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BONUS: This edition contains a Beachcombers discussion guide and an excerpt from Nancy
Thayer's Heat Wave.Abbie Fox hasn’t seen her father or two younger sisters in almost two years.
But now Lily, the baby of the family, is sending Abbie urgent emails begging her to return home.
Their middle sister, Emma, has taken to her bed, devastated after losing her high-powered job
and breaking up with her fiancé. Also, Lily is worried that the beautiful, enigmatic woman renting
their guesthouse has set her sights on their widowed father. The Fox sisters closed ranks years
ago after the haunting, untimely death of their mother, but seeing their dad move on with his life
forces each of them to take stock.Over the course of the summer, the sisters’ lives grow as
turbulent as the unpredictable currents off the New England coast: Abbie breaks her own rules
in the name of love, type-A Emma learns a new definition of success, and strong-minded Lily
must reconcile her dreams with reality. At summer’s end, these unforgettable women will face
profound choices—and undergo personal transformations that will surprise even themselves.
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GuideExcerpt from Heat WaveFor whatever we lose (like a you or a me)it’s always ourselves we
find in the sea—e. e. cummings, “maggie and milly and molly and may”“Look,” their mother said
to them.It was late October, and Danielle had brought her daughters here to Surfside, the beach
that faced, unprotected by bulkhead or harbor or jetties, the immense sweep of the Atlantic
Ocean.The water was sulky today, deep blue and aloof, the erratic autumn wind stirring its
surface into restless waves. By now the girls knew how the ocean had its moods. On summer
days it would be playful, sparkling, seductive, tossing up its lacy foam with sounds like kisses. In
November, it would hiss as the tides spat and sank into the sand, dragging cold nets of froth
back into its hungry depths, as if the sea itself were hunting. Winter made it warlike, hurling its
waves toward the shore in battalions that rose up and thundered down, carrying the shrieking
wind on its back. And when the skies were blue and the wind was mild, the ocean would shine,
as if deep within, its own blue sun glowed.Whatever the weather, the surf always brought



treasures; their mother had taught them that. It was their mother who started the Beachcombers
Club.The universe is always speaking to us, Danielle told her daughters. Sending us little
messages, causing coincidences and serendipities, reminding us to stop, to look around, to
believe in something else, something more. And those of us who are lucky enough to live
surrounded by the ocean have more opportunities than many to see, to know. You have to be
willing to step away from what we consider normal life. You have to have imagination. You have
to be aware that we’re all part of a wonderful, mysterious game.They came to the beach at least
once a week, no matter the season or weather. They stalked the edge of the beach, the mother
and her three daughters, heads bent forward as they scanned the sand, stopping when
someone discovered a prize, and usually they tossed their finds back into the watching waters,
but occasionally they slipped the rock or shell or glass into their bags to take back to their house
on Fair Street.At home, they’d gather around the kitchen table and wait until their mother had set
out cups of hot chocolate frothy with marshmallows or lemonade tinkling in icy glasses. Their
mother would sit at the head of the table—she was the ultimate judge—and the girls would
present their discoveries: a mussel shell with the glossy indigo iridescence of a starling’s head. A
broken whelk, its interior twisted into a perfect spiral staircase, as smooth as bone. A flat square
of blue glass like a pane of summer sky fallen to earth. Sometimes a human object: the handle of
a translucent china teacup, a bracelet or hair clip or key chain, a bottle.They’d hand their
treasures around, then vote to see which one was the best, and the winning find was proudly
placed between the cookbooks—on the lowest shelf so little Lily could see—until a new find was
brought in. The unchosen ones were usually returned to the beach the next week, but a
surprising number of them remained in the house. The windowsills of each girl’s bedroom were
littered with ocean trophies.Abbie, who was the oldest and wisest, might go into a tidying fit and
decide to clean her room and toss it all out, and then she would spot a rock, thinking, this is only
a funny old rock, there are zillions of them on the beach. But when she picked up the rock, she
would suddenly remember why she kept it, because of the way it fit into her hand like a secret
promise or the weight of safety, and she kept another rock, the white one, because it was
marked with a crooked blue-gray vein like a scribbled message she was sure to interpret
someday, if only she had patience.Emma liked slipper shells. Turned upside down, they became
cradles for her many babies. Twisted bits of driftwood became sofas, chairs, bureaus, and beds
for the dollhouse her mother had helped her create out of several packing boxes.Little Lily liked
the pretty things best. The fluting of a snow-white angel’s wing or the twist of deep coral from a
channeled whelk pleased her, but best of all was the discovery of sea glass, and her favorite of
colors was a deep cobalt blue. Sometimes her mother glued colored yarn to a shell to make a
bracelet or necklace.Now Emma called out triumphantly to the others. She’d found a bottle,
complete, unbroken, an old-fashioned, long-necked thing of pale, clear turquoise. Lily and Abbie
clustered around to scrutinize the object, checking first of all, of course, for a letter rolled up and
tucked inside. But the bottle was empty. They inspected it for writing, because sometimes on this
beach they found items inscribed in Portuguese or French. No writing on this one. They held it



up, trying to guess what it once contained.Only Abbie was aware that while they concentrated
on the bottle, their mother, standing near them, gazed out at the sea, her longing so extreme it
hurt Abbie to see it.“Mom,” Abbie said, calling her back to them.Their mother immediately
focused her attention on Abbie. “I’m here.”She dropped to her knees. She put her arm around
Lily’s waist and held her close as she said, “Girls. Look.” She wet the tip of her finger, pressed it
into the sand, and held her finger up for them to see. She blew gently and most of the grains fell
back down. “See this grain of sand? This one, here. Now look at the ocean. Think of the size of
the ocean compared to the size of this grain of sand. This is what we are in the universe. Think of
it. How enormous the universe is. How tiny we are.”Emma shivered. She didn’t like it when her
mother talked like this.“Think of the creatures swimming in the ocean depths,” their mother
continued. She was beautiful, with long auburn hair she allowed the wind to toss into tangles.
“Whales and mermaids and monsters and long squirming eels and fish striped with gold and
silver. We haven’t even discovered all that hides in the deepest parts of the ocean.” She looked
out at the water. “So many mysteries,” she told them. “Never think that there is only
here.”“Mommy, I’m cold!” Lily, bored and hungry and chilled, pulled away from her mother.Their
mother kissed the top of Lily’s head. She stood up. “Okay, kids, let’s race for the car. The winner
gets the front seat.”“Yay!” Lily yelled and took off running down the beach.Abbie and Emma
followed, pacing themselves, letting little Lily win, because it meant so much to her.Abbie turned
to look back at their mother. She was standing very still, facing the ocean, yearning for its
depths.1Abbie, Lily, and Emma, Sort ofSUBJECT: HELP!FROM: LilyDATE: June 5, 2009TO:
AbbieOh, Crabapple, I hate it when I can’t reach you by phone. Where are you? Why isn’t your
cell phone on? Would you please please email me right away? We’re all in a mess here and we
need you to come home.SUBJECT: But don’t panic.FROM: LilyDATE: June 5, 2009TO:
AbbieDisregard that last email. Well, don’t disregard it completely, but no one is dead or
anything. It’s just that Dad’s in financial trouble, plus a sexy woman’s after him, and Emma lost
her job AND Duncan broke off their engagement. Emma came home from Boston and just lies
on her bed, crying all day long. She’s so thin, I’m kind of scared for her. I’m trying to keep up with
the house and everything, but my crazy busy season’s started with the magazine. And I guess
you’d better not call me, because you’re six hours ahead or behind or whatever and I probably
can’t talk when you can plus I know you hate the expense of a transatlantic call. Just please,
please, come home.SUBJECT: HelpFROM: AbbieDATE: June 5, 2009TO: LilyI’ll email Emma
today. But honey, isn’t it about time Dad had a girlfriend? Mom’s been gone for fifteen years. He’s
probably lonely. And maybe you’re overestimating Dad’s money problems. I mean, everyone’s
having trouble this year. Has he told you he’s worried about money?FROM: AbbieDATE: June 5,
2009TO: EmmaHi, Emma, what’s going on? Lily tells me you’re back home. God, you must be
desperate. ☺ Email me, let me know you’re okay, okay?SUBJECT: The PlayhouseFROM:
LilyDATE: June 5, 2009TO: AbbieDad hasn’t said he’s worried, but he acts worried, and he’s
rented the Playhouse (to that woman, wait till you see her!), plus he said he might put the boat
up for sale. And I know a lot of the people who’d hired him to renovate their houses have



canceled. I can see with my own eyes how little work there is for him this summer. I think if you
were here, he’d talk about it. I know he thinks I’m still a baby.SUBJECT: PleaseFROM:
AbbieDATE: June 7, 2009TO: EmmaJust send me one little email, okay? You don’t even have to
say anything. Just hit reply!SUBJECT: I’m coming home.FROM: AbbieDATE: June 8, 2009TO:
LilyI’ve got a reservation on British Air. I’ll be home tomorrow. Probably around three, if my
connections go smoothly.2MarinaSo here she was, on Nantucket. In a small rented cottage in
the middle of an enchanted island. At least she hoped it was enchanted. She was waking to
another day without family or love or plans for the future.Still, she felt just a bit better.Lying curled
in her bed, she forced herself to name just five things for which she was grateful. It was an
exercise Christie had advised her to perform first thing in the morning and last thing at night. If
nothing else, Christie had told her, it will give you a little bit of structure, one tidy line to start the
morning and end the day to make you feel enclosed and on task.All right then.Marina was
grateful that she’d slept through the night without needing a sleeping pill. She’d been afraid she
was becoming addicted to them. Over the past few months, the divorce had plunged her into a
state of grief and despair that at night turned into a raging anger and a kind of burning terror—
what was her life about? Did she mean nothing? But here on the island, for the past three weeks,
she’d discovered that something in the sea air worked like a charm to make her fall into a deep,
relaxing sleep. Christie had been right to tell her to come here to heal.Two—well, she was
grateful she’d found the cottage. It resembled a dollhouse, with wild roses rambling all over the
roof and clematis and wisteria blossoming on the trellis on the outside walls. The windows were
mullioned like a fairy-tale cottage. The door was bright blue. Inside, one large room served for
living, dining, and kitchen areas. A ladder led up to the loft with the bed. Windows on three sides
provided views of the birds nesting in an apple tree on her right, a pine tree on her left, and a
hawthorn tree straight ahead.Inside, the décor was—well, there was no décor, actually. The few
furnishings had a cast-off and shabby air, but were basically sound and comfortable. No curtains
hung from the windows. No paintings graced the walls. No rugs brightened the floors, but she
could understand that. It was so easy to track sand into the house, and the floors were wood and
felt cool and smooth to the soles of her feet.She was grateful to be in the heart of the town. That
was the third thing, and it had been on her list every morning and every night. The cottage was
off an idyllic lane in the illustrious historic district. She could walk to the grocery store, the
pharmacy, the post office, the library. Tucked away at the far end of a long garden, it had once
been the Playhouse for the family that had grown up in the huge old house at the front. The
owner and one of his daughters lived in the house. Their presence made Marina feel not so
alone. She liked seeing the lights come on in different rooms of the house. The daughter, Lily,
was pretty, but not very friendly. Well, she was only twenty-two. Marina must seem ancient to
her.Jim Fox, on the other hand, was really nice. He’d brought her fresh fish several times already,
and often in the evenings when he came home from work, he jumped out of his red pickup truck
and sauntered down the lawn to chat with her. Did she need anything? If she did, she had only to
ask, he’d be glad to help. Had she enjoyed the bluefish? Would she like some more when he



went out fishing again? He was so attentive that Marina sometimes wondered if he were hitting
on her. She doubted it. She was sure she wasn’t giving off any sexual vibes, since her sexuality
was hiding under its shell like a wounded turtle. Although she could still recognize that Jim was
an awfully attractive man, tall, muscular, and comfortable enough in his powerful body to be
easygoing and kind.Fourth, she was grateful for Christie’s enduring, sustaining friendship and
especially for her wisdom this summer.Odd, how things turned out.Long ago, when she started
seventh grade, Marina had teamed up with two very different best friends. Christie was her good
friend, pretty, cheerful, popular, and smart. Dara was her exciting friend, always ready to try
something new and outrageous, more sexy than good-looking. They remained best friends
when they all started at the same gigantic university in Columbia, Missouri, but by their
sophomore summer, things changed. Christie and Marina decided to go off to Nantucket to work
as waitresses. They’d heard that the pay was good, the island was gorgeous, and they could
party like crazy on their time off. Dara couldn’t believe they were going to be waitstaff—she
considered such a job way too far beneath her. She didn’t need the money the way Christie and
Marina did, and she went off with other college friends to backpack in Europe.Marina and
Christie had so much fun, they returned to the island for the next two summers. During the
academic year, they still spent time with each other, but Dara ran with a new, fast crowd, and the
trio was never the same after that. After graduation, they went their separate ways. Dara wanted
money. Marina wanted to turn her love of color and design into a career. Christie just wanted her
high school sweetheart, Bob.Christie married Bob right after college—Marina was her maid of
honor. A few years later, when Marina married Gerry Warren, Christie was Marina’s matron of
honor, lumbering down the aisle, eight months pregnant. After that, Marina had seen little of
Christie. Their lives were so different, and they were so busy. Christie and Bob lived in happy
chaos with their hundreds of children—really, only an eventual five—on a lake outside Kansas
City.Marina and Gerry met in college. He was handsome, with thick, straight blond hair and
sapphire eyes. He was smart, too, and witty. At first she thought he was just a bit too smug and
shallow, but he wanted Marina, he pursued Marina, and his varied and creative attempts to
charm her were irresistible. Perhaps she didn’t love Gerry, but she was helplessly seduced by
his desire.Their ambitions were similar, too, and that drew them together as a natural pair. He
was a dynamite salesman; she was artistic and creative. Marina and Gerry started a graphic
design/ad agency in the Kansas City area. They invested their own time and some start-up
money borrowed from their parents, and they worked day and night. For a few years, work was
the very air they breathed. They established themselves, grew a name, became successful, and
paid back their parents. They bought a condo and the posh cars they displayed as ads for their
success—a Jag for Gerry, a Saab convertible for Marina. But somehow, as the months and
years went by, they never found time to relax. They were like a clock, their lives the two hands
ticking around the face of the day and night, with never a second to stop.As their agency grew in
size and reputation, their office became a kind of battleground that they had to storm daily.
Marina and Gerry worked out five days a week, keeping their bodies lean and sleek. Marina



wore tight black suits and four-inch heels and kept her blond hair cut short, chic, and easy to
care for. She did less creative work and spent more of her time dealing with clients, executives,
lawyers, techies, and accountants. At night she and Gerry often worked late, or took clients out
to dinner. She felt glamorous, accomplished, successful. She was having fun, making money,
and looking fabulous.In the meantime, sexpot Dara got married, twice. Marina was Dara’s maid
of honor the first time. The second time, Dara flew off with her wealthy lover to Pago Pago for
their wedding and extended honeymoon. Dara’s second husband owned a megabucks Kansas
City real estate company. When he signed on with Warren Design & Advertising, his business
and his contacts sent Marina and Gerry’s company skyrocketing into the economic
stratosphere.Marina was grateful to Dara for this. Their friendship took on a new energy. Marina
and Dara attended the same parties, went on shopping sprees together, and gossiped over
lunch at posh restaurants. Dara was obsessed with her appearance—she got breast implants
when she was thirty, and a face-lift at thirty-two—but Marina understood. After all, she was in the
ad business. She appreciated the importance of presentation.Over the years, Dara lost interest
in their domesticated friend, but every few months Marina made time to visit Christie. In the
midst of her pack of children, dogs, and cats, Christie was a calm, contented center, moving
slowly, in no rush to finish any project and be somewhere else. She was right where she wanted
to be. Marina admired the pace, the depth, the comfort of Christie’s life. Marina felt like she was
always straining, rushing, pushing, to get somewhere else.And as the years passed and Marina
grew older, she discovered that she was beginning to envy Christie, too.One sultry July
afternoon, she confessed a deep and powerful secret to Christie. She told Christie before she
told Dara. She told Christie even before she told Gerry. The words felt so odd in her
mouth.“Christie, I want a baby. Actually, I’ve gotten kind of obsessed with it. I don’t want five kids
like you have, I couldn’t do that. But I do want a child of my own.”“Well, honey,” Christie replied,
laughing, “that’s one thing you can get without wearing those killer tight suits.”Christie gave her
the courage to confide in Gerry. He seemed amused, but he liked the idea. So in the middle of
the hurricane that was their life, Marina and Gerry tried to make a baby.But the baby wouldn’t
come.They were both shocked. Their history together was one of achievement and success, not
failure.They tried everything. Tests. Charts. Positions. Herbal and hormonal supplements.
Nothing worked. They saw several doctors, who all pronounced Marina and Gerry healthy and
perfectly capable of reproduction. Yet still nothing happened.She confided in Dara, and Dara
said, “Oh, honey, consider it a blessing. A baby would ruin your figure.”Marina couldn’t
understand it. She tried to be relaxed about it all, but when she saw another woman with a baby,
she burned with envy. She dreamed of babies at night and longed for one every waking hour. As
each month passed in failure and sorrow, she began to hate herself.One afternoon she sat in her
slick chrome-and-glass office, staring at her computer screen, thinking over and over again in a
relentless circle of pain: Why couldn’t she get pregnant, what was wrong with her? She felt
something wet on her hand. It wouldn’t be tears. She didn’t allow herself to cry in the office. She
glanced down to discover that she had been stabbing the palm of her hand with the tip of her



