paul's wife, her eyes bright green and her red hair a messy tangle on top of her head, leaned over and said, "I'm Melissa, but you can call me Issa. Everyone else does."

"It's nice to meet you," I said, offering her a hand.

She shook my hand with a firm grip.

"And it's nice to meet you too, James. But you can relax, we're not that formal out here. That said, we are glad you're here. The porch needs painting, the garden is a terrible mess, and..."

"Let's give him a day or two before we put him to work, dear," Paul interrupted with a warm smile.

We chatted and ate our breakfast slowly until Paul and Stephen had to head out the door to catch the ferry. Paul's office was on the mainland, and Stephen had school for another two weeks.

Issa and I sat there silently enjoying what was left of breakfast, and I took a moment to look around. Between the kitchen and the living room was a counter where we sat eating breakfast. It was an island in an island, and from where I sat I could see the front of the house was open and spacious. There were enough large windows to let in the warmth of the sun and the smell of the sea. The living room was filled by two low couches and a huge chair that in my apartment would have been so full of pretzels and change that you couldn't sit down. The walls were speckled white, and the brown wood of the window frames matched the rough floorboards. A piano stood against one wall, weathered and colored from the humidity blowing in, and on the far wall was a fireplace. The windows themselves opened up onto rocky fields in the south and the descending shoreline on the west side of the house. All in all, it was small and comfortable.

"I like your pajamas," Issa said, looking over at me.

She had her knees tucked up and sat on her chair looking like a child even though she was years older than me. I had on warm flannel plaids and I felt like an out-of-place lumberjack or a Brooklyn hipster at a sleepover. Her smile was infectious, though, and I was pretty sure I could look at her all day long and never get tired of it.

"I thought flannel might make sense for Maine. Guess I was wrong."

"It's not exactly Alaska, but it sometimes gets cold at night. You'll be glad you brought them."

I got up when I was finished, insisting that Issa drink her coffee while I did the dishes. She was quiet as she watched my hands in the soapy water. The chore felt grounding as I worked without thinking. The house was new, the island unfamiliar, and Issa was perched like a cat on the edge of her chair with a smile that looked even further away. She sipped her coffee and fumbled with the last of the fruit.

"What do you do out here when they're off island?" I asked, looking over my shoulder.

"I'm an artist. Okay, I make pots. But it's like being an artist. I have a studio next to the porch, and I spend most of my day out there playing with clay. When I'm not fixing things, that is. Have you ever lived in an old house? You have no idea how often things break. It's almost a full-time job."

"As far I know, potters are artists. I'd love to see your work. As for the house, I'm not the biggest handyman in the world, but I'm happy to help however I can."

"Well, sometimes I feel like I'm too practical to make art, but you're washing one of mine now. And I do like fixing things, but I still need all the help I can get."

The mug in my hand was small and beautiful. It had no handle, but it was pleasing to hold and it warmed my body. It was deep blue with speckles of white that reminded me of the sea.

"I love it," I said.

I finished washing the dishes and started drying them off. Issa got up and showed me where everything went, and whenever her arm brushed against me I smiled and pulled away.

When everything was finished, I suddenly realized I had no idea what I was supposed to do. I should be writing something, or doing something, but all I wanted was to fall down onto the couch and finish my coffee.

"I'm going to get some work done, but I'll see you at lunch, okay?"

She walked down the hall, in her own flannel pajamas and just before she slipped into her studio she turned and gave me a shy smile.

"James, I'm glad you're here."

And then she was gone, and I was alone in a stranger's house on an island in the middle of nowhere. I poured myself another cup of coffee, opened a window in the living room, and settled into the big chair. The breeze was cold as I wrapped myself in a blanket and looked out over the ocean. Here I am, I thought. Here is my beginning.

As I sat there, that first day, with a belly full of breakfast and black coffee still pouring down my throat, I felt almost at peace. The dishes were clean and put away, the table was cleared, and the quietness of the house was soothing. It was just what I hoped it would be, and yet nothing had changed. I was more lonely than ever, hours away from anyone I knew. I had everything a writer should need to create, and I was just as stuck as I had been in New York.
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                That afternoon I began to wander the island. I found so many breaks in the shoreline and strange grottos buried in the rocks that I was sure Blackbeard must have taken port. The wind and the water had shaped the stone for secret love affairs and buried treasure, and there were dozens of ideal places to write. I marked each in my mind as I passed them by, and I got so lost that it took me hours to find my way back into town.

The next thing I discovered made me happier than I had been in ages. Right against the water was an idyllic little café. There were small tables outside on the patio, and a view of the harbor that couldn't be beat. The wood siding of the old house was weathered to perfection, and it felt more like Maine every second. I sat down and looked over the menu as I tried to rub the soreness out of my legs. Four hours of walking on rocky beaches was not something I was used to.

"You must be James," came a voice, startling me out of my daydream.

There was a woman standing next to me. She wore an apron and her long white hair was tightly pulled back. Her skin was tanned from the sun and her eyes were nearly gray. She looked timeless and had such a heavy New England accent I almost didn't understand her.