silver letter opener. She gasped and tossed the letter opener onto the desk. She pressed tissues
against her hand, grabbed up her purse, and raced from her office. She didn’t even stop to tell
her assistant where she was going. She didn’t even know where she was going—she just
needed to be away from the pain.Once in her car, she understood exactly where she wanted to
be, and she drove out to Christie’s house. It was January and a new snow had blanketed the
roadsides and rooftops with the pure sparkling white of confectioners’ sugar. The sun was out in
a high blue sky and the air was sharp and tangy.Christie had a fire going in the rec room. Her
children were all in school. She was knitting a sweater and listening to music—in the middle of
the day! Marina couldn’t imagine living such a life.Christie told Marina to kick off her shoes and
curl up on the sofa. She brought her hot chocolate and cookies, as if Marina were one of her
children. She listened to Marina, and she cried with her—how grateful Marina was for that, to
have her friend genuinely share her loss.“I’m so angry, Christie,” Marina cried. “I’m so hurt. Why
me? What’s wrong with me? I know Gerry thinks I’m at fault, even though the doctors say we’re
both physically fine. But it’s turning our marriage inside out. And I’m getting obsessed and bitter
and angry; I’m turning into a person I don’t like being. I don’t know what to do!”Christie was quiet,
knitting a row as she thought. “You could stop trying,” she suggested. “You could stop hoping.
You could give up. You could adopt.”“Gerry doesn’t want to adopt.”“Then let it go.” Christie
reached over and put her hand on Marina’s. “Just let it go. You have so much, Marina. You have
work you enjoy, you have a husband you love. You’re gorgeous, you’re free. You should love your
life.”“I want a family. I want your life,” Marina insisted. “I want your children.”Christie burst out
laughing. “Are you kidding me? I tell you what, you stay here for the weekend with my bunch.
Bob and I will go off on a little jaunt together and leave you in charge.” She saw the alarm on
Marina’s face and laughed even harder.Marina laughed, too. She felt better already, and as she
drove back home in the winter twilight, she decided she would tell Gerry that if she wasn’t
pregnant by her fortieth birthday, she was going to stop trying. They would have to move on. And
she told him, and he accepted her decision.Perhaps Marina had secretly hoped that her
ultimatum to herself—to Fate or Destiny or whoever gave women babies—would make her body
sit up, take notice, and get to work. Get pregnant.Then her fortieth birthday arrived.And
everything changed.Now Marina reminded herself: No wallowing! Move on! She sat up in bed,
planted her feet on the cool wood floor, and surveyed her funny little loft bedroom.Focus, she
told herself.What was number five? Okay, the fifth thing she was grateful for was to be on this
island. The flamboyant, generous beauty both hurt and healed her. Some days the intensity of
the wild blue sea, the dense clouds of pink climbing roses, flew straight to her heart like an
arrow, spearing her with emotions, so that she had to crouch to the ground, pressing her knees
into her chest to keep from crying. But some days the beauty soothed her, even cheered her.She
believed that someday, someday soon, she would walk on the beach, and she would
smile.3Abbie“Abbie!”The instant Abbie stepped out of Jason’s truck onto the driveway, her
youngest sister opened the front door and flew out of the house. Lily had been waiting, watching
out the window, and this tugged at Abbie’s heart. Lily was twenty-two now, a grown woman, but



she would always be Abbie’s little sister. And Lily was little, four inches shorter than Abbie, and
petite.“Abbie, I’m so glad you’re here!” Lily was almost jumping up and down.“Me, too, kid.” Abbie
wrapped her sister in a big hug.Lily was the beauty of the family, with her red hair and green cat
eyes. She was sexy, too, and not unaware of her charms. Abbie felt Lily’s attention shift to Jason,
the island man who had been on her plane and offered her a ride home from the airport.Jason
was lifting Abbie’s luggage from his truck. He was two years older than Lily and six years
younger than Abbie. He’d just gotten out of the army, and he was grown up and bulked up. He’d
been a hunk to start with, with his dark hair, black eyes, and the exotic looks he’d inherited from
his Cape Verdean ancestors.Abbie reached for her duffel bag and roller suitcase. “Jason, thanks
for the ride.”“No problem.” Jason nodded at Lily. “Hi, Lily.”“Hi, Jason. Thanks for bringing Abbie
home.” Lily batted her long lashes at Jason. “Would you like to come in for some iced tea or
something?”“Another time, maybe. Abbie tells me she hasn’t been home for a while. You guys
have some catching up to do.” With a smile, Jason climbed up into his truck and drove away.Lily
grabbed her sister’s arm, pulling her toward the house. “I can’t believe you’re really here! I went
out to Bartlett’s and got a bunch of their arugula …”The front hall was cool and dim; the back of
the house got the sun. As she dropped her bags down by the stairs, Abbie saw the dust
powdering the baseboards, the frame of the mirror, and the etched glass globes of the overhead
light.“Look!” Lily nodded toward the hall table, where a vase of wildflowers stood next to the
brass bowl where the family tossed their mail and keys. “Just for you!”“How nice, Lily! Thanks.”
Abbie hugged her sister again, but she couldn’t keep her gaze from sweeping over Lily’s
shoulder. She’d been gone for just eighteen months. How could the house have become so
cluttered in that short space of time?“Where’s Emma?”“She’s in her room. She might be asleep.
She sleeps a lot.” Lily studied Abbie’s face. “We haven’t gotten around to washing the windows
for a while. I never think about it, until, well, I never think about it.”And then it was as if the entire
house came crashing down all around Abbie, the weight of the windows and the sofa and the
chairs and the dust all balancing right on her shoulders, weighing her down so much she could
scarcely breathe. And she hadn’t even made it into the kitchen yet.Since she was fifteen, Abbie
had been in charge of the house, taking care of Lily and Emma, cooking and cleaning. She
hadn’t been able to go to college, not with the death of her mother and the family responsibilities
that had brought her. Sometimes she’d thought she would never be able to have her own family,
her own life. She loved her family, but she’d longed to see just a bit of the world.When she turned
twenty-eight, two years ago, she accepted an au pair job with a summer family and traveled with
them to London. She was being paid for work, yet she’d never had so much time to herself. The
children she took care of were ten and twelve, good-natured and easy. With them she went to
museums, concerts, plays, and to watch the changing of the guard in front of Buckingham
Palace. At night, she helped herself to a book from Mr. Vanderdyne’s library. She read Dickens,
Hardy, and T. S. Eliot. She watched DVDs of Noël Coward plays and Truffaut movies. She sat
with her charges during their French lessons and began to learn French herself—the
Vanderdynes were going to France this summer.Then Lily’s worried emails arrived. Abbie had to



come home.It had felt good, at first, to feel needed. Yet how good a job had she done of raising
Lily if Lily was still dependent on Abbie?Sensing the drop in Abbie’s mood, Lily was babbling,
“We’ve been too busy working to pay attention to stuff like dusting. Even before the stock market
crashed last fall, Nantucket was kind of falling apart. People have stopped building new homes.
Several of Dad’s clients backed out of deals. He always has some work, but you know he puts
his crew first, and he’s kept paying their salaries and health insurance. I’ve helped out financially
as much as I can. I pay for some of the groceries and stuff like that.”Okay, this was a change, and
a good one. When Abbie had left eighteen months ago, Lily hadn’t had any idea about the
amount of money it took to run a house. With both her big sisters gone, it sounded like Lily had
learned a lot.Lily went on, “I want to talk to you about money. You’re always so good with stuff like
that.”“Okay, sure. We can ask Emma, too, since she’s the money expert.”“I don’t think Emma’s
feeling too expert about anything,” Lily said.Abbie’s attention was caught by the photograph on
the mantel. Their Aunt Stella had taken it at her daughter’s wedding ten years ago. The three
sisters were dressed in matching bridesmaid’s gowns, lavender tulle fantasias.Abbie’s curly
brown hair was feathered close to her scalp, accentuating the elegant shape of her head, and
the length of her neck. She’d inherited her father’s tall, lanky, wide-shouldered swimmer’s body
and stood with an ironic tilt behind the froth of dress. Abbie had worn her hair short all her life. It
was easy to keep—she often trimmed it herself—and it made swimming easy. She was twenty
then, but clearly she was an adult. She held herself with authority. Her smile was genuine but
perhaps just a little sardonic.Emma was a few inches shorter than Abbie—it was always
remarked upon, how the three sisters were like stair steps. Like Abbie, she had big hazel eyes.
Unlike her older sister, she was round, as their mother had been. Not fat, not even plump, just
round. Her bosom bulged at the strapless neckline. Her waist was small, her hips wide. Her
brown hair was as curly as Abbie’s but Emma had freckles sprinkled over her nose and cheeks
and her face was less angular than Abbie’s. She was the “cute” one, and it drove her crazy. She
set and rolled and ironed and blew her hair dry, and for photos she jutted her chin out, trying to
look sophisticated. She always just looked cranky.Lily had been only twelve that year. She’d
sleeked her wild red curls into a formal chignon and lined her gorgeous green eyes with kohl.
She was the shortest of the sisters as well as the youngest, and the most dainty. For the photo
she’d turned a bit sideways, curling her shoulder up to her cheek in a kittenish come-hither
gesture. She looked like a child playing dress-up.“Why is this thing on the mantel?” Abbie
wondered aloud. “We all look so young.”“Dad likes it there,” Lily said. “It’s the last formal photo
taken of the three of us together.”Abbie did a slow turn around the room. “It’s like entering a time
machine.” She quickly held her hand up. “Not criticizing! Just saying.” She took a moment to
study her baby sister. “Wow, you have really turned into a bombshell, haven’t you?”Lily blushed.
“Do you think so?”“How could I not? You’ve got some Rita Hayworth stuff going on for you
now.”Pleased, Lily hurried to return the compliment. “And you look like—Audrey Hepburn.”“Ha. I
think I’m more Sigourney Weaver in Alien.”Lily nodded enthusiastically. “I can totally get
that!”“What’s Emma looking like these days?” Abbie idly ran her fingers over the piano keys—it



was just slightly out of tune.Lily tugged on Abbie’s arm. “Let’s go up and see her.”4EmmaEmma
lay on her bed like the letter S with a cat nestled into the crook of her knees and her ancient
Paddington bear squashed up against her chest. Much of the stuffed animal’s fur had worn away,
and his left ear was held on with a safety pin, but she only loved him all the more for that.
Paddington had seen her through many crises. His fur probably still held all the salt from the
tears she cried the year her mother died.Downstairs, the screen door slammed. Voices floated
up, Lily’s rapid girlish soprano, Abbie’s lower, slower phrases. It had been two years since she’d
seen Abbie.Emma had been so happy for Abbie when she went to London. No one knew better
than Emma how Abbie had sacrificed her own life to keep the family going after their mother
died. Perhaps Emma hadn’t been really aware of it when she was a teenager, caught up in her
own grief and desires. Certainly when she got a scholarship to U. Mass./Amherst, she’d
accepted in a flash, and gone away for four years, assuming that Abbie would stay home to take
care of Lily and run the house. It was what Abbie did. Had she taken Abbie for granted? Yes, she
had. They all had. Even, especially, their father.Jim Fox was a contractor, a reliable, friendly,
even-tempered man who never let his clients down. He was not ambitious, or if he was, his
ambition was simply to enjoy each day. He loved the island and the community. He loved taking
the time to talk, over a sandwich lunch at the drugstore where he could jaw with his buddies, or
leaning against his truck shooting the breeze with a friend—another contractor, a realtor, the
police chief, a fisherman.He was a good father, patient and decisive and loving. He taught his
daughters to sail, to clean a bluefish, to use a Phillips screwdriver. He took them to the summer
fairs and he built them the Playhouse at the back of their yard.But he’d been hit hard by their
mother’s death. He’d gone quiet, paralyzed by grief, and without Abbie taking over the way she
had, who knows what would have happened to their family. Their father had continued working,
and working hard, so the family never suffered financially. But the light had gone out of his eyes,
and even his smiles were sad.Emma had been thirteen when their mother died. As she grew
older, Emma wanted to do something to help her family, but she didn’t have the homemaking
talents or the natural bossy authority Abbie had, so for a few years she felt lost. During high
school, she gradually learned that she was smart, and by the time she started college, she had
formed a plan. Perhaps she couldn’t run the house the way Abbie could but she could help in
other ways. She determined to save herself, and her family.In college, she majored in
economics. It didn’t come easily to her, but she studied hard. She didn’t party much and she
didn’t fall in love. She worked part time at a copy center and saved her money instead of
spending it on lipstick and clothes. After graduation, she went to Boston and landed a plum job
in a high-powered investment firm. She started on the lowest rung, but she worked industriously
and diligently, and gradually she made a name for herself as a broker. She scrimped her pennies
and saved them until they grew into dollars, then invested her own money in high-risk–high-
payoff stocks.Emma earmarked one account for Nantucket. For her father. When it reached a
nice fat sum, she was going to come home and present him with a check. So he would be safe,
and could continue to work in his peculiar leisurely way, or not work at all.By her third year, she



was living the good life. She started dating Duncan Fairly, another broker in her firm, an
ambitious, energetic type A who liked her style. They quickly became a couple. She vacationed
with him in the Caribbean. They bought each other designer clothing, and reveled in their image.
They were the glam couple of the firm. He asked her to move into his Back Bay apartment.She
invited him to Nantucket. At first, she worried that their eccentric old house and her father’s way
of life were a little too downscale for Duncan, but Duncan never criticized. He knew Nantucket
was a great place to make contacts. He liked sailing, playing tennis, eating out at the posh
restaurants. And it was on Nantucket that Duncan proposed to her, in August, while they were
walking on the beach at sunset. It had been perfect, almost as if Fate were following a schedule
Emma had drawn up.By then, fourteen years had passed since Emma’s mother’s death. Her
father was less paralyzed, happier in his life, more there, but Emma had another idea for
brightening his life. She would give him grandchildren. He would love having grandchildren. He
would be such a great grandfather, patient and instructive, showing them the berries on the
moors, the shells on the beach, the fish sparkling like magic firecrackers in the harbor
waters.Emma wanted to wait until it was all ready, the bank account bulging, her pregnancy
begun, and then she would spread the future before her father like a magic carpet. She would
present her father with a nice fat check and instructions to fix up the house, because she wanted
to bring her children to the island as often as possible.In October, the stock market was hit by a
death blow.The money Emma had invested vanished like smoke in the wind. Her savings were
gone. The money in the aggressively-invested, high-risk account for her father disappeared in a
blink of the eye.The firm fired her. She tried to remind herself that dozens of brokers had been
fired along with her, but the comfort that brought was ice-cold.She tried not to be desperate. For
a few months she hung on, frantically searching for a new job, networking at parties—the few
parties that anyone gave. It was difficult in the new economy to be optimistic, but she was young.
She was in love. Duncan had not been laid off, after all. He made enough money. He could
support her and a baby or two. Of course they couldn’t have the lavish wedding they’d been
planning, but she really didn’t mind. Their new life together was what counted.In May, Duncan
broke off his engagement to Emma. He had, he told Emma, fallen in love with Alicia Maxwell,
another broker at the firm. Another broker who hadn’t been fired. The daughter of such old family
money that this financial blow was a gnat’s bite to her.Emma was stunned with loss.Duncan
didn’t give her time to grieve. He tore through his apartment like an exterminator, snatched up
her possessions, tossed them into boxes, and shipped them back to Nantucket. She had no
address of her own, no place to go, but back to the house where she’d lived as a child.Now
cardboard boxes grew up from the floor of her old childhood bedroom like stalagmites in a dark
cave. She didn’t have the heart to unpack them. She didn’t have the heart for anything.She was
defeated, and beneath the loss ran a vein of fear. She didn’t want to be paralyzed like her father
had been. But how could she climb out of this pit of sorrow?She heard her sisters’ voices as they
came up the stairs. It would be so good to see Abbie. It was comforting that she was here. Emma
and Abbie had always been close. They were only two years apart, while Lily was the baby. The



adorable, darling, baby-doll child, perhaps a little bit spoiled, a bit of a princess now.But Emma
had to give Lily credit. Since she’d graduated from college, she’d been home taking care of
things. She bought and cooked decent food; she kept the house pretty clean. This year when
Emma came home for Christmas dinner, she found a tree elaborately decorated by Lily, as well
as a real Christmas dinner.Now that Abbie was back, Emma wondered cynically just how quickly
Lily would weasel out of any household responsibilities. She gave herself a mental head slap.
After all, just how many responsibilities was Emma willing to take on? She couldn’t even find the
energy to get out of bed.Her bedroom door flew open.“Emma, look who’s here!”Emma rolled on
her side and sat up in bed, dislodging Cinnamon from his warm nest. The cat yawned, arched
his back, and fixed the newcomers with a disdainful glare.Abbie sat on the side of the bed and
gave Emma such a warm, affectionate hug that Emma had to hold her breath to keep from
bursting into tears. Oh, Emma thought, she’d forgotten how wide and strong her older sister’s
shoulders were, as if she’d been built to comfort and care for them all.But this time, not even
Abbie could help.5LilyLily was surprised at how the old childish jealousy surfaced as she
watched Abbie hug Emma. Good grief, she was twenty-two, she was an adult; when would she
stop feeling so third wheel whenever she saw her sisters together?It was only natural that they’d
be close. They had only two years between them, not the eight-year ravine that existed between
Abbie and Lily, or the six years between Lily and Emma.Her two older sisters looked alike, too,
both of them with their father’s curly brown hair and huge hazel eyes. Lily got her coloring from
her mother, which was a good thing; Lily liked being a redhead. But still, she was set apart.Now
Emma collapsed in Abbie’s arms and was sobbing and blubbering out in choking gasps.
“Duncan … money … want to die.” She wailed so terribly that Cinnamon leapt up, startled, and
raced from the room.Abbie kept her arms around Emma. Over and over she said, “I know, honey.
I know.”Lily stood by the end of the bed. Wanting to be closer, to be included, she leaned down
to put her hand on Emma’s leg. “Want some iced tea, Emma? Maybe a beer?”“Oh, sure,” Emma
wailed. “Iced tea would change everything.”“I’m only trying to help.” Lily moved away from the
bed and sat down in the old wicker rocking chair in the corner of the room.After awhile Emma’s
sobs subsided. She leaned back against the headboard. Abbie handed her a tissue and Emma
noisily blew her nose. Her voice was clogged with tears when she said, “I don’t know what to do.
I don’t know how to go on.”“First,” Abbie said, and the authority she’d had when they were
growing up rang steadily in her voice, “you’re going to get up, take a shower, wash your hair, and
put on some clothes.”Emma sagged. “I don’t want to.”“I don’t care,” Abbie retorted calmly. “While
you’re in the shower, Lily and I are going to change your sheets.”“Hey, let her change her own—”
Lily began to protest, but Abbie shot her a look.“Then we’re going for a walk around town, and
we’ll stop someplace for a drink.”“I don’t have the money for a drink,” Emma objected sulkily.“My
treat.” Abbie gave her sister an affectionate pat on her thigh. “Get moving.” She stood up and
nodded at Lily. “You get the sheets. I’ll strip the bed.”Lily stood up, too, and snapped a brisk
salute at her sister. It was really mind-boggling, she thought as she wandered out into the hall
and down to the linen closet at the end, how Abbie could just waltz in like this after eighteen



months away and take over. Plus, suddenly everything was all about Emma. Abbie hadn’t even
asked Lily how she was!Back in Emma’s bedroom, Lily dropped the sheets on the bureau, found
the bottom sheet, and sailed it out over Emma’s double bed. Abbie grabbed the other side and
together they lifted the corners and slipped the sheet over the mattress.“Well done,” Lily told
Abbie, and trying to create a sense of conspiracy between them, she nodded toward the
bathroom, where the shower ran full force.“Poor kid,” Abbie said. “She worked so hard.”“I work
hard, too!” Lily protested.“Oh, right.” Abbie hefted the mattress to tuck the sheet under. Of course
she did it quickly and perfectly, as if she’d been trained by the order of excellent innkeepers or
something. “You’re writing a weekly social column for Nantucket Talk. Tell me about it.”“Oh, it’s
such a cool job.” Lily vigorously stuffed a pillow into the case. “It is hard work, though. I have to
drive all over the island; I have to go right up to people I don’t know to ask if I can interview them;
I have to take notes and remember a million things at once because I can’t use a tape recorder; I
have to try to remember everyone’s face and name and be really nice.”Abbie laughed. “That
sounds like fun, Lily, and perfect for you. Is it a year-round job?”“Absolutely! Something’s always
happening on the island now. Armchair theater, concerts, community events like the spelling
bee.”Abbie tilted her head. “Are you really so busy off-season?”Suddenly Lily felt under attack. “I
run the house, too. I buy groceries, I make Dad healthy dinners, I vacuum …”“I know, I’m just
wondering … The curtains need to be washed, and stuff like that.”Emma walked into the room,
wrapped in a towel, her brown hair curling around her face, smelling wet and strawberry-scented
from the shampoo.Abbie ran her hand over her forehead. “You know, I’m whipped. I mean, I
started the day in London, and it’s nine o’clock in the evening for my brain. Jet lag must be
catching up with me.”“Take a nap,” Emma said. “I don’t feel like going out, anyway.”“Actually, I
think I will take a nap.” Abbie stretched and yawned. “Emma, would you wake me in a couple of
hours? I want to get back on U.S. time.”“Sure.” Emma dropped her towel on the floor and slipped
into her bed. She reached for the clock on her bedside table and set the alarm, then slid down
between the covers, turning her back on her sisters.“See you in awhile,” Abbie said over her
shoulder as she left the room. “Man, it’s really hitting me. I’ll unpack later.”Lily stood for a
moment, then she left the room, too, mumbling, “You could have said thank you for changing the
sheets.”Emma must not have heard her, for she only said, “Pull the door shut, would you,
Lily?”Suddenly Lily found herself alone in the hall. The doors to both sisters’ rooms were shut, as
blank and forbidding as they’d been when they were teenagers gossiping about exotic secrets
while silly little baby Lily, too young to be included, hung around in the hall, waiting to be invited
in, hoping to overhear even one intimate word.Well, she wouldn’t be like that! She had a life! She
had work!But she’d turned in her column this morning, and tonight, Tuesday night, nothing was
happening on the island. It was still too early for the big parties, galas, fund-raisers, even for the
art openings.Well, then, she had friends! Clattering down the stairs, she yanked out her cell
phone and punched in Carrie’s number. Carrie was always at home with her baby and eager for
adult company.“Hey, Carrie, I thought I’d come over for a while.”“Hallelujah! I haven’t had a real
conversation all day. And Tommy’s going to be out fishing until dark.”“Need anything? Wine,



pizza?”“If I have to eat another pizza, I’ll go mad. So will Tommy. I never seem to have the time or
energy to shop for real food, let alone cook it.”“Tell you what, I’ll stop at the grocery store and
pick up some pasta and mussels and clams and fresh parsley. You have olive oil and garlic,
right?”“I do. You’re going to cook dinner for me?”“I can’t do anything fancy, but I can do a mean
pasta with seafood.”“I utterly love you. I will give you my firstborn child. Really.”Lily laughed. “See
you soon.”6AbbieAfter their naps, Emma and Abbie sat on the back deck, sipping red wine,
enjoying the soft evening air. Emma wore khaki shorts and a loose cotton shirt and her brown
curls frizzed because she hadn’t blown her hair dry.Abbie had napped and showered and pulled
on an old sundress she found in her closet. Her head buzzed with jet lag and her stomach
grumbled.“Where’s Lily?” Abbie wondered. She hooked a wicker stool with her toes and
dragged it over to rest her feet on. “Has she organized anything for dinner?”“I have no idea,”
Emma replied listlessly.Emma weighed less than Abbie had ever seen her, and she had dark
circles under her eyes. She’d always been organized, energetic, determined. It was just wrong,
having her seem so defeated. Abbie considered her next words carefully, then said, “Lily’s
worried about you, and I can see why.”Emma twitched in her chair. “I’m fine.”“Yeah, I can tell.”“I’m
not going to pull a Mom, if that’s what you’re worried about.”“You’d better not!” Abbie glared at
her sister. “Suck it up, Emma. It will get better.”“Will it? I don’t know. I don’t even care.”“But you
will. You’ll get over it. Lots of people—”“How do you know?” Emma shifted in her chair so she
could zing a glance at Abbie. “When have you ever made yourself vulnerable to a man? When
have you ever lost your heart?”“Get back, Jack!” Abbie said. “For your information, I’ve been
involved a few times.”“Really.”“Really.”At the same moment, Abbie and Emma turned away from
each other and took a huge swallow of wine. Aware of their parallel actions, they both
laughed.“So why did you never tell me about any of them?” Emma asked.“I don’t know. I’ll admit I
never was really serious about anyone.” She studied Emma. “How long are you planning to stay
here?”“Planning?” Emma snorted. “I honestly don’t know. I can’t think about it. Hell, I can
scarcely move. Plus, it’s not like investment firms are searching for young brokers. I’m worthless,
you know?”“Don’t say that!” Abbie snapped. “You’re not worthless.”“I am, though. It’s the truth.
Might as well face it.”“Oh, Emma—” A movement at the end of the garden caught Abbie’s eye. “Is
that The Dreaded Seductress?”For a moment they were silent, like hunters spotting prey. The
woman came out of the Playhouse with a clear plastic bag in her hand, walked around the
garage to the other side where the trash barrels were kept, and returned empty-handed. She
was short, slender, and blond, but they were too far away to tell whether or not she was pretty.
She wore khaki shorts and a black tee shirt.“She looks pretty normal to me,” Abbie observed
quietly. “Have you met her?”“I haven’t,” Emma said. “I don’t especially want to.”“You don’t
especially want to do anything,” Abbie reminded her.“That’s true.”The woman didn’t seem to
notice them. She walked around the Playhouse, studying it, stopping here and there, nodding to
herself.“What’s she doing?” Abbie whispered.“Well, I don’t know, do I?” Emma frowned. “Maybe
she’s going to paint the trim? It certainly needs it.”“But why would she paint the trim? She’s only
renting. How long is she renting for?”“The summer, I think. I admit, I haven’t exactly paid



attention to anything Lily or Dad said recently.”“Dad must be worried about money if he rented
the Playhouse.”“I think he is.” Emma began to cry. “I was going to take care of Dad. I had a
special savings account earmarked for him. And it all just—went.”“Oh, honey.” Abbie reached
over and took her sister’s hand. “No one ever expected you to do anything like that.”“But I want
to!”“I know. But come on. Dad’s not that old. He’s what, fifty-two? And you have to admit, he
looks ten years younger.”“And I wanted to give him grandchildren.”“You will. ’Course you will.
You’re not even thirty yet. You’ll meet someone new.”“I don’t think so, Abbie. I’m so tired. I could
go back to bed right now.”“Maybe you should see the doctor. Maybe try an antidepressant?”“Yes,
because meds work so well for our family.” Emma stood up. “I can’t do this anymore. I’m going
back to bed.”“I’ll call you for dinner.”Perhaps she shouldn’t have mentioned antidepressants to
Emma, Abbie thought as she sat alone in the garden. It was a tough subject for them all. But
Abbie couldn’t help but worry about Emma and she knew Lily was right to call her home. Emma
had always been the determined one, the ambitious one, the optimist. Seeing her like this was
just wrong. Abbie didn’t think she had the depression gene, if there was such a thing, but Emma
was close to the mark when she accused Abbie of not letting herself get vulnerable. Abbie didn’t
want to put herself out there emotionally, because she wasn’t sure she could take a fall. And as
for her youngest sister, Lily seemed to be naturally lighthearted, fun-loving, superficial. Plus
dramatic Lily probably shed any unpleasant pressures by turning even the slightest problem into
a soap opera.How odd it was that of the three sisters, optimistic Emma was the one who had
struggled with a tendency for depression. All her life, Abbie had been aware of this. Weeks and
months had passed when they were children when Emma would get quiet and melancholy. But
she’d always bounced out of it. And when she got to college, she seemed to have burned away
any despondency with the strong bright light of hope.Now this. Now Emma’s world had crashed
down around her. But Abbie was sure Emma would recover. And it was the beginning of summer
on the island, a languorous time of year when each day was blessed with natural riches—
sunshine, blue sky, sparkling water, soft breezes. It was a good time for starting over.As she sat
musing, Abbie idly observed the woman at the far end of the garden. She had walked around the
Playhouse, tilted her head up to scan the sky, and studied the fence that ran along the back. She
went into the Playhouse by the blue front door and returned carrying an old red wooden chair. An
apple tree arched possessively over the Playhouse—also, Abbie noticed, covered with ivy. The
woman set the chair in the shade of the tree, stood with her hands on her hips for a moment,
nodded to herself, and went back into the house. She returned carrying a small table.You’ve got
our tea table! Abbie thought indignantly. Then she laughed at herself. It had been over a decade
since any of them had even thought of the old table.The woman set the table next to the chair.
She sat down on the edge of the chair. Abbie was hidden in the shade, or at least the woman
didn’t seem to see Abbie. She rose several times to adjust the position of the chair and table.I’d
face the fence. It’s covered with honeysuckle and clematis, Abbie thought.As if the woman had
heard Abbie’s thoughts, she stood and angled the chair and table so she was facing the fence.
She walked back into her house and returned carrying a glass—it looked like a wineglass—and



a book. When she finally settled, her back was to Abbie, which for some obscure reason
offended Abbie.Now she began to understand why Lily had been so bent out of shape. Their
lives had not been without sorrow, but certain periods of it had been heavenly. Abbie couldn’t
remember a time when the Playhouse didn’t exist. Her father had begun building it when his first
child was born. He’d built small chairs and a little table, and their mother had made curtains for
the windows. Over the years their parents had furnished the place with miniature tea sets and
bunk beds for their dolls and stuffed animals. They even had a little bookshelf and a hutch for the
dishes. An old mattress was dragged up the stairs to the Playhouse loft and flopped on the floor,
to be covered by a variety of tattered blankets.As the years passed, Abbie and Emma had
dragged in cast-off furniture that fit adult bodies to mingle with the smaller furniture Lily still used.
When Abbie became a teenager, she used the Playhouse as a refuge and inner sanctum. She
would lie on the old love seat covered with cabbage rose chintz and read to her heart’s content
while the rain thundered down all around her.When Abbie was fifteen, she took Andy Mitchell up
to that mattress in the loft. They were in the middle of some pretty serious cuddling when they
heard the door slam and Abbie’s father came thundering up the stairs. He chased Andy out and
gave Abbie holy hell and the next day he dragged the mattress into his truck and took it out to
the dump.Perhaps that was why their father had started on a long, complicated, DIY project,
adding the bathroom and a real kitchen to the back of the Playhouse. He told them he was
turning it into a guesthouse, for when they brought friends home from college, but really, Abbie
thought now, he was probably just trying to keep her and Emma out of it while they were
teenagers. It took him five years to do it all, to build the frame, add the shingles, have someone
install electricity and run water and plumbing from the same lines that fed his shop at the back of
the garage. It was too bad for Lily, really, because she was still little and would have loved the
fantasy world at the back of their yard. Lily was twelve when the Playhouse was ready again. She
used it, Abbie had always thought, for escape, in the same way Abbie had, except it was Abbie
that Lily was escaping. It was Abbie who had taken their mother’s place, running the house,
cooking and cleaning and acting as disciplinarian and protector. It was Abbie who freaked out
when she caught twelve-year-old Lily and her friends smoking in the Playhouse, and it was
Abbie who chased Lily’s first boyfriend away from the sagging sofa when Abbie caught them
with their clothes off.Now as Abbie sat reminiscing, a truck pulled into their driveway and parked
next to the house. Her father got out. Eager to greet him, Abbie half rose, but he didn’t notice her.
To her surprise, he headed toward the Playhouse. He was carrying a cooler. When he got to the
bottom of the garden, he called out—Abbie could hear his voice but not the words—and the
woman turned in her chair, then stood. As Abbie watched, her father set the cooler down,
reached into it, and handed the woman something. The two talked easily; Abbie could tell by the
music of their voices that they were friendly.She took the opportunity to study her father. She
hadn’t seen him for nearly two years but he appeared pretty much like he always had, tall and
broad-shouldered, with the muscular posture of a contractor.Her father said a few more words to
the woman, picked up the cooler, and came toward the house.When he was only a couple of



yards away, Abbie stood up. “Hey, Dad!”To her surprise, her father’s face turned bright red. Was
he blushing?“Well, my gosh, Abbie, I didn’t even see you there! Sweetheart, you look grand!” Jim
Fox strode toward his daughter, dropped the cooler on the terrace, and embraced her in a grizzly
bear hug. “Lily told me you were coming, but I didn’t realize it was so soon. How are you?”“I’m
great! How are you? Man, you don’t look a day older! What’s your secret?”Her father blushed
again. And his hazel eyes sparkled.“So you’ve rented the Playhouse.”His face continued to flame
as he turned toward the bottom of the garden. “Well, yes, in this economy I’ve got to say I can
use the money.”“Who’s the renter? Is she nice?”Jim Fox cleared his throat. “Her name’s Marina
Warren. She’s from the Midwest, and yes, she’s very nice. I just gave her some bluefish, actually.
Iggy Holdgate hauled in a large catch and gave me some.” He opened the cooler. “A big
guy.”“Super! I’ll cook it for dinner!”“You’ll cook? Honey, you just got here.”“Oh, I’m fine, I had a
good nap. I love bluefish.”As they talked, they went into the mudroom and on into the kitchen.
Her father put the fish in the refrigerator, then said, “I’m going to take a shower.”“Fine. I’ll get
started in the kitchen.”“Where are your sisters?”Abbie squatted down to dig through the crisper
and found a bag of fresh lettuce and two bunches of asparagus.She told her father, “Lily’s taken
off—I don’t know where—and Emma’s upstairs in her room.”Worry flashed across her father’s
face.“We had a great talk.” Abbie handed him a cold beer. “I’ll have one, too, while I cook.” With
forced enthusiasm, she said, “I’m so glad to be back!”“Are you really?” her father asked. “I know
it’s not London.”“It’s summer on Nantucket!” she told her father. “Nothing could be better!”She
moved around the kitchen. Everything was familiar, everything was right where it had always
been: the knives in the wooden block, with the bread knife space still empty—they never had
figured out where that knife went. New heat-proof rubber spatulas hung out with old wooden
spoons and slotted spoons in the blue speckled container, while the less popular utensils
mingled messily in the top drawer to the left of the sink, along with so many crumbs Abbie
suspected the drawer hadn’t been cleaned since she was last here.The red enamel colander
and the salad spinner were on top of the refrigerator, and just inside the pantry door hung their
mother’s apron. It said Kiss the Cook and their mother had given it to herself for Christmas,
laughing as she showed it off. That had been the Christmas Abbie was fifteen. Whenever Abbie
came in from a school event or the beach at dinnertime, her mother would be wearing that apron
as she prepared dinner. She’d tap her apron and arch her eyebrow.“Oh, Mom, you are such a
dork,” Abbie would say, and she’d huff over, rolling her eyes, to peck a kiss on her mother’s
cheek before stomping out of the room.Now Abbie touched the apron, allowing the memory to
flood back. She wished she had been nicer about kissing her mother.And there by the far wall,
on the low shelf with the cookbooks, was a large white oyster shell she’d found at the beach at
Pocomo, the last time the sisters had gone beachcombing. Abbie picked it up and held it in her
hand. She’d wanted, after their mother’s death, to keep up the tradition of the Beachcombers
Club, but the first time she’d forced her younger sisters to go to the beach to search for prizes,
they had all ended up sobbing in helpless wrenching grief. She marshaled them out to
beachcomb the next year, but their hearts weren’t in it; the beach held no magic—it just wasn’t