"This must be a small town," I said looking up.

"Small town. Small island. Hell, it's small world if you think about it. I'm Abigail, and this is my place," she said, offering a hand. I took it, and almost instantly regretted it. Her grip was like iron, and I tried not to cringe when she finally let go.

"What can I get you? We have a good cup of coffee and some of the best pie in the world. Some sharp cheddar and apple pie is our most popular." Except what Abigail actually said was "some shahp cheddah" and I loved every syllable of it.

"Sounds like I can't miss that."

Three minutes later she returned with the pie and the coffee, and before I could say a thing she sat down next to me at the table and put her feet up. So much for eating alone.

"So, New York," she said, as I took my first bite.

"Yup," I mumbled. The cold, sweet pie was followed by the strongest damn cheddar cheese I had ever tasted in my life. She was right, though. It was the perfect combination.

"What did you do there?"

I took a deep breath and said something I hadn't said in a long time:

"I'm a writer."

"Did you ever go to the White Horse Tavern?" she asked. "Dylan Thomas died there."

"Technically he died at the Chelsea Hotel, but he had his last drink at the White Horse." I'm not much a history nerd, but there are a few things I do remember, even if it was just from reading the plaque at the bar.

"What's it like?" Her eyes got big as she leaned forward in her chair.

"It's an old bar full of old men and expensive cheeseburgers. But it does feel like New York. It's dark and it smells like wood and beer, and people talk to you whether you like it or not. It gets crowded on weekend nights, but it's nice on a rainy Sunday afternoon. I like it."

"I loved Dylan Thomas as a child. My father used to read him to me, and I would sit and listen as I tried to stay awake. Did you write there?"

"I can't write in bars. I've tried and I've tried but it just doesn't work. I drink beer and talk to strangers, and I forget what I was going to do as soon as I sit down."

"Well, you'll write here, I guess. It's wicked quiet during the day, and I'll tell my kids not to bother you."

"Kids?"

"You know, the kids who work here. If you work here, you work for Aunt Abigail."

She got up and patted me on the shoulder as she turned to walk back into the café. I took another bite of my pie and cheese before I was nearly hit by a seagull swooping by to pick up a scrap off the patio floor.

Abigail soon returned and sat down once more, topping off my coffee along with her own.

"So, are you a friend of Paul or Issa?"

"Neither. I mean, not yet. I'm an old friend of Paul's niece. I just met them. They're putting me up for a while until I can find someplace else."

Abigail blushed for a moment, and it was like watching stone change color in front of my eyes. She adjusted herself in her chair and nodded four or five times in a row.

"Well, that makes sense. I thought you might, ah, be here to see one of them in particular."

She got up quickly and picked up the plates from my table without saying another word. Just before she reached the door I called out for the check.

"Oh, the first one is on us. That's how we get ya hooked." She threw a smile over her shoulder and then she was gone.

I looked around the café and for a moment I thought she was right. I could write there. There were a few tourists coming and going, but it was so quiet I wondered how it survived.

I pulled my notebook out from my bag and opened it on the table in front of me. I thought about the White Horse and dark beer. I remembered taking Jane there one night on a date and how I regretted it almost instantly. Her face was skeptical and alert as she eyed the bartender, and I don't think we even made it through one round.

"Maybe if you write it down, I'd like it better," she told me. "But right now, it smells like stale beer and sweat."

The images came back, but my hand didn't move. I stared at the blank page. Every time I tried to start something held me back. I finally put the notebook away, finished my coffee, and started the long walk back to the house. I took slow breaths as I followed the path across the island, reminding myself over and over again that it was okay.

That evening, after dinner, the four of us sat out on the porch sipping wine and talking. It was crisp and cool, but the porch was screened in and the chairs were piled high with blankets. Small lanterns were the only light, and I felt like I was in a movie.

"So, what am I drinking?" I asked Paul as I picked up my glass. I could tell you everything there was to know about craft beer, Hudson Valley whiskeys, and peaty single malts, but wine was something I had managed to avoid.

"This is a Pinot noir from the Willamette Valley in Oregon. They're growing some of the best Pinot's out there, and this is one of my favorites. It has a nice medium body with hints of cherry and raspberry."

"Or, as I like to say, it's a yummy red from the Left Coast," Issa added.

"Am I supposed to taste it a certain way?"

"If you're like Paul and Issa you just gulp it down and then refill your glass. It's the Maine way of drinking wine. Up here you get worried it might freeze if you don't drink it quickly enough." Stephen was sitting on the couch with a mug of hot chocolate, and he had his feet up on the coffee table. His hair mostly covered his eyes, but even through his tangle of curls I could see a mischievous glint. I was going to have to watch out for that one.

"I'll keep that in mind," I said as Paul raised his glass in a toast. All four of us clinked our cups and the wine was delicious. I couldn't discern any raspberry, but it was light and tasty, and didn't remind me of my former life at all.

"So, are you going to write about us?" Stephen asked.

"Oh God no," I said a bit too quickly. "I mean, I'm not writing about anyone. It's fiction. I don't write about people I know."