the same with their mother gone. They never tried it again.Anyway, as the girls grew older, they
lost the time and interest for beachcombing. Months passed, and then years, and the gripping
sorrow eased into an ache, and then into something more like the memory of an ache. Their
father had changed after his wife died. He’d retreated deep inside himself, and he seldom talked
about their mother or shared his own grief with his daughters. But on Danielle’s birthday, he
always took the girls out to dinner, and he always proposed a toast. Abbie could remember lifting
her juice glass, saying, “Here’s to Mom. Happy Birthday, wherever you are.” It was her father who
coined the phrase. The girls knew it was exactly what their mother would have liked them to say.
It was what she had believed.Perhaps once a year, every year, Abbie pestered her busy sisters
into giving up an hour from their social lives to go down to the beach together, and two years
ago, just before she left for her au pair job, she marshaled them into a trip. They were all in their
twenties then; Emma was just home for a week, Lily had finished her junior year of college. They
were in their adult lives, but Abbie could be forceful when she got really bossy, so they all went.
No one found anything terribly unusual. Abbie won the prize with the oyster shell, a big one with
a creamy interior around a spot of deep abalone blue. When she was a girl, she’d used these
shells as carriages for her small troll dolls. That summer she’d put it on the trophy shelf and
forgot it almost immediately.And here it was, a little dustier than before. So much time had
passed, so many things had changed, yet here, Abbie thought, was this ordinary shell, sitting on
the shelf like an ivory platter full of memories.She touched the shell with her fingertip, then went
to the sink to wash the lettuce.7MarinaAs she put the bluefish in the refrigerator, Marina
discovered she was smiling. Jim Fox was really attractive, and the electricity that sparked
between them had her blood buzzing.He was up at his house now, talking with his daughters.
She’d been very aware of their presence when she was setting up her little outdoor nest. Their
laughter made her smile, even though an awareness of loss plunged through her whenever she
overheard any two women laughing together.She sank onto the couch and put her head in her
hands.Six months ago, Marina had started her period on her fortieth birthday. The moment she
woke she wanted to break into a howl of sorrow, but she choked it back as she rose from bed
and rushed into the shower. Recently Gerry had been cool, abrupt, even irritated when she
talked about her infertility. Their marriage was in one of those distant phases all marriages went
through, probably because of problems at the office. Today she and Gerry both had crowded
schedules. She needed to ignore her private life and concentrate on her accounts.Sometimes
she and Gerry drove to work in the same car, but he had a meeting elsewhere in the city today,
so they drove separately. She was glad, really. She needed to talk to a friend. Christie was busy
with a new baby, so she put on her headset and punched in Dara’s number.Dara sounded
groggy. “Marina. What’s up?”“Dara, my period started today.”“Oh, hell. Oh, Marina, fucking damn.
I’m sorry. How are you?”“Not so great. And work is a rat’s nest, which actually is not a bad thing.
It will keep me from brooding.”“Good for you, Marina. Positive attitude. Move forward. How are
you celebrating your birthday?”“Oh, forget my birthday.” Marina sped up and passed an ancient
Toyota dawdling in front of her. Dara’s chipper attitude irritated Marina. She needed someone to



help her mourn, to help her mark this occasion. Dara remained silent on the other end of the line.
“Gerry hasn’t planned a surprise party for me, has he?”Dara laughed. “And I would tell you if he
had?”“Because I’m not in the mood for a party. I think I’d just like to get hammered. I’d like to sit
down with you and drink tequila and wail.”“No Gerry?”“No. We haven’t been very close lately.
Anyway, he’s sick of me blubbering around.”“Well, honey, if that’s what you really want to do, let’s
do it. Shall we meet at Hoolihan’s?”“Great. No, wait. I’d better ask Gerry if we have plans. I mean,
it is my great-big fat fortieth. I’m sure he has something planned. I’m here. Talk to you
later.”“Marina? Listen, honey—I just want to tell you … I think you’re going to be just fine. I think
you’re a tremendously strong person.”“Thanks, Dar’. I love you, too.” Marina clicked off.Later, she
would remember her final words to Dara, and they would crash a world of humiliation down on
her heart. How had she ever been so blind?How had she ever been a friend anyone could so
easily betray?There was a surprise fortieth birthday party, thrown at Dara’s house. It was a mob
scene, with champagne and every other kind of liquor flowing like Niagara Falls, and music
pumped up by a DJ and people dancing and getting properly smashed and yelling out all sorts
of inappropriate things. In the midst of such revelry, Marina hardly saw Gerry or Dara. She got
good and hammered, and she thought her husband had, too, so when Dara insisted they sleep
at her place because they were too wasted to go home, Marina accepted gratefully.Saturday
morning she awoke in Dara’s guest room with a dry mouth and a bad headache. She expected
to see Gerry snoring in bed next to her, but she was alone. She pulled on a robe of Dara’s over
her naked body and shuffled down the hall to the kitchen, toward the smell of coffee.Gerry and
Dara weren’t kissing or embracing or even touching. They were sitting on opposite sides of the
kitchen table, quietly talking.Yet something about the way they were leaning toward each other
slapped Marina wide awake.She said, “What’s going on?”Their heads snapped toward her in
identical rhythm.“Marina. You’re awake.” Dara stood up, poured a cup of coffee, and put it on the
table.Marina sat down. She took a sip of coffee—it was strong and rich. Dara was a good
cook.She looked at Gerry, whose mouth was pulled tight the way it always got during an
argument, especially when he was in the wrong.Slowly, Marina said, “I’m not going to like this,
am I?”“I don’t know,” Gerry countered. “You might like it a lot, if you stop to think about it. I want a
divorce, Marina.”She stared at him. They’d been married for ten years. They must have made
love a million times. She knew everything about him, how stupid he looked when he was flapping
around the office in a tantrum because of something at work, how tender he could be when they
were alone together. He was handsome, and he worked hard at it, exercising at a gym, spending
lots of time buying clothes and moussing his hair, he was even considering having a face-lift
because he needed to keep his image young and fresh. She knew how his older brother’s
success as a physician overshadowed Gerry, how his parents scarcely saw their younger son
because of the blinding light of their older son’s brilliance. She’d held Gerry in her arms as he
wept bitterly after they spent Christmas with his parents. Her love for him had been the
motivation, really, for the fury with which she attacked her own part in their business. She had
wanted to protect him.True, they weren’t getting along very well recently. Their time and



conversations together revolved around work. He was probably sick of her relentless failures to
get pregnant, and for her own part, Marina had to admit she hadn’t felt close to him for a long
time. Still. To bring up divorce like this, in front of Dara—what was he thinking?“Gee,” she said
snidely, “nice of you to wait till I had my birthday party to tell me.”From the other side of the table,
Dara spoke up. “Marina. There’s something else.”Marina turned toward her friend. Christie and
Dara had been the first to know when she’d gotten her period, the first to know when she’d lost
her virginity, the first to know when she’d fallen in love with Gerry. Marina had been Dara’s go-to
person during her two marriages and grisly divorces. Dara was a beauty, apple-cheeked and
bosomy, sensual and seductive.Oh.Gerry had found comfort with Dara. Which was why Gerry
was talking in front of Dara.“You and Gerry,” Marina said flatly.Dara nodded. “Yes.” She raised her
chin defiantly. “And Marina, I’m not going to apologize. You’re not in love with Gerry anymore. I
know that.”“Really. Did I ever say that?” Marina demanded.Dara blushed. “Marina. There’s
something else.”“Good God,” Marina cursed. “What more could there possibly be?”Dara’s eyes
flew to meet Gerry’s. Her face became radiant. Her smile was absolutely Mona Lisa.It felt like a
knife slicing through her entire torso. The pain made her breathless. “You’re pregnant.”“With my
child,” Gerry added, unable to keep the pride from his voice.It was almost dazzling, how quickly
Marina’s life changed after that. Of course, Gerry and Dara, in their eager selfish joy, had already
plotted the path. With Dara’s money, Gerry bought out Marina’s half of the business. Gerry had
already spoken to an agent who had a buyer lined up for Marina and Gerry’s condo. With no
children or financial issues, the legalities of the divorce were dealt with in a flash.Beachcombers
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and molly and may”“Look,” their mother said to them.It was late October, and Danielle had
brought her daughters here to Surfside, the beach that faced, unprotected by bulkhead or
harbor or jetties, the immense sweep of the Atlantic Ocean.The water was sulky today, deep
blue and aloof, the erratic autumn wind stirring its surface into restless waves. By now the girls
knew how the ocean had its moods. On summer days it would be playful, sparkling, seductive,
tossing up its lacy foam with sounds like kisses. In November, it would hiss as the tides spat and
sank into the sand, dragging cold nets of froth back into its hungry depths, as if the sea itself
were hunting. Winter made it warlike, hurling its waves toward the shore in battalions that rose up
and thundered down, carrying the shrieking wind on its back. And when the skies were blue and
the wind was mild, the ocean would shine, as if deep within, its own blue sun glowed.Whatever
the weather, the surf always brought treasures; their mother had taught them that. It was their
mother who started the Beachcombers Club.The universe is always speaking to us, Danielle
told her daughters. Sending us little messages, causing coincidences and serendipities,
reminding us to stop, to look around, to believe in something else, something more. And those of
us who are lucky enough to live surrounded by the ocean have more opportunities than many to
see, to know. You have to be willing to step away from what we consider normal life. You have to
have imagination. You have to be aware that we’re all part of a wonderful, mysterious game.They
came to the beach at least once a week, no matter the season or weather. They stalked the
edge of the beach, the mother and her three daughters, heads bent forward as they scanned the
sand, stopping when someone discovered a prize, and usually they tossed their finds back into
the watching waters, but occasionally they slipped the rock or shell or glass into their bags to
take back to their house on Fair Street.At home, they’d gather around the kitchen table and wait
until their mother had set out cups of hot chocolate frothy with marshmallows or lemonade
tinkling in icy glasses. Their mother would sit at the head of the table—she was the ultimate
judge—and the girls would present their discoveries: a mussel shell with the glossy indigo
iridescence of a starling’s head. A broken whelk, its interior twisted into a perfect spiral staircase,
as smooth as bone. A flat square of blue glass like a pane of summer sky fallen to earth.
Sometimes a human object: the handle of a translucent china teacup, a bracelet or hair clip or
key chain, a bottle.They’d hand their treasures around, then vote to see which one was the best,
and the winning find was proudly placed between the cookbooks—on the lowest shelf so little
Lily could see—until a new find was brought in. The unchosen ones were usually returned to the
beach the next week, but a surprising number of them remained in the house. The windowsills of
each girl’s bedroom were littered with ocean trophies.Abbie, who was the oldest and wisest,
might go into a tidying fit and decide to clean her room and toss it all out, and then she would
spot a rock, thinking, this is only a funny old rock, there are zillions of them on the beach. But
when she picked up the rock, she would suddenly remember why she kept it, because of the
way it fit into her hand like a secret promise or the weight of safety, and she kept another rock,
the white one, because it was marked with a crooked blue-gray vein like a scribbled message
she was sure to interpret someday, if only she had patience.Emma liked slipper shells. Turned



upside down, they became cradles for her many babies. Twisted bits of driftwood became sofas,
chairs, bureaus, and beds for the dollhouse her mother had helped her create out of several
packing boxes.Little Lily liked the pretty things best. The fluting of a snow-white angel’s wing or
the twist of deep coral from a channeled whelk pleased her, but best of all was the discovery of
sea glass, and her favorite of colors was a deep cobalt blue. Sometimes her mother glued
colored yarn to a shell to make a bracelet or necklace.Now Emma called out triumphantly to the
others. She’d found a bottle, complete, unbroken, an old-fashioned, long-necked thing of pale,
clear turquoise. Lily and Abbie clustered around to scrutinize the object, checking first of all, of
course, for a letter rolled up and tucked inside. But the bottle was empty. They inspected it for
writing, because sometimes on this beach they found items inscribed in Portuguese or French.
No writing on this one. They held it up, trying to guess what it once contained.Only Abbie was
aware that while they concentrated on the bottle, their mother, standing near them, gazed out at
the sea, her longing so extreme it hurt Abbie to see it.“Mom,” Abbie said, calling her back to
them.Their mother immediately focused her attention on Abbie. “I’m here.”She dropped to her
knees. She put her arm around Lily’s waist and held her close as she said, “Girls. Look.” She wet
the tip of her finger, pressed it into the sand, and held her finger up for them to see. She blew
gently and most of the grains fell back down. “See this grain of sand? This one, here. Now look
at the ocean. Think of the size of the ocean compared to the size of this grain of sand. This is
what we are in the universe. Think of it. How enormous the universe is. How tiny we are.”Emma
shivered. She didn’t like it when her mother talked like this.“Think of the creatures swimming in
the ocean depths,” their mother continued. She was beautiful, with long auburn hair she allowed
the wind to toss into tangles. “Whales and mermaids and monsters and long squirming eels and
fish striped with gold and silver. We haven’t even discovered all that hides in the deepest parts of
the ocean.” She looked out at the water. “So many mysteries,” she told them. “Never think that
there is only here.”“Mommy, I’m cold!” Lily, bored and hungry and chilled, pulled away from her
mother.Their mother kissed the top of Lily’s head. She stood up. “Okay, kids, let’s race for the car.
The winner gets the front seat.”“Yay!” Lily yelled and took off running down the beach.Abbie and
Emma followed, pacing themselves, letting little Lily win, because it meant so much to her.Abbie
turned to look back at their mother. She was standing very still, facing the ocean, yearning for its
depths.“Look,” their mother said to them.It was late October, and Danielle had brought her
daughters here to Surfside, the beach that faced, unprotected by bulkhead or harbor or jetties,
the immense sweep of the Atlantic Ocean.The water was sulky today, deep blue and aloof, the
erratic autumn wind stirring its surface into restless waves. By now the girls knew how the ocean
had its moods. On summer days it would be playful, sparkling, seductive, tossing up its lacy
foam with sounds like kisses. In November, it would hiss as the tides spat and sank into the
sand, dragging cold nets of froth back into its hungry depths, as if the sea itself were hunting.
Winter made it warlike, hurling its waves toward the shore in battalions that rose up and
thundered down, carrying the shrieking wind on its back. And when the skies were blue and the
wind was mild, the ocean would shine, as if deep within, its own blue sun glowed.Whatever the



weather, the surf always brought treasures; their mother had taught them that. It was their mother
who started the Beachcombers Club.The universe is always speaking to us, Danielle told her
daughters. Sending us little messages, causing coincidences and serendipities, reminding us to
stop, to look around, to believe in something else, something more. And those of us who are
lucky enough to live surrounded by the ocean have more opportunities than many to see, to
know. You have to be willing to step away from what we consider normal life. You have to have
imagination. You have to be aware that we’re all part of a wonderful, mysterious game.They
came to the beach at least once a week, no matter the season or weather. They stalked the
edge of the beach, the mother and her three daughters, heads bent forward as they scanned the
sand, stopping when someone discovered a prize, and usually they tossed their finds back into
the watching waters, but occasionally they slipped the rock or shell or glass into their bags to
take back to their house on Fair Street.At home, they’d gather around the kitchen table and wait
until their mother had set out cups of hot chocolate frothy with marshmallows or lemonade
tinkling in icy glasses. Their mother would sit at the head of the table—she was the ultimate
judge—and the girls would present their discoveries: a mussel shell with the glossy indigo
iridescence of a starling’s head. A broken whelk, its interior twisted into a perfect spiral staircase,
as smooth as bone. A flat square of blue glass like a pane of summer sky fallen to earth.
Sometimes a human object: the handle of a translucent china teacup, a bracelet or hair clip or
key chain, a bottle.They’d hand their treasures around, then vote to see which one was the best,
and the winning find was proudly placed between the cookbooks—on the lowest shelf so little
Lily could see—until a new find was brought in. The unchosen ones were usually returned to the
beach the next week, but a surprising number of them remained in the house. The windowsills of
each girl’s bedroom were littered with ocean trophies.Abbie, who was the oldest and wisest,
might go into a tidying fit and decide to clean her room and toss it all out, and then she would
spot a rock, thinking, this is only a funny old rock, there are zillions of them on the beach. But
when she picked up the rock, she would suddenly remember why she kept it, because of the
way it fit into her hand like a secret promise or the weight of safety, and she kept another rock,
the white one, because it was marked with a crooked blue-gray vein like a scribbled message
she was sure to interpret someday, if only she had patience.Emma liked slipper shells. Turned
upside down, they became cradles for her many babies. Twisted bits of driftwood became sofas,
chairs, bureaus, and beds for the dollhouse her mother had helped her create out of several
packing boxes.Little Lily liked the pretty things best. The fluting of a snow-white angel’s wing or
the twist of deep coral from a channeled whelk pleased her, but best of all was the discovery of
sea glass, and her favorite of colors was a deep cobalt blue. Sometimes her mother glued
colored yarn to a shell to make a bracelet or necklace.Now Emma called out triumphantly to the
others. She’d found a bottle, complete, unbroken, an old-fashioned, long-necked thing of pale,
clear turquoise. Lily and Abbie clustered around to scrutinize the object, checking first of all, of
course, for a letter rolled up and tucked inside. But the bottle was empty. They inspected it for
writing, because sometimes on this beach they found items inscribed in Portuguese or French.



No writing on this one. They held it up, trying to guess what it once contained.Only Abbie was
aware that while they concentrated on the bottle, their mother, standing near them, gazed out at
the sea, her longing so extreme it hurt Abbie to see it.“Mom,” Abbie said, calling her back to
them.Their mother immediately focused her attention on Abbie. “I’m here.”She dropped to her
knees. She put her arm around Lily’s waist and held her close as she said, “Girls. Look.” She wet
the tip of her finger, pressed it into the sand, and held her finger up for them to see. She blew
gently and most of the grains fell back down. “See this grain of sand? This one, here. Now look
at the ocean. Think of the size of the ocean compared to the size of this grain of sand. This is
what we are in the universe. Think of it. How enormous the universe is. How tiny we are.”Emma
shivered. She didn’t like it when her mother talked like this.“Think of the creatures swimming in
the ocean depths,” their mother continued. She was beautiful, with long auburn hair she allowed
the wind to toss into tangles. “Whales and mermaids and monsters and long squirming eels and
fish striped with gold and silver. We haven’t even discovered all that hides in the deepest parts of
the ocean.” She looked out at the water. “So many mysteries,” she told them. “Never think that
there is only here.”“Mommy, I’m cold!” Lily, bored and hungry and chilled, pulled away from her
mother.Their mother kissed the top of Lily’s head. She stood up. “Okay, kids, let’s race for the car.
The winner gets the front seat.”“Yay!” Lily yelled and took off running down the beach.Abbie and
Emma followed, pacing themselves, letting little Lily win, because it meant so much to her.Abbie
turned to look back at their mother. She was standing very still, facing the ocean, yearning for its
depths.1Abbie, Lily, and Emma, Sort ofSUBJECT: HELP!FROM: LilyDATE: June 5, 2009TO:
AbbieOh, Crabapple, I hate it when I can’t reach you by phone. Where are you? Why isn’t your
cell phone on? Would you please please email me right away? We’re all in a mess here and we
need you to come home.SUBJECT: But don’t panic.FROM: LilyDATE: June 5, 2009TO:
AbbieDisregard that last email. Well, don’t disregard it completely, but no one is dead or
anything. It’s just that Dad’s in financial trouble, plus a sexy woman’s after him, and Emma lost
her job AND Duncan broke off their engagement. Emma came home from Boston and just lies
on her bed, crying all day long. She’s so thin, I’m kind of scared for her. I’m trying to keep up with
the house and everything, but my crazy busy season’s started with the magazine. And I guess
you’d better not call me, because you’re six hours ahead or behind or whatever and I probably
can’t talk when you can plus I know you hate the expense of a transatlantic call. Just please,
please, come home.SUBJECT: HelpFROM: AbbieDATE: June 5, 2009TO: LilyI’ll email Emma
today. But honey, isn’t it about time Dad had a girlfriend? Mom’s been gone for fifteen years. He’s
probably lonely. And maybe you’re overestimating Dad’s money problems. I mean, everyone’s
having trouble this year. Has he told you he’s worried about money?FROM: AbbieDATE: June 5,
2009TO: EmmaHi, Emma, what’s going on? Lily tells me you’re back home. God, you must be
desperate. ☺ Email me, let me know you’re okay, okay?SUBJECT: The PlayhouseFROM:
LilyDATE: June 5, 2009TO: AbbieDad hasn’t said he’s worried, but he acts worried, and he’s
rented the Playhouse (to that woman, wait till you see her!), plus he said he might put the boat
up for sale. And I know a lot of the people who’d hired him to renovate their houses have



canceled. I can see with my own eyes how little work there is for him this summer. I think if you
were here, he’d talk about it. I know he thinks I’m still a baby.SUBJECT: PleaseFROM:
AbbieDATE: June 7, 2009TO: EmmaJust send me one little email, okay? You don’t even have to
say anything. Just hit reply!SUBJECT: I’m coming home.FROM: AbbieDATE: June 8, 2009TO:
LilyI’ve got a reservation on British Air. I’ll be home tomorrow. Probably around three, if my
connections go smoothly.1Abbie, Lily, and Emma, Sort ofSUBJECT: HELP!FROM: LilyDATE:
June 5, 2009TO: AbbieOh, Crabapple, I hate it when I can’t reach you by phone. Where are you?
Why isn’t your cell phone on? Would you please please email me right away? We’re all in a mess
here and we need you to come home.SUBJECT: But don’t panic.FROM: LilyDATE: June 5,
2009TO: AbbieDisregard that last email. Well, don’t disregard it completely, but no one is dead
or anything. It’s just that Dad’s in financial trouble, plus a sexy woman’s after him, and Emma lost
her job AND Duncan broke off their engagement. Emma came home from Boston and just lies
on her bed, crying all day long. She’s so thin, I’m kind of scared for her. I’m trying to keep up with
the house and everything, but my crazy busy season’s started with the magazine. And I guess
you’d better not call me, because you’re six hours ahead or behind or whatever and I probably
can’t talk when you can plus I know you hate the expense of a transatlantic call. Just please,
please, come home.SUBJECT: HelpFROM: AbbieDATE: June 5, 2009TO: LilyI’ll email Emma
today. But honey, isn’t it about time Dad had a girlfriend? Mom’s been gone for fifteen years. He’s
probably lonely. And maybe you’re overestimating Dad’s money problems. I mean, everyone’s
having trouble this year. Has he told you he’s worried about money?FROM: AbbieDATE: June 5,
2009TO: EmmaHi, Emma, what’s going on? Lily tells me you’re back home. God, you must be
desperate. ☺ Email me, let me know you’re okay, okay?SUBJECT: The PlayhouseFROM:
LilyDATE: June 5, 2009TO: AbbieDad hasn’t said he’s worried, but he acts worried, and he’s
rented the Playhouse (to that woman, wait till you see her!), plus he said he might put the boat
up for sale. And I know a lot of the people who’d hired him to renovate their houses have
canceled. I can see with my own eyes how little work there is for him this summer. I think if you
were here, he’d talk about it. I know he thinks I’m still a baby.SUBJECT: PleaseFROM:
AbbieDATE: June 7, 2009TO: EmmaJust send me one little email, okay? You don’t even have to
say anything. Just hit reply!SUBJECT: I’m coming home.FROM: AbbieDATE: June 8, 2009TO:
LilyI’ve got a reservation on British Air. I’ll be home tomorrow. Probably around three, if my
connections go smoothly.2MarinaSo here she was, on Nantucket. In a small rented cottage in
the middle of an enchanted island. At least she hoped it was enchanted. She was waking to
another day without family or love or plans for the future.Still, she felt just a bit better.Lying curled
in her bed, she forced herself to name just five things for which she was grateful. It was an
exercise Christie had advised her to perform first thing in the morning and last thing at night. If
nothing else, Christie had told her, it will give you a little bit of structure, one tidy line to start the
morning and end the day to make you feel enclosed and on task.All right then.Marina was
grateful that she’d slept through the night without needing a sleeping pill. She’d been afraid she
was becoming addicted to them. Over the past few months, the divorce had plunged her into a



state of grief and despair that at night turned into a raging anger and a kind of burning terror—
what was her life about? Did she mean nothing? But here on the island, for the past three weeks,
she’d discovered that something in the sea air worked like a charm to make her fall into a deep,
relaxing sleep. Christie had been right to tell her to come here to heal.Two—well, she was
grateful she’d found the cottage. It resembled a dollhouse, with wild roses rambling all over the
roof and clematis and wisteria blossoming on the trellis on the outside walls. The windows were
mullioned like a fairy-tale cottage. The door was bright blue. Inside, one large room served for
living, dining, and kitchen areas. A ladder led up to the loft with the bed. Windows on three sides
provided views of the birds nesting in an apple tree on her right, a pine tree on her left, and a
hawthorn tree straight ahead.Inside, the décor was—well, there was no décor, actually. The few
furnishings had a cast-off and shabby air, but were basically sound and comfortable. No curtains
hung from the windows. No paintings graced the walls. No rugs brightened the floors, but she
could understand that. It was so easy to track sand into the house, and the floors were wood and
felt cool and smooth to the soles of her feet.She was grateful to be in the heart of the town. That
was the third thing, and it had been on her list every morning and every night. The cottage was
off an idyllic lane in the illustrious historic district. She could walk to the grocery store, the
pharmacy, the post office, the library. Tucked away at the far end of a long garden, it had once
been the Playhouse for the family that had grown up in the huge old house at the front. The
owner and one of his daughters lived in the house. Their presence made Marina feel not so
alone. She liked seeing the lights come on in different rooms of the house. The daughter, Lily,
was pretty, but not very friendly. Well, she was only twenty-two. Marina must seem ancient to
her.Jim Fox, on the other hand, was really nice. He’d brought her fresh fish several times already,
and often in the evenings when he came home from work, he jumped out of his red pickup truck
and sauntered down the lawn to chat with her. Did she need anything? If she did, she had only to
ask, he’d be glad to help. Had she enjoyed the bluefish? Would she like some more when he
went out fishing again? He was so attentive that Marina sometimes wondered if he were hitting
on her. She doubted it. She was sure she wasn’t giving off any sexual vibes, since her sexuality
was hiding under its shell like a wounded turtle. Although she could still recognize that Jim was
an awfully attractive man, tall, muscular, and comfortable enough in his powerful body to be
easygoing and kind.Fourth, she was grateful for Christie’s enduring, sustaining friendship and
especially for her wisdom this summer.Odd, how things turned out.Long ago, when she started
seventh grade, Marina had teamed up with two very different best friends. Christie was her good
friend, pretty, cheerful, popular, and smart. Dara was her exciting friend, always ready to try
something new and outrageous, more sexy than good-looking. They remained best friends
when they all started at the same gigantic university in Columbia, Missouri, but by their
sophomore summer, things changed. Christie and Marina decided to go off to Nantucket to work
as waitresses. They’d heard that the pay was good, the island was gorgeous, and they could
party like crazy on their time off. Dara couldn’t believe they were going to be waitstaff—she
considered such a job way too far beneath her. She didn’t need the money the way Christie and



Marina did, and she went off with other college friends to backpack in Europe.Marina and
Christie had so much fun, they returned to the island for the next two summers. During the
academic year, they still spent time with each other, but Dara ran with a new, fast crowd, and the
trio was never the same after that. After graduation, they went their separate ways. Dara wanted
money. Marina wanted to turn her love of color and design into a career. Christie just wanted her
high school sweetheart, Bob.Christie married Bob right after college—Marina was her maid of
honor. A few years later, when Marina married Gerry Warren, Christie was Marina’s matron of
honor, lumbering down the aisle, eight months pregnant. After that, Marina had seen little of
Christie. Their lives were so different, and they were so busy. Christie and Bob lived in happy
chaos with their hundreds of children—really, only an eventual five—on a lake outside Kansas
City.Marina and Gerry met in college. He was handsome, with thick, straight blond hair and
sapphire eyes. He was smart, too, and witty. At first she thought he was just a bit too smug and
shallow, but he wanted Marina, he pursued Marina, and his varied and creative attempts to
charm her were irresistible. Perhaps she didn’t love Gerry, but she was helplessly seduced by
his desire.Their ambitions were similar, too, and that drew them together as a natural pair. He
was a dynamite salesman; she was artistic and creative. Marina and Gerry started a graphic
design/ad agency in the Kansas City area. They invested their own time and some start-up
money borrowed from their parents, and they worked day and night. For a few years, work was
the very air they breathed. They established themselves, grew a name, became successful, and
paid back their parents. They bought a condo and the posh cars they displayed as ads for their
success—a Jag for Gerry, a Saab convertible for Marina. But somehow, as the months and
years went by, they never found time to relax. They were like a clock, their lives the two hands
ticking around the face of the day and night, with never a second to stop.As their agency grew in
size and reputation, their office became a kind of battleground that they had to storm daily.
Marina and Gerry worked out five days a week, keeping their bodies lean and sleek. Marina
wore tight black suits and four-inch heels and kept her blond hair cut short, chic, and easy to
care for. She did less creative work and spent more of her time dealing with clients, executives,
lawyers, techies, and accountants. At night she and Gerry often worked late, or took clients out
to dinner. She felt glamorous, accomplished, successful. She was having fun, making money,
and looking fabulous.In the meantime, sexpot Dara got married, twice. Marina was Dara’s maid
of honor the first time. The second time, Dara flew off with her wealthy lover to Pago Pago for
their wedding and extended honeymoon. Dara’s second husband owned a megabucks Kansas
City real estate company. When he signed on with Warren Design & Advertising, his business
and his contacts sent Marina and Gerry’s company skyrocketing into the economic
stratosphere.Marina was grateful to Dara for this. Their friendship took on a new energy. Marina
and Dara attended the same parties, went on shopping sprees together, and gossiped over
lunch at posh restaurants. Dara was obsessed with her appearance—she got breast implants
when she was thirty, and a face-lift at thirty-two—but Marina understood. After all, she was in the
ad business. She appreciated the importance of presentation.Over the years, Dara lost interest



in their domesticated friend, but every few months Marina made time to visit Christie. In the
midst of her pack of children, dogs, and cats, Christie was a calm, contented center, moving
slowly, in no rush to finish any project and be somewhere else. She was right where she wanted
to be. Marina admired the pace, the depth, the comfort of Christie’s life. Marina felt like she was
always straining, rushing, pushing, to get somewhere else.And as the years passed and Marina
grew older, she discovered that she was beginning to envy Christie, too.One sultry July
afternoon, she confessed a deep and powerful secret to Christie. She told Christie before she
told Dara. She told Christie even before she told Gerry. The words felt so odd in her
mouth.“Christie, I want a baby. Actually, I’ve gotten kind of obsessed with it. I don’t want five kids
like you have, I couldn’t do that. But I do want a child of my own.”“Well, honey,” Christie replied,
laughing, “that’s one thing you can get without wearing those killer tight suits.”Christie gave her
the courage to confide in Gerry. He seemed amused, but he liked the idea. So in the middle of
the hurricane that was their life, Marina and Gerry tried to make a baby.But the baby wouldn’t
come.They were both shocked. Their history together was one of achievement and success, not
failure.They tried everything. Tests. Charts. Positions. Herbal and hormonal supplements.
Nothing worked. They saw several doctors, who all pronounced Marina and Gerry healthy and
perfectly capable of reproduction. Yet still nothing happened.She confided in Dara, and Dara
said, “Oh, honey, consider it a blessing. A baby would ruin your figure.”Marina couldn’t
understand it. She tried to be relaxed about it all, but when she saw another woman with a baby,
she burned with envy. She dreamed of babies at night and longed for one every waking hour. As
each month passed in failure and sorrow, she began to hate herself.One afternoon she sat in her
slick chrome-and-glass office, staring at her computer screen, thinking over and over again in a
relentless circle of pain: Why couldn’t she get pregnant, what was wrong with her? She felt
something wet on her hand. It wouldn’t be tears. She didn’t allow herself to cry in the office. She
glanced down to discover that she had been stabbing the palm of her hand with the tip of her
silver letter opener. She gasped and tossed the letter opener onto the desk. She pressed tissues
against her hand, grabbed up her purse, and raced from her office. She didn’t even stop to tell
her assistant where she was going. She didn’t even know where she was going—she just
needed to be away from the pain.Once in her car, she understood exactly where she wanted to
be, and she drove out to Christie’s house. It was January and a new snow had blanketed the
roadsides and rooftops with the pure sparkling white of confectioners’ sugar. The sun was out in
a high blue sky and the air was sharp and tangy.Christie had a fire going in the rec room. Her
children were all in school. She was knitting a sweater and listening to music—in the middle of
the day! Marina couldn’t imagine living such a life.Christie told Marina to kick off her shoes and
curl up on the sofa. She brought her hot chocolate and cookies, as if Marina were one of her
children. She listened to Marina, and she cried with her—how grateful Marina was for that, to
have her friend genuinely share her loss.“I’m so angry, Christie,” Marina cried. “I’m so hurt. Why
me? What’s wrong with me? I know Gerry thinks I’m at fault, even though the doctors say we’re
both physically fine. But it’s turning our marriage inside out. And I’m getting obsessed and bitter



and angry; I’m turning into a person I don’t like being. I don’t know what to do!”Christie was quiet,
knitting a row as she thought. “You could stop trying,” she suggested. “You could stop hoping.
You could give up. You could adopt.”“Gerry doesn’t want to adopt.”“Then let it go.” Christie
reached over and put her hand on Marina’s. “Just let it go. You have so much, Marina. You have
work you enjoy, you have a husband you love. You’re gorgeous, you’re free. You should love your
life.”“I want a family. I want your life,” Marina insisted. “I want your children.”Christie burst out
laughing. “Are you kidding me? I tell you what, you stay here for the weekend with my bunch.
Bob and I will go off on a little jaunt together and leave you in charge.” She saw the alarm on
Marina’s face and laughed even harder.Marina laughed, too. She felt better already, and as she
drove back home in the winter twilight, she decided she would tell Gerry that if she wasn’t
pregnant by her fortieth birthday, she was going to stop trying. They would have to move on. And
she told him, and he accepted her decision.Perhaps Marina had secretly hoped that her
ultimatum to herself—to Fate or Destiny or whoever gave women babies—would make her body
sit up, take notice, and get to work. Get pregnant.Then her fortieth birthday arrived.And
everything changed.Now Marina reminded herself: No wallowing! Move on! She sat up in bed,
planted her feet on the cool wood floor, and surveyed her funny little loft bedroom.Focus, she
told herself.What was number five? Okay, the fifth thing she was grateful for was to be on this
island. The flamboyant, generous beauty both hurt and healed her. Some days the intensity of
the wild blue sea, the dense clouds of pink climbing roses, flew straight to her heart like an
arrow, spearing her with emotions, so that she had to crouch to the ground, pressing her knees
into her chest to keep from crying. But some days the beauty soothed her, even cheered her.She
believed that someday, someday soon, she would walk on the beach, and she would
smile.2MarinaSo here she was, on Nantucket. In a small rented cottage in the middle of an
enchanted island. At least she hoped it was enchanted. She was waking to another day without
family or love or plans for the future.Still, she felt just a bit better.Lying curled in her bed, she
forced herself to name just five things for which she was grateful. It was an exercise Christie had
advised her to perform first thing in the morning and last thing at night. If nothing else, Christie
had told her, it will give you a little bit of structure, one tidy line to start the morning and end the
day to make you feel enclosed and on task.All right then.Marina was grateful that she’d slept
through the night without needing a sleeping pill. She’d been afraid she was becoming addicted
to them. Over the past few months, the divorce had plunged her into a state of grief and despair
that at night turned into a raging anger and a kind of burning terror—what was her life about? Did
she mean nothing? But here on the island, for the past three weeks, she’d discovered that
something in the sea air worked like a charm to make her fall into a deep, relaxing sleep. Christie
had been right to tell her to come here to heal.Two—well, she was grateful she’d found the
cottage. It resembled a dollhouse, with wild roses rambling all over the roof and clematis and
wisteria blossoming on the trellis on the outside walls. The windows were mullioned like a fairy-
tale cottage. The door was bright blue. Inside, one large room served for living, dining, and
kitchen areas. A ladder led up to the loft with the bed. Windows on three sides provided views of