"Man, I was hoping we'd get to be in a story. Maybe a creepy story where a deranged lobsterman comes out of the water at night and plays our piano in the dark to wake up his lost mermaid bride."

"That's actually a good idea. Mind if I steal it?"

"All my ideas are free. It's one of the first things they teach you in high school. Kids' thoughts are worth exactly nothing."

"Ouch," Paul said, as he pulled a cigarette from the box on the table.

"It's not that bad, but you know what I mean. We're supposed to figure out what other people think, not have our own thoughts. It's what modern education is all about."

"I don't think I envy your teachers," I said.

"Yeah, neither do they."

"So, James, what's your story? Stephanie says you're a writer and Issa says you're a good dishwasher." Paul leaned back in his chair as he blew smoke out through his nose.

"Up until yesterday I was a bartender and a house painter. Before that I was a writer, and before that I was a poor college student."

"How do you go from poor student to a writer just like that? I always think of writers as imaginary. I mean, I know people do it, but I don't understand how you make a living at it."

"For some reason a publisher decided it was a good idea to give me a contract right out of college. Something about being up and coming. And my parents thought it was enough of a success to keep funding me. Some people are artists, and some people are patrons. And some of us are just freeloaders."

Paul poured us another round of wine and for a moment I thought there would be more. I waited with my teeth clenched for a grilling that never came. Instead, Stephen went off to his room with a nod and a mumble, and Issa and Paul moved on to other things. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. It was going to take time getting used to this.

An hour later they excused themselves, leaving the porch to find the comfort of their bed. I found myself wondering about my hosts and realizing that I knew almost nothing about them. They were warm and kind, and they welcomed me into their house for reasons I didn't quite understand. They were relaxed and content, and they didn't appear to struggle at all. They were Maine and I was New York. That wasn't going to work at all. I couldn't write as an anthropologist, sticking his nose in where he doesn't belong. I couldn't just watch and expect words to come.

Somewhat frustrated and confused, I picked myself up and made my way to the back door. I thought a walk might help clear my mind and hopefully when I returned I'd be able to focus on where I was rather than where I had been. I walked out the door and down through a patch of purple flowers scattered among the rocks. When I reached the edge of the water, I sat down behind a small ledge to block my view of the house. It was only an image in the dark, small and unobtrusive, but I wanted to find the real island. I wanted to find a place that could be nowhere else so I could do what I was supposed to do.

I took out my notebook once again, and this time I managed not to think. I didn't question myself or ask what I was doing. I opened to a clear blank page and I put my pen down against it.


  One day in second grade my teacher asks me what I want to be when I grow up. I tell her that I want to be a writer. When she asks me why I tell her that I like the sound of typewriter keys. Don't be ridiculous, she says to me, that's a terrible reason to want to do something. She tells me I have to pick something else so I tell her I want to take pictures like my father instead.



  Most likely this is a total invention, but I've heard it so many times that it's a part of my history. It's funny how that happens. It's a story my mother began telling when I was in high school and I started entering poetry competitions. She told it with an embarrassed sense of pride as if she wasn't sure if I was brilliant or possibly slow. Some days it encouraged me and I believed that I was a romantic from the time I was six, and other times it made me feel foolish. I'd roll my eyes when she started to tell the story or I'd walk out of the room so I didn't have to explain.



  I still like the sound of typewriter keys. Maybe it's because of the story.


I wrote four pages and then tore them out of the notebook. Without thinking, I reached into my pocket and felt the cold metal of something square. I pulled out the Zippo, flipped open the lid, and was surprised when it lit easily in the cold wind coming off the water. I watched the flame before slowly moving the first page toward it until a corner caught. I watched it burn as I closed the lighter with my thumb. I held the second page to the first just as the flame was dying out, and I watched it too burn down until just a corner remained. The next two pages followed course, and soon I was standing on the beach while the ashes at my feet were blown out over the waves and the rocky shore.

I sat back against the cold rock and stared out at the sea, wondering what lay on the other side. As my life floated away I tucked my hands into my pockets to keep them warm. Everything I knew was gone.


  I looked up at the night sky. I smiled.


                
                

                
            

            
        

    


Chapter Four






The island quickly became a
place of memories. After a few days I became so removed from my
former life that whenever I sat down words poured uncensored from
my pen. My childhood came to life, and every time I burned
something it felt like a new beginning. I left third grade a
muddled mess of burned remains, and Cub Scouting was ground into
the rocks high above the sea. Climbing trees and eating mulberries
were committed to paper and then devoured by flame far more easily
than I expected.

I found new places to write each day as I walked. A rock with a
view was perfect for my second endeavor and some soft flowers made
room for the third. When I wasn't near the water I spread the ashes
over the grass or ground them into the rocks and pebbles with my
foot. Once in a while, I would find a word or two left unconsumed,
floating around the low hills and the high stones. There were a few
spots where I wrote so often that the ground began to turn grey
with ash.

At first the physical remnants bothered me. I didn't like the
idea that my words were not completely gone, and that a child might
show up at home having pieced together nearly a full sentence.
"Mommy, what does this mea [...]
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