the birds nesting in an apple tree on her right, a pine tree on her left, and a hawthorn tree straight
ahead.Inside, the décor was—well, there was no décor, actually. The few furnishings had a cast-
off and shabby air, but were basically sound and comfortable. No curtains hung from the
windows. No paintings graced the walls. No rugs brightened the floors, but she could understand
that. It was so easy to track sand into the house, and the floors were wood and felt cool and
smooth to the soles of her feet.She was grateful to be in the heart of the town. That was the third
thing, and it had been on her list every morning and every night. The cottage was off an idyllic
lane in the illustrious historic district. She could walk to the grocery store, the pharmacy, the post
office, the library. Tucked away at the far end of a long garden, it had once been the Playhouse
for the family that had grown up in the huge old house at the front. The owner and one of his
daughters lived in the house. Their presence made Marina feel not so alone. She liked seeing
the lights come on in different rooms of the house. The daughter, Lily, was pretty, but not very
friendly. Well, she was only twenty-two. Marina must seem ancient to her.Jim Fox, on the other
hand, was really nice. He’d brought her fresh fish several times already, and often in the
evenings when he came home from work, he jumped out of his red pickup truck and sauntered
down the lawn to chat with her. Did she need anything? If she did, she had only to ask, he’d be
glad to help. Had she enjoyed the bluefish? Would she like some more when he went out fishing
again? He was so attentive that Marina sometimes wondered if he were hitting on her. She
doubted it. She was sure she wasn’t giving off any sexual vibes, since her sexuality was hiding
under its shell like a wounded turtle. Although she could still recognize that Jim was an awfully
attractive man, tall, muscular, and comfortable enough in his powerful body to be easygoing and
kind.Fourth, she was grateful for Christie’s enduring, sustaining friendship and especially for her
wisdom this summer.Odd, how things turned out.Long ago, when she started seventh grade,
Marina had teamed up with two very different best friends. Christie was her good friend, pretty,
cheerful, popular, and smart. Dara was her exciting friend, always ready to try something new
and outrageous, more sexy than good-looking. They remained best friends when they all started
at the same gigantic university in Columbia, Missouri, but by their sophomore summer, things
changed. Christie and Marina decided to go off to Nantucket to work as waitresses. They’d
heard that the pay was good, the island was gorgeous, and they could party like crazy on their
time off. Dara couldn’t believe they were going to be waitstaff—she considered such a job way
too far beneath her. She didn’t need the money the way Christie and Marina did, and she went
off with other college friends to backpack in Europe.Marina and Christie had so much fun, they
returned to the island for the next two summers. During the academic year, they still spent time
with each other, but Dara ran with a new, fast crowd, and the trio was never the same after that.
After graduation, they went their separate ways. Dara wanted money. Marina wanted to turn her
love of color and design into a career. Christie just wanted her high school sweetheart,
Bob.Christie married Bob right after college—Marina was her maid of honor. A few years later,
when Marina married Gerry Warren, Christie was Marina’s matron of honor, lumbering down the
aisle, eight months pregnant. After that, Marina had seen little of Christie. Their lives were so



different, and they were so busy. Christie and Bob lived in happy chaos with their hundreds of
children—really, only an eventual five—on a lake outside Kansas City.Marina and Gerry met in
college. He was handsome, with thick, straight blond hair and sapphire eyes. He was smart, too,
and witty. At first she thought he was just a bit too smug and shallow, but he wanted Marina, he
pursued Marina, and his varied and creative attempts to charm her were irresistible. Perhaps
she didn’t love Gerry, but she was helplessly seduced by his desire.Their ambitions were similar,
too, and that drew them together as a natural pair. He was a dynamite salesman; she was artistic
and creative. Marina and Gerry started a graphic design/ad agency in the Kansas City area.
They invested their own time and some start-up money borrowed from their parents, and they
worked day and night. For a few years, work was the very air they breathed. They established
themselves, grew a name, became successful, and paid back their parents. They bought a
condo and the posh cars they displayed as ads for their success—a Jag for Gerry, a Saab
convertible for Marina. But somehow, as the months and years went by, they never found time to
relax. They were like a clock, their lives the two hands ticking around the face of the day and
night, with never a second to stop.As their agency grew in size and reputation, their office
became a kind of battleground that they had to storm daily. Marina and Gerry worked out five
days a week, keeping their bodies lean and sleek. Marina wore tight black suits and four-inch
heels and kept her blond hair cut short, chic, and easy to care for. She did less creative work and
spent more of her time dealing with clients, executives, lawyers, techies, and accountants. At
night she and Gerry often worked late, or took clients out to dinner. She felt glamorous,
accomplished, successful. She was having fun, making money, and looking fabulous.In the
meantime, sexpot Dara got married, twice. Marina was Dara’s maid of honor the first time. The
second time, Dara flew off with her wealthy lover to Pago Pago for their wedding and extended
honeymoon. Dara’s second husband owned a megabucks Kansas City real estate company.
When he signed on with Warren Design & Advertising, his business and his contacts sent
Marina and Gerry’s company skyrocketing into the economic stratosphere.Marina was grateful
to Dara for this. Their friendship took on a new energy. Marina and Dara attended the same
parties, went on shopping sprees together, and gossiped over lunch at posh restaurants. Dara
was obsessed with her appearance—she got breast implants when she was thirty, and a face-lift
at thirty-two—but Marina understood. After all, she was in the ad business. She appreciated the
importance of presentation.Over the years, Dara lost interest in their domesticated friend, but
every few months Marina made time to visit Christie. In the midst of her pack of children, dogs,
and cats, Christie was a calm, contented center, moving slowly, in no rush to finish any project
and be somewhere else. She was right where she wanted to be. Marina admired the pace, the
depth, the comfort of Christie’s life. Marina felt like she was always straining, rushing, pushing, to
get somewhere else.And as the years passed and Marina grew older, she discovered that she
was beginning to envy Christie, too.One sultry July afternoon, she confessed a deep and
powerful secret to Christie. She told Christie before she told Dara. She told Christie even before
she told Gerry. The words felt so odd in her mouth.“Christie, I want a baby. Actually, I’ve gotten



kind of obsessed with it. I don’t want five kids like you have, I couldn’t do that. But I do want a
child of my own.”“Well, honey,” Christie replied, laughing, “that’s one thing you can get without
wearing those killer tight suits.”Christie gave her the courage to confide in Gerry. He seemed
amused, but he liked the idea. So in the middle of the hurricane that was their life, Marina and
Gerry tried to make a baby.But the baby wouldn’t come.They were both shocked. Their history
together was one of achievement and success, not failure.They tried everything. Tests. Charts.
Positions. Herbal and hormonal supplements. Nothing worked. They saw several doctors, who
all pronounced Marina and Gerry healthy and perfectly capable of reproduction. Yet still nothing
happened.She confided in Dara, and Dara said, “Oh, honey, consider it a blessing. A baby
would ruin your figure.”Marina couldn’t understand it. She tried to be relaxed about it all, but
when she saw another woman with a baby, she burned with envy. She dreamed of babies at
night and longed for one every waking hour. As each month passed in failure and sorrow, she
began to hate herself.One afternoon she sat in her slick chrome-and-glass office, staring at her
computer screen, thinking over and over again in a relentless circle of pain: Why couldn’t she get
pregnant, what was wrong with her? She felt something wet on her hand. It wouldn’t be tears.
She didn’t allow herself to cry in the office. She glanced down to discover that she had been
stabbing the palm of her hand with the tip of her silver letter opener. She gasped and tossed the
letter opener onto the desk. She pressed tissues against her hand, grabbed up her purse, and
raced from her office. She didn’t even stop to tell her assistant where she was going. She didn’t
even know where she was going—she just needed to be away from the pain.Once in her car,
she understood exactly where she wanted to be, and she drove out to Christie’s house. It was
January and a new snow had blanketed the roadsides and rooftops with the pure sparkling white
of confectioners’ sugar. The sun was out in a high blue sky and the air was sharp and
tangy.Christie had a fire going in the rec room. Her children were all in school. She was knitting a
sweater and listening to music—in the middle of the day! Marina couldn’t imagine living such a
life.Christie told Marina to kick off her shoes and curl up on the sofa. She brought her hot
chocolate and cookies, as if Marina were one of her children. She listened to Marina, and she
cried with her—how grateful Marina was for that, to have her friend genuinely share her loss.“I’m
so angry, Christie,” Marina cried. “I’m so hurt. Why me? What’s wrong with me? I know Gerry
thinks I’m at fault, even though the doctors say we’re both physically fine. But it’s turning our
marriage inside out. And I’m getting obsessed and bitter and angry; I’m turning into a person I
don’t like being. I don’t know what to do!”Christie was quiet, knitting a row as she thought. “You
could stop trying,” she suggested. “You could stop hoping. You could give up. You could
adopt.”“Gerry doesn’t want to adopt.”“Then let it go.” Christie reached over and put her hand on
Marina’s. “Just let it go. You have so much, Marina. You have work you enjoy, you have a husband
you love. You’re gorgeous, you’re free. You should love your life.”“I want a family. I want your life,”
Marina insisted. “I want your children.”Christie burst out laughing. “Are you kidding me? I tell you
what, you stay here for the weekend with my bunch. Bob and I will go off on a little jaunt together
and leave you in charge.” She saw the alarm on Marina’s face and laughed even harder.Marina



laughed, too. She felt better already, and as she drove back home in the winter twilight, she
decided she would tell Gerry that if she wasn’t pregnant by her fortieth birthday, she was going
to stop trying. They would have to move on. And she told him, and he accepted her
decision.Perhaps Marina had secretly hoped that her ultimatum to herself—to Fate or Destiny or
whoever gave women babies—would make her body sit up, take notice, and get to work. Get
pregnant.Then her fortieth birthday arrived.And everything changed.Now Marina reminded
herself: No wallowing! Move on! She sat up in bed, planted her feet on the cool wood floor, and
surveyed her funny little loft bedroom.Focus, she told herself.What was number five? Okay, the
fifth thing she was grateful for was to be on this island. The flamboyant, generous beauty both
hurt and healed her. Some days the intensity of the wild blue sea, the dense clouds of pink
climbing roses, flew straight to her heart like an arrow, spearing her with emotions, so that she
had to crouch to the ground, pressing her knees into her chest to keep from crying. But some
days the beauty soothed her, even cheered her.She believed that someday, someday soon, she
would walk on the beach, and she would smile.3Abbie“Abbie!”The instant Abbie stepped out of
Jason’s truck onto the driveway, her youngest sister opened the front door and flew out of the
house. Lily had been waiting, watching out the window, and this tugged at Abbie’s heart. Lily was
twenty-two now, a grown woman, but she would always be Abbie’s little sister. And Lily was little,
four inches shorter than Abbie, and petite.“Abbie, I’m so glad you’re here!” Lily was almost
jumping up and down.“Me, too, kid.” Abbie wrapped her sister in a big hug.Lily was the beauty of
the family, with her red hair and green cat eyes. She was sexy, too, and not unaware of her
charms. Abbie felt Lily’s attention shift to Jason, the island man who had been on her plane and
offered her a ride home from the airport.Jason was lifting Abbie’s luggage from his truck. He was
two years older than Lily and six years younger than Abbie. He’d just gotten out of the army, and
he was grown up and bulked up. He’d been a hunk to start with, with his dark hair, black eyes,
and the exotic looks he’d inherited from his Cape Verdean ancestors.Abbie reached for her
duffel bag and roller suitcase. “Jason, thanks for the ride.”“No problem.” Jason nodded at Lily. “Hi,
Lily.”“Hi, Jason. Thanks for bringing Abbie home.” Lily batted her long lashes at Jason. “Would
you like to come in for some iced tea or something?”“Another time, maybe. Abbie tells me she
hasn’t been home for a while. You guys have some catching up to do.” With a smile, Jason
climbed up into his truck and drove away.Lily grabbed her sister’s arm, pulling her toward the
house. “I can’t believe you’re really here! I went out to Bartlett’s and got a bunch of their
arugula …”The front hall was cool and dim; the back of the house got the sun. As she dropped
her bags down by the stairs, Abbie saw the dust powdering the baseboards, the frame of the
mirror, and the etched glass globes of the overhead light.“Look!” Lily nodded toward the hall
table, where a vase of wildflowers stood next to the brass bowl where the family tossed their mail
and keys. “Just for you!”“How nice, Lily! Thanks.” Abbie hugged her sister again, but she couldn’t
keep her gaze from sweeping over Lily’s shoulder. She’d been gone for just eighteen months.
How could the house have become so cluttered in that short space of time?“Where’s
Emma?”“She’s in her room. She might be asleep. She sleeps a lot.” Lily studied Abbie’s face.



“We haven’t gotten around to washing the windows for a while. I never think about it, until, well, I
never think about it.”And then it was as if the entire house came crashing down all around Abbie,
the weight of the windows and the sofa and the chairs and the dust all balancing right on her
shoulders, weighing her down so much she could scarcely breathe. And she hadn’t even made it
into the kitchen yet.Since she was fifteen, Abbie had been in charge of the house, taking care of
Lily and Emma, cooking and cleaning. She hadn’t been able to go to college, not with the death
of her mother and the family responsibilities that had brought her. Sometimes she’d thought she
would never be able to have her own family, her own life. She loved her family, but she’d longed
to see just a bit of the world.When she turned twenty-eight, two years ago, she accepted an au
pair job with a summer family and traveled with them to London. She was being paid for work,
yet she’d never had so much time to herself. The children she took care of were ten and twelve,
good-natured and easy. With them she went to museums, concerts, plays, and to watch the
changing of the guard in front of Buckingham Palace. At night, she helped herself to a book from
Mr. Vanderdyne’s library. She read Dickens, Hardy, and T. S. Eliot. She watched DVDs of Noël
Coward plays and Truffaut movies. She sat with her charges during their French lessons and
began to learn French herself—the Vanderdynes were going to France this summer.Then Lily’s
worried emails arrived. Abbie had to come home.It had felt good, at first, to feel needed. Yet how
good a job had she done of raising Lily if Lily was still dependent on Abbie?Sensing the drop in
Abbie’s mood, Lily was babbling, “We’ve been too busy working to pay attention to stuff like
dusting. Even before the stock market crashed last fall, Nantucket was kind of falling apart.
People have stopped building new homes. Several of Dad’s clients backed out of deals. He
always has some work, but you know he puts his crew first, and he’s kept paying their salaries
and health insurance. I’ve helped out financially as much as I can. I pay for some of the groceries
and stuff like that.”Okay, this was a change, and a good one. When Abbie had left eighteen
months ago, Lily hadn’t had any idea about the amount of money it took to run a house. With
both her big sisters gone, it sounded like Lily had learned a lot.Lily went on, “I want to talk to you
about money. You’re always so good with stuff like that.”“Okay, sure. We can ask Emma, too,
since she’s the money expert.”“I don’t think Emma’s feeling too expert about anything,” Lily
said.Abbie’s attention was caught by the photograph on the mantel. Their Aunt Stella had taken
it at her daughter’s wedding ten years ago. The three sisters were dressed in matching
bridesmaid’s gowns, lavender tulle fantasias.Abbie’s curly brown hair was feathered close to her
scalp, accentuating the elegant shape of her head, and the length of her neck. She’d inherited
her father’s tall, lanky, wide-shouldered swimmer’s body and stood with an ironic tilt behind the
froth of dress. Abbie had worn her hair short all her life. It was easy to keep—she often trimmed it
herself—and it made swimming easy. She was twenty then, but clearly she was an adult. She
held herself with authority. Her smile was genuine but perhaps just a little sardonic.Emma was a
few inches shorter than Abbie—it was always remarked upon, how the three sisters were like
stair steps. Like Abbie, she had big hazel eyes. Unlike her older sister, she was round, as their
mother had been. Not fat, not even plump, just round. Her bosom bulged at the strapless



neckline. Her waist was small, her hips wide. Her brown hair was as curly as Abbie’s but Emma
had freckles sprinkled over her nose and cheeks and her face was less angular than Abbie’s.
She was the “cute” one, and it drove her crazy. She set and rolled and ironed and blew her hair
dry, and for photos she jutted her chin out, trying to look sophisticated. She always just looked
cranky.Lily had been only twelve that year. She’d sleeked her wild red curls into a formal chignon
and lined her gorgeous green eyes with kohl. She was the shortest of the sisters as well as the
youngest, and the most dainty. For the photo she’d turned a bit sideways, curling her shoulder up
to her cheek in a kittenish come-hither gesture. She looked like a child playing dress-up.“Why is
this thing on the mantel?” Abbie wondered aloud. “We all look so young.”“Dad likes it there,” Lily
said. “It’s the last formal photo taken of the three of us together.”Abbie did a slow turn around the
room. “It’s like entering a time machine.” She quickly held her hand up. “Not criticizing! Just
saying.” She took a moment to study her baby sister. “Wow, you have really turned into a
bombshell, haven’t you?”Lily blushed. “Do you think so?”“How could I not? You’ve got some Rita
Hayworth stuff going on for you now.”Pleased, Lily hurried to return the compliment. “And you
look like—Audrey Hepburn.”“Ha. I think I’m more Sigourney Weaver in Alien.”Lily nodded
enthusiastically. “I can totally get that!”“What’s Emma looking like these days?” Abbie idly ran her
fingers over the piano keys—it was just slightly out of tune.Lily tugged on Abbie’s arm. “Let’s go
up and see her.”3Abbie“Abbie!”The instant Abbie stepped out of Jason’s truck onto the driveway,
her youngest sister opened the front door and flew out of the house. Lily had been waiting,
watching out the window, and this tugged at Abbie’s heart. Lily was twenty-two now, a grown
woman, but she would always be Abbie’s little sister. And Lily was little, four inches shorter than
Abbie, and petite.“Abbie, I’m so glad you’re here!” Lily was almost jumping up and down.“Me,
too, kid.” Abbie wrapped her sister in a big hug.Lily was the beauty of the family, with her red hair
and green cat eyes. She was sexy, too, and not unaware of her charms. Abbie felt Lily’s attention
shift to Jason, the island man who had been on her plane and offered her a ride home from the
airport.Jason was lifting Abbie’s luggage from his truck. He was two years older than Lily and six
years younger than Abbie. He’d just gotten out of the army, and he was grown up and bulked up.
He’d been a hunk to start with, with his dark hair, black eyes, and the exotic looks he’d inherited
from his Cape Verdean ancestors.Abbie reached for her duffel bag and roller suitcase. “Jason,
thanks for the ride.”“No problem.” Jason nodded at Lily. “Hi, Lily.”“Hi, Jason. Thanks for bringing
Abbie home.” Lily batted her long lashes at Jason. “Would you like to come in for some iced tea
or something?”“Another time, maybe. Abbie tells me she hasn’t been home for a while. You guys
have some catching up to do.” With a smile, Jason climbed up into his truck and drove away.Lily
grabbed her sister’s arm, pulling her toward the house. “I can’t believe you’re really here! I went
out to Bartlett’s and got a bunch of their arugula …”The front hall was cool and dim; the back of
the house got the sun. As she dropped her bags down by the stairs, Abbie saw the dust
powdering the baseboards, the frame of the mirror, and the etched glass globes of the overhead
light.“Look!” Lily nodded toward the hall table, where a vase of wildflowers stood next to the
brass bowl where the family tossed their mail and keys. “Just for you!”“How nice, Lily! Thanks.”



Abbie hugged her sister again, but she couldn’t keep her gaze from sweeping over Lily’s
shoulder. She’d been gone for just eighteen months. How could the house have become so
cluttered in that short space of time?“Where’s Emma?”“She’s in her room. She might be asleep.
She sleeps a lot.” Lily studied Abbie’s face. “We haven’t gotten around to washing the windows
for a while. I never think about it, until, well, I never think about it.”And then it was as if the entire
house came crashing down all around Abbie, the weight of the windows and the sofa and the
chairs and the dust all balancing right on her shoulders, weighing her down so much she could
scarcely breathe. And she hadn’t even made it into the kitchen yet.Since she was fifteen, Abbie
had been in charge of the house, taking care of Lily and Emma, cooking and cleaning. She
hadn’t been able to go to college, not with the death of her mother and the family responsibilities
that had brought her. Sometimes she’d thought she would never be able to have her own family,
her own life. She loved her family, but she’d longed to see just a bit of the world.When she turned
twenty-eight, two years ago, she accepted an au pair job with a summer family and traveled with
them to London. She was being paid for work, yet she’d never had so much time to herself. The
children she took care of were ten and twelve, good-natured and easy. With them she went to
museums, concerts, plays, and to watch the changing of the guard in front of Buckingham
Palace. At night, she helped herself to a book from Mr. Vanderdyne’s library. She read Dickens,
Hardy, and T. S. Eliot. She watched DVDs of Noël Coward plays and Truffaut movies. She sat
with her charges during their French lessons and began to learn French herself—the
Vanderdynes were going to France this summer.Then Lily’s worried emails arrived. Abbie had to
come home.It had felt good, at first, to feel needed. Yet how good a job had she done of raising
Lily if Lily was still dependent on Abbie?Sensing the drop in Abbie’s mood, Lily was babbling,
“We’ve been too busy working to pay attention to stuff like dusting. Even before the stock market
crashed last fall, Nantucket was kind of falling apart. People have stopped building new homes.
Several of Dad’s clients backed out of deals. He always has some work, but you know he puts
his crew first, and he’s kept paying their salaries and health insurance. I’ve helped out financially
as much as I can. I pay for some of the groceries and stuff like that.”Okay, this was a change, and
a good one. When Abbie had left eighteen months ago, Lily hadn’t had any idea about the
amount of money it took to run a house. With both her big sisters gone, it sounded like Lily had
learned a lot.Lily went on, “I want to talk to you about money. You’re always so good with stuff like
that.”“Okay, sure. We can ask Emma, too, since she’s the money expert.”“I don’t think Emma’s
feeling too expert about anything,” Lily said.Abbie’s attention was caught by the photograph on
the mantel. Their Aunt Stella had taken it at her daughter’s wedding ten years ago. The three
sisters were dressed in matching bridesmaid’s gowns, lavender tulle fantasias.Abbie’s curly
brown hair was feathered close to her scalp, accentuating the elegant shape of her head, and
the length of her neck. She’d inherited her father’s tall, lanky, wide-shouldered swimmer’s body
and stood with an ironic tilt behind the froth of dress. Abbie had worn her hair short all her life. It
was easy to keep—she often trimmed it herself—and it made swimming easy. She was twenty
then, but clearly she was an adult. She held herself with authority. Her smile was genuine but



perhaps just a little sardonic.Emma was a few inches shorter than Abbie—it was always
remarked upon, how the three sisters were like stair steps. Like Abbie, she had big hazel eyes.
Unlike her older sister, she was round, as their mother had been. Not fat, not even plump, just
round. Her bosom bulged at the strapless neckline. Her waist was small, her hips wide. Her
brown hair was as curly as Abbie’s but Emma had freckles sprinkled over her nose and cheeks
and her face was less angular than Abbie’s. She was the “cute” one, and it drove her crazy. She
set and rolled and ironed and blew her hair dry, and for photos she jutted her chin out, trying to
look sophisticated. She always just looked cranky.Lily had been only twelve that year. She’d
sleeked her wild red curls into a formal chignon and lined her gorgeous green eyes with kohl.
She was the shortest of the sisters as well as the youngest, and the most dainty. For the photo
she’d turned a bit sideways, curling her shoulder up to her cheek in a kittenish come-hither
gesture. She looked like a child playing dress-up.“Why is this thing on the mantel?” Abbie
wondered aloud. “We all look so young.”“Dad likes it there,” Lily said. “It’s the last formal photo
taken of the three of us together.”Abbie did a slow turn around the room. “It’s like entering a time
machine.” She quickly held her hand up. “Not criticizing! Just saying.” She took a moment to
study her baby sister. “Wow, you have really turned into a bombshell, haven’t you?”Lily blushed.
“Do you think so?”“How could I not? You’ve got some Rita Hayworth stuff going on for you
now.”Pleased, Lily hurried to return the compliment. “And you look like—Audrey Hepburn.”“Ha. I
think I’m more Sigourney Weaver in Alien.”Lily nodded enthusiastically. “I can totally get
that!”“What’s Emma looking like these days?” Abbie idly ran her fingers over the piano keys—it
was just slightly out of tune.Lily tugged on Abbie’s arm. “Let’s go up and see her.”4EmmaEmma
lay on her bed like the letter S with a cat nestled into the crook of her knees and her ancient
Paddington bear squashed up against her chest. Much of the stuffed animal’s fur had worn away,
and his left ear was held on with a safety pin, but she only loved him all the more for that.
Paddington had seen her through many crises. His fur probably still held all the salt from the
tears she cried the year her mother died.Downstairs, the screen door slammed. Voices floated
up, Lily’s rapid girlish soprano, Abbie’s lower, slower phrases. It had been two years since she’d
seen Abbie.Emma had been so happy for Abbie when she went to London. No one knew better
than Emma how Abbie had sacrificed her own life to keep the family going after their mother
died. Perhaps Emma hadn’t been really aware of it when she was a teenager, caught up in her
own grief and desires. Certainly when she got a scholarship to U. Mass./Amherst, she’d
accepted in a flash, and gone away for four years, assuming that Abbie would stay home to take
care of Lily and run the house. It was what Abbie did. Had she taken Abbie for granted? Yes, she
had. They all had. Even, especially, their father.Jim Fox was a contractor, a reliable, friendly,
even-tempered man who never let his clients down. He was not ambitious, or if he was, his
ambition was simply to enjoy each day. He loved the island and the community. He loved taking
the time to talk, over a sandwich lunch at the drugstore where he could jaw with his buddies, or
leaning against his truck shooting the breeze with a friend—another contractor, a realtor, the
police chief, a fisherman.He was a good father, patient and decisive and loving. He taught his



daughters to sail, to clean a bluefish, to use a Phillips screwdriver. He took them to the summer
fairs and he built them the Playhouse at the back of their yard.But he’d been hit hard by their
mother’s death. He’d gone quiet, paralyzed by grief, and without Abbie taking over the way she
had, who knows what would have happened to their family. Their father had continued working,
and working hard, so the family never suffered financially. But the light had gone out of his eyes,
and even his smiles were sad.Emma had been thirteen when their mother died. As she grew
older, Emma wanted to do something to help her family, but she didn’t have the homemaking
talents or the natural bossy authority Abbie had, so for a few years she felt lost. During high
school, she gradually learned that she was smart, and by the time she started college, she had
formed a plan. Perhaps she couldn’t run the house the way Abbie could but she could help in
other ways. She determined to save herself, and her family.In college, she majored in
economics. It didn’t come easily to her, but she studied hard. She didn’t party much and she
didn’t fall in love. She worked part time at a copy center and saved her money instead of
spending it on lipstick and clothes. After graduation, she went to Boston and landed a plum job
in a high-powered investment firm. She started on the lowest rung, but she worked industriously
and diligently, and gradually she made a name for herself as a broker. She scrimped her pennies
and saved them until they grew into dollars, then invested her own money in high-risk–high-
payoff stocks.Emma earmarked one account for Nantucket. For her father. When it reached a
nice fat sum, she was going to come home and present him with a check. So he would be safe,
and could continue to work in his peculiar leisurely way, or not work at all.By her third year, she
was living the good life. She started dating Duncan Fairly, another broker in her firm, an
ambitious, energetic type A who liked her style. They quickly became a couple. She vacationed
with him in the Caribbean. They bought each other designer clothing, and reveled in their image.
They were the glam couple of the firm. He asked her to move into his Back Bay apartment.She
invited him to Nantucket. At first, she worried that their eccentric old house and her father’s way
of life were a little too downscale for Duncan, but Duncan never criticized. He knew Nantucket
was a great place to make contacts. He liked sailing, playing tennis, eating out at the posh
restaurants. And it was on Nantucket that Duncan proposed to her, in August, while they were
walking on the beach at sunset. It had been perfect, almost as if Fate were following a schedule
Emma had drawn up.By then, fourteen years had passed since Emma’s mother’s death. Her
father was less paralyzed, happier in his life, more there, but Emma had another idea for
brightening his life. She would give him grandchildren. He would love having grandchildren. He
would be such a great grandfather, patient and instructive, showing them the berries on the
moors, the shells on the beach, the fish sparkling like magic firecrackers in the harbor
waters.Emma wanted to wait until it was all ready, the bank account bulging, her pregnancy
begun, and then she would spread the future before her father like a magic carpet. She would
present her father with a nice fat check and instructions to fix up the house, because she wanted
to bring her children to the island as often as possible.In October, the stock market was hit by a
death blow.The money Emma had invested vanished like smoke in the wind. Her savings were



gone. The money in the aggressively-invested, high-risk account for her father disappeared in a
blink of the eye.The firm fired her. She tried to remind herself that dozens of brokers had been
fired along with her, but the comfort that brought was ice-cold.She tried not to be desperate. For
a few months she hung on, frantically searching for a new job, networking at parties—the few
parties that anyone gave. It was difficult in the new economy to be optimistic, but she was young.
She was in love. Duncan had not been laid off, after all. He made enough money. He could
support her and a baby or two. Of course they couldn’t have the lavish wedding they’d been
planning, but she really didn’t mind. Their new life together was what counted.In May, Duncan
broke off his engagement to Emma. He had, he told Emma, fallen in love with Alicia Maxwell,
another broker at the firm. Another broker who hadn’t been fired. The daughter of such old family
money that this financial blow was a gnat’s bite to her.Emma was stunned with loss.Duncan
didn’t give her time to grieve. He tore through his apartment like an exterminator, snatched up
her possessions, tossed them into boxes, and shipped them back to Nantucket. She had no
address of her own, no place to go, but back to the house where she’d lived as a child.Now
cardboard boxes grew up from the floor of her old childhood bedroom like stalagmites in a dark
cave. She didn’t have the heart to unpack them. She didn’t have the heart for anything.She was
defeated, and beneath the loss ran a vein of fear. She didn’t want to be paralyzed like her father
had been. But how could she climb out of this pit of sorrow?She heard her sisters’ voices as they
came up the stairs. It would be so good to see Abbie. It was comforting that she was here. Emma
and Abbie had always been close. They were only two years apart, while Lily was the baby. The
adorable, darling, baby-doll child, perhaps a little bit spoiled, a bit of a princess now.But Emma
had to give Lily credit. Since she’d graduated from college, she’d been home taking care of
things. She bought and cooked decent food; she kept the house pretty clean. This year when
Emma came home for Christmas dinner, she found a tree elaborately decorated by Lily, as well
as a real Christmas dinner.Now that Abbie was back, Emma wondered cynically just how quickly
Lily would weasel out of any household responsibilities. She gave herself a mental head slap.
After all, just how many responsibilities was Emma willing to take on? She couldn’t even find the
energy to get out of bed.Her bedroom door flew open.“Emma, look who’s here!”Emma rolled on
her side and sat up in bed, dislodging Cinnamon from his warm nest. The cat yawned, arched
his back, and fixed the newcomers with a disdainful glare.Abbie sat on the side of the bed and
gave Emma such a warm, affectionate hug that Emma had to hold her breath to keep from
bursting into tears. Oh, Emma thought, she’d forgotten how wide and strong her older sister’s
shoulders were, as if she’d been built to comfort and care for them all.But this time, not even
Abbie could help.4EmmaEmma lay on her bed like the letter S with a cat nestled into the crook
of her knees and her ancient Paddington bear squashed up against her chest. Much of the
stuffed animal’s fur had worn away, and his left ear was held on with a safety pin, but she only
loved him all the more for that. Paddington had seen her through many crises. His fur probably
still held all the salt from the tears she cried the year her mother died.Downstairs, the screen
door slammed. Voices floated up, Lily’s rapid girlish soprano, Abbie’s lower, slower phrases. It



had been two years since she’d seen Abbie.Emma had been so happy for Abbie when she went
to London. No one knew better than Emma how Abbie had sacrificed her own life to keep the
family going after their mother died. Perhaps Emma hadn’t been really aware of it when she was
a teenager, caught up in her own grief and desires. Certainly when she got a scholarship to U.
Mass./Amherst, she’d accepted in a flash, and gone away for four years, assuming that Abbie
would stay home to take care of Lily and run the house. It was what Abbie did. Had she taken
Abbie for granted? Yes, she had. They all had. Even, especially, their father.Jim Fox was a
contractor, a reliable, friendly, even-tempered man who never let his clients down. He was not
ambitious, or if he was, his ambition was simply to enjoy each day. He loved the island and the
community. He loved taking the time to talk, over a sandwich lunch at the drugstore where he
could jaw with his buddies, or leaning against his truck shooting the breeze with a friend—
another contractor, a realtor, the police chief, a fisherman.He was a good father, patient and
decisive and loving. He taught his daughters to sail, to clean a bluefish, to use a Phillips
screwdriver. He took them to the summer fairs and he built them the Playhouse at the back of
their yard.But he’d been hit hard by their mother’s death. He’d gone quiet, paralyzed by grief, and
without Abbie taking over the way she had, who knows what would have happened to their
family. Their father had continued working, and working hard, so the family never suffered
financially. But the light had gone out of his eyes, and even his smiles were sad.Emma had been
thirteen when their mother died. As she grew older, Emma wanted to do something to help her
family, but she didn’t have the homemaking talents or the natural bossy authority Abbie had, so
for a few years she felt lost. During high school, she gradually learned that she was smart, and
by the time she started college, she had formed a plan. Perhaps she couldn’t run the house the
way Abbie could but she could help in other ways. She determined to save herself, and her
family.In college, she majored in economics. It didn’t come easily to her, but she studied hard.
She didn’t party much and she didn’t fall in love. She worked part time at a copy center and
saved her money instead of spending it on lipstick and clothes. After graduation, she went to
Boston and landed a plum job in a high-powered investment firm. She started on the lowest
rung, but she worked industriously and diligently, and gradually she made a name for herself as
a broker. She scrimped her pennies and saved them until they grew into dollars, then invested
her own money in high-risk–high-payoff stocks.Emma earmarked one account for Nantucket. For
her father. When it reached a nice fat sum, she was going to come home and present him with a
check. So he would be safe, and could continue to work in his peculiar leisurely way, or not work
at all.By her third year, she was living the good life. She started dating Duncan Fairly, another
broker in her firm, an ambitious, energetic type A who liked her style. They quickly became a
couple. She vacationed with him in the Caribbean. They bought each other designer clothing,
and reveled in their image. They were the glam couple of the firm. He asked her to move into his
Back Bay apartment.She invited him to Nantucket. At first, she worried that their eccentric old
house and her father’s way of life were a little too downscale for Duncan, but Duncan never
criticized. He knew Nantucket was a great place to make contacts. He liked sailing, playing



tennis, eating out at the posh restaurants. And it was on Nantucket that Duncan proposed to her,
in August, while they were walking on the beach at sunset. It had been perfect, almost as if Fate
were following a schedule Emma had drawn up.By then, fourteen years had passed since
Emma’s mother’s death. Her father was less paralyzed, happier in his life, more there, but Emma
had another idea for brightening his life. She would give him grandchildren. He would love
having grandchildren. He would be such a great grandfather, patient and instructive, showing
them the berries on the moors, the shells on the beach, the fish sparkling like magic firecrackers
in the harbor waters.Emma wanted to wait until it was all ready, the bank account bulging, her
pregnancy begun, and then she would spread the future before her father like a magic carpet.
She would present her father with a nice fat check and instructions to fix up the house, because
she wanted to bring her children to the island as often as possible.In October, the stock market
was hit by a death blow.The money Emma had invested vanished like smoke in the wind. Her
savings were gone. The money in the aggressively-invested, high-risk account for her father
disappeared in a blink of the eye.The firm fired her. She tried to remind herself that dozens of
brokers had been fired along with her, but the comfort that brought was ice-cold.She tried not to
be desperate. For a few months she hung on, frantically searching for a new job, networking at
parties—the few parties that anyone gave. It was difficult in the new economy to be optimistic,
but she was young. She was in love. Duncan had not been laid off, after all. He made enough
money. He could support her and a baby or two. Of course they couldn’t have the lavish wedding
they’d been planning, but she really didn’t mind. Their new life together was what counted.In
May, Duncan broke off his engagement to Emma. He had, he told Emma, fallen in love with
Alicia Maxwell, another broker at the firm. Another broker who hadn’t been fired. The daughter of
such old family money that this financial blow was a gnat’s bite to her.Emma was stunned with
loss.Duncan didn’t give her time to grieve. He tore through his apartment like an exterminator,
snatched up her possessions, tossed them into boxes, and shipped them back to Nantucket.
She had no address of her own, no place to go, but back to the house where she’d lived as a
child.Now cardboard boxes grew up from the floor of her old childhood bedroom like stalagmites
in a dark cave. She didn’t have the heart to unpack them. She didn’t have the heart for
anything.She was defeated, and beneath the loss ran a vein of fear. She didn’t want to be
paralyzed like her father had been. But how could she climb out of this pit of sorrow?She heard
her sisters’ voices as they came up the stairs. It would be so good to see Abbie. It was
comforting that she was here. Emma and Abbie had always been close. They were only two
years apart, while Lily was the baby. The adorable, darling, baby-doll child, perhaps a little bit
spoiled, a bit of a princess now.But Emma had to give Lily credit. Since she’d graduated from
college, she’d been home taking care of things. She bought and cooked decent food; she kept
the house pretty clean. This year when Emma came home for Christmas dinner, she found a tree
elaborately decorated by Lily, as well as a real Christmas dinner.Now that Abbie was back,
Emma wondered cynically just how quickly Lily would weasel out of any household
responsibilities. She gave herself a mental head slap. After all, just how many responsibilities



was Emma willing to take on? She couldn’t even find the energy to get out of bed.Her bedroom
door flew open.“Emma, look who’s here!”Emma rolled on her side and sat up in bed, dislodging
Cinnamon from his warm nest. The cat yawned, arched his back, and fixed the newcomers with
a disdainful glare.Abbie sat on the side of the bed and gave Emma such a warm, affectionate
hug that Emma had to hold her breath to keep from bursting into tears. Oh, Emma thought, she’d
forgotten how wide and strong her older sister’s shoulders were, as if she’d been built to comfort
and care for them all.But this time, not even Abbie could help.5LilyLily was surprised at how the
old childish jealousy surfaced as she watched Abbie hug Emma. Good grief, she was twenty-
two, she was an adult; when would she stop feeling so third wheel whenever she saw her sisters
together?It was only natural that they’d be close. They had only two years between them, not the
eight-year ravine that existed between Abbie and Lily, or the six years between Lily and
Emma.Her two older sisters looked alike, too, both of them with their father’s curly brown hair
and huge hazel eyes. Lily got her coloring from her mother, which was a good thing; Lily liked
being a redhead. But still, she was set apart.Now Emma collapsed in Abbie’s arms and was
sobbing and blubbering out in choking gasps. “Duncan … money … want to die.” She wailed so
terribly that Cinnamon leapt up, startled, and raced from the room.Abbie kept her arms around
Emma. Over and over she said, “I know, honey. I know.”Lily stood by the end of the bed. Wanting
to be closer, to be included, she leaned down to put her hand on Emma’s leg. “Want some iced
tea, Emma? Maybe a beer?”“Oh, sure,” Emma wailed. “Iced tea would change everything.”“I’m
only trying to help.” Lily moved away from the bed and sat down in the old wicker rocking chair in
the corner of the room.After awhile Emma’s sobs subsided. She leaned back against the
headboard. Abbie handed her a tissue and Emma noisily blew her nose. Her voice was clogged
with tears when she said, “I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to go on.”“First,” Abbie said,
and the authority she’d had when they were growing up rang steadily in her voice, “you’re going
to get up, take a shower, wash your hair, and put on some clothes.”Emma sagged. “I don’t want
to.”“I don’t care,” Abbie retorted calmly. “While you’re in the shower, Lily and I are going to change
your sheets.”“Hey, let her change her own—” Lily began to protest, but Abbie shot her a
look.“Then we’re going for a walk around town, and we’ll stop someplace for a drink.”“I don’t
have the money for a drink,” Emma objected sulkily.“My treat.” Abbie gave her sister an
affectionate pat on her thigh. “Get moving.” She stood up and nodded at Lily. “You get the sheets.
I’ll strip the bed.”Lily stood up, too, and snapped a brisk salute at her sister. It was really mind-
boggling, she thought as she wandered out into the hall and down to the linen closet at the end,
how Abbie could just waltz in like this after eighteen months away and take over. Plus, suddenly
everything was all about Emma. Abbie hadn’t even asked Lily how she was!Back in Emma’s
bedroom, Lily dropped the sheets on the bureau, found the bottom sheet, and sailed it out over
Emma’s double bed. Abbie grabbed the other side and together they lifted the corners and
slipped the sheet over the mattress.“Well done,” Lily told Abbie, and trying to create a sense of
conspiracy between them, she nodded toward the bathroom, where the shower ran full
force.“Poor kid,” Abbie said. “She worked so hard.”“I work hard, too!” Lily protested.“Oh, right.”



Abbie hefted the mattress to tuck the sheet under. Of course she did it quickly and perfectly, as if
she’d been trained by the order of excellent innkeepers or something. “You’re writing a weekly
social column for Nantucket Talk. Tell me about it.”“Oh, it’s such a cool job.” Lily vigorously stuffed
a pillow into the case. “It is hard work, though. I have to drive all over the island; I have to go right
up to people I don’t know to ask if I can interview them; I have to take notes and remember a
million things at once because I can’t use a tape recorder; I have to try to remember everyone’s
face and name and be really nice.”Abbie laughed. “That sounds like fun, Lily, and perfect for you.
Is it a year-round job?”“Absolutely! Something’s always happening on the island now. Armchair
theater, concerts, community events like the spelling bee.”Abbie tilted her head. “Are you really
so busy off-season?”Suddenly Lily felt under attack. “I run the house, too. I buy groceries, I make
Dad healthy dinners, I vacuum …”“I know, I’m just wondering … The curtains need to be
washed, and stuff like that.”Emma walked into the room, wrapped in a towel, her brown hair
curling around her face, smelling wet and strawberry-scented from the shampoo.Abbie ran her
hand over her forehead. “You know, I’m whipped. I mean, I started the day in London, and it’s
nine o’clock in the evening for my brain. Jet lag must be catching up with me.”“Take a nap,”
Emma said. “I don’t feel like going out, anyway.”“Actually, I think I will take a nap.” Abbie stretched
and yawned. “Emma, would you wake me in a couple of hours? I want to get back on U.S.
time.”“Sure.” Emma dropped her towel on the floor and slipped into her bed. She reached for the
clock on her bedside table and set the alarm, then slid down between the covers, turning her
back on her sisters.“See you in awhile,” Abbie said over her shoulder as she left the room. “Man,
it’s really hitting me. I’ll unpack later.”Lily stood for a moment, then she left the room, too,
mumbling, “You could have said thank you for changing the sheets.”Emma must not have heard
her, for she only said, “Pull the door shut, would you, Lily?”Suddenly Lily found herself alone in
the hall. The doors to both sisters’ rooms were shut, as blank and forbidding as they’d been
when they were teenagers gossiping about exotic secrets while silly little baby Lily, too young to
be included, hung around in the hall, waiting to be invited in, hoping to overhear even one
intimate word.Well, she wouldn’t be like that! She had a life! She had work!But she’d turned in
her column this morning, and tonight, Tuesday night, nothing was happening on the island. It
was still too early for the big parties, galas, fund-raisers, even for the art openings.Well, then,
she had friends! Clattering down the stairs, she yanked out her cell phone and punched in
Carrie’s number. Carrie was always at home with her baby and eager for adult company.“Hey,
Carrie, I thought I’d come over for a while.”“Hallelujah! I haven’t had a real conversation all day.
And Tommy’s going to be out fishing until dark.”“Need anything? Wine, pizza?”“If I have to eat
another pizza, I’ll go mad. So will Tommy. I never seem to have the time or energy to shop for real
food, let alone cook it.”“Tell you what, I’ll stop at the grocery store and pick up some pasta and
mussels and clams and fresh parsley. You have olive oil and garlic, right?”“I do. You’re going to
cook dinner for me?”“I can’t do anything fancy, but I can do a mean pasta with seafood.”“I utterly
love you. I will give you my firstborn child. Really.”Lily laughed. “See you soon.”5LilyLily was
surprised at how the old childish jealousy surfaced as she watched Abbie hug Emma. Good



grief, she was twenty-two, she was an adult; when would she stop feeling so third wheel
whenever she saw her sisters together?It was only natural that they’d be close. They had only
two years between them, not the eight-year ravine that existed between Abbie and Lily, or the six
years between Lily and Emma.Her two older sisters looked alike, too, both of them with their
father’s curly brown hair and huge hazel eyes. Lily got her coloring from her mother, which was a
good thing; Lily liked being a redhead. But still, she was set apart.Now Emma collapsed in
Abbie’s arms and was sobbing and blubbering out in choking gasps. “Duncan … money … want
to die.” She wailed so terribly that Cinnamon leapt up, startled, and raced from the room.Abbie
kept her arms around Emma. Over and over she said, “I know, honey. I know.”Lily stood by the
end of the bed. Wanting to be closer, to be included, she leaned down to put her hand on
Emma’s leg. “Want some iced tea, Emma? Maybe a beer?”“Oh, sure,” Emma wailed. “Iced tea
would change everything.”“I’m only trying to help.” Lily moved away from the bed and sat down in
the old wicker rocking chair in the corner of the room.After awhile Emma’s sobs subsided. She
leaned back against the headboard. Abbie handed her a tissue and Emma noisily blew her nose.
Her voice was clogged with tears when she said, “I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to
go on.”“First,” Abbie said, and the authority she’d had when they were growing up rang steadily in
her voice, “you’re going to get up, take a shower, wash your hair, and put on some
clothes.”Emma sagged. “I don’t want to.”“I don’t care,” Abbie retorted calmly. “While you’re in the
shower, Lily and I are going to change your sheets.”“Hey, let her change her own—” Lily began to
protest, but Abbie shot her a look.“Then we’re going for a walk around town, and we’ll stop
someplace for a drink.”“I don’t have the money for a drink,” Emma objected sulkily.“My treat.”
Abbie gave her sister an affectionate pat on her thigh. “Get moving.” She stood up and nodded at
Lily. “You get the sheets. I’ll strip the bed.”Lily stood up, too, and snapped a brisk salute at her
sister. It was really mind-boggling, she thought as she wandered out into the hall and down to
the linen closet at the end, how Abbie could just waltz in like this after eighteen months away
and take over. Plus, suddenly everything was all about Emma. Abbie hadn’t even asked Lily how
she was!Back in Emma’s bedroom, Lily dropped the sheets on the bureau, found the bottom
sheet, and sailed it out over Emma’s double bed. Abbie grabbed the other side and together
they lifted the corners and slipped the sheet over the mattress.“Well done,” Lily told Abbie, and
trying to create a sense of conspiracy between them, she nodded toward the bathroom, where
the shower ran full force.“Poor kid,” Abbie said. “She worked so hard.”“I work hard, too!” Lily
protested.“Oh, right.” Abbie hefted the mattress to tuck the sheet under. Of course she did it
quickly and perfectly, as if she’d been trained by the order of excellent innkeepers or something.
“You’re writing a weekly social column for Nantucket Talk. Tell me about it.”“Oh, it’s such a cool
job.” Lily vigorously stuffed a pillow into the case. “It is hard work, though. I have to drive all over
the island; I have to go right up to people I don’t know to ask if I can interview them; I have to take
notes and remember a million things at once because I can’t use a tape recorder; I have to try to
remember everyone’s face and name and be really nice.”Abbie laughed. “That sounds like fun,
Lily, and perfect for you. Is it a year-round job?”“Absolutely! Something’s always happening on



the island now. Armchair theater, concerts, community events like the spelling bee.”Abbie tilted
her head. “Are you really so busy off-season?”Suddenly Lily felt under attack. “I run the house,
too. I buy groceries, I make Dad healthy dinners, I vacuum …”“I know, I’m just wondering … The
curtains need to be washed, and stuff like that.”Emma walked into the room, wrapped in a towel,
her brown hair curling around her face, smelling wet and strawberry-scented from the
shampoo.Abbie ran her hand over her forehead. “You know, I’m whipped. I mean, I started the
day in London, and it’s nine o’clock in the evening for my brain. Jet lag must be catching up with
me.”“Take a nap,” Emma said. “I don’t feel like going out, anyway.”“Actually, I think I will take a
nap.” Abbie stretched and yawned. “Emma, would you wake me in a couple of hours? I want to
get back on U.S. time.”“Sure.” Emma dropped her towel on the floor and slipped into her bed.
She reached for the clock on her bedside table and set the alarm, then slid down between the
covers, turning her back on her sisters.“See you in awhile,” Abbie said over her shoulder as she
left the room. “Man, it’s really hitting me. I’ll unpack later.”Lily stood for a moment, then she left
the room, too, mumbling, “You could have said thank you for changing the sheets.”Emma must
not have heard her, for she only said, “Pull the door shut, would you, Lily?”Suddenly Lily found
herself alone in the hall. The doors to both sisters’ rooms were shut, as blank and forbidding as
they’d been when they were teenagers gossiping about exotic secrets while silly little baby Lily,
too young to be included, hung around in the hall, waiting to be invited in, hoping to overhear
even one intimate word.Well, she wouldn’t be like that! She had a life! She had work!But she’d
turned in her column this morning, and tonight, Tuesday night, nothing was happening on the
island. It was still too early for the big parties, galas, fund-raisers, even for the art openings.Well,
then, she had friends! Clattering down the stairs, she yanked out her cell phone and punched in
Carrie’s number. Carrie was always at home with her baby and eager for adult company.“Hey,
Carrie, I thought I’d come over for a while.”“Hallelujah! I haven’t had a real conversation all day.
And Tommy’s going to be out fishing until dark.”“Need anything? Wine, pizza?”“If I have to eat
another pizza, I’ll go mad. So will Tommy. I never seem to have the time or energy to shop for real
food, let alone cook it.”“Tell you what, I’ll stop at the grocery store and pick up some pasta and
mussels and clams and fresh parsley. You have olive oil and garlic, right?”“I do. You’re going to
cook dinner for me?”“I can’t do anything fancy, but I can do a mean pasta with seafood.”“I utterly
love you. I will give you my firstborn child. Really.”Lily laughed. “See you soon.”6AbbieAfter their
naps, Emma and Abbie sat on the back deck, sipping red wine, enjoying the soft evening air.
Emma wore khaki shorts and a loose cotton shirt and her brown curls frizzed because she
hadn’t blown her hair dry.Abbie had napped and showered and pulled on an old sundress she
found in her closet. Her head buzzed with jet lag and her stomach grumbled.“Where’s Lily?”
Abbie wondered. She hooked a wicker stool with her toes and dragged it over to rest her feet on.
“Has she organized anything for dinner?”“I have no idea,” Emma replied listlessly.Emma
weighed less than Abbie had ever seen her, and she had dark circles under her eyes. She’d
always been organized, energetic, determined. It was just wrong, having her seem so defeated.
Abbie considered her next words carefully, then said, “Lily’s worried about you, and I can see



why.”Emma twitched in her chair. “I’m fine.”“Yeah, I can tell.”“I’m not going to pull a Mom, if that’s
what you’re worried about.”“You’d better not!” Abbie glared at her sister. “Suck it up, Emma. It will
get better.”“Will it? I don’t know. I don’t even care.”“But you will. You’ll get over it. Lots of people
—”“How do you know?” Emma shifted in her chair so she could zing a glance at Abbie. “When
have you ever made yourself vulnerable to a man? When have you ever lost your heart?”“Get
back, Jack!” Abbie said. “For your information, I’ve been involved a few times.”“Really.”“Really.”At
the same moment, Abbie and Emma turned away from each other and took a huge swallow of
wine. Aware of their parallel actions, they both laughed.“So why did you never tell me about any
of them?” Emma asked.“I don’t know. I’ll admit I never was really serious about anyone.” She
studied Emma. “How long are you planning to stay here?”“Planning?” Emma snorted. “I honestly
don’t know. I can’t think about it. Hell, I can scarcely move. Plus, it’s not like investment firms are
searching for young brokers. I’m worthless, you know?”“Don’t say that!” Abbie snapped. “You’re
not worthless.”“I am, though. It’s the truth. Might as well face it.”“Oh, Emma—” A movement at the
end of the garden caught Abbie’s eye. “Is that The Dreaded Seductress?”For a moment they
were silent, like hunters spotting prey. The woman came out of the Playhouse with a clear plastic
bag in her hand, walked around the garage to the other side where the trash barrels were kept,
and returned empty-handed. She was short, slender, and blond, but they were too far away to
tell whether or not she was pretty. She wore khaki shorts and a black tee shirt.“She looks pretty
normal to me,” Abbie observed quietly. “Have you met her?”“I haven’t,” Emma said. “I don’t
especially want to.”“You don’t especially want to do anything,” Abbie reminded her.“That’s
true.”The woman didn’t seem to notice them. She walked around the Playhouse, studying it,
stopping here and there, nodding to herself.“What’s she doing?” Abbie whispered.“Well, I don’t
know, do I?” Emma frowned. “Maybe she’s going to paint the trim? It certainly needs it.”“But why
would she paint the trim? She’s only renting. How long is she renting for?”“The summer, I think. I
admit, I haven’t exactly paid attention to anything Lily or Dad said recently.”“Dad must be worried
about money if he rented the Playhouse.”“I think he is.” Emma began to cry. “I was going to take
care of Dad. I had a special savings account earmarked for him. And it all just—went.”“Oh,
honey.” Abbie reached over and took her sister’s hand. “No one ever expected you to do
anything like that.”“But I want to!”“I know. But come on. Dad’s not that old. He’s what, fifty-two?
And you have to admit, he looks ten years younger.”“And I wanted to give him
grandchildren.”“You will. ’Course you will. You’re not even thirty yet. You’ll meet someone new.”“I
don’t think so, Abbie. I’m so tired. I could go back to bed right now.”“Maybe you should see the
doctor. Maybe try an antidepressant?”“Yes, because meds work so well for our family.” Emma
stood up. “I can’t do this anymore. I’m going back to bed.”“I’ll call you for dinner.”Perhaps she
shouldn’t have mentioned antidepressants to Emma, Abbie thought as she sat alone in the
garden. It was a tough subject for them all. But Abbie couldn’t help but worry about Emma and
she knew Lily was right to call her home. Emma had always been the determined one, the
ambitious one, the optimist. Seeing her like this was just wrong. Abbie didn’t think she had the
depression gene, if there was such a thing, but Emma was close to the mark when she accused



Abbie of not letting herself get vulnerable. Abbie didn’t want to put herself out there emotionally,
because she wasn’t sure she could take a fall. And as for her youngest sister, Lily seemed to be
naturally lighthearted, fun-loving, superficial. Plus dramatic Lily probably shed any unpleasant
pressures by turning even the slightest problem into a soap opera.How odd it was that of the
three sisters, optimistic Emma was the one who had struggled with a tendency for depression.
All her life, Abbie had been aware of this. Weeks and months had passed when they were
children when Emma would get quiet and melancholy. But she’d always bounced out of it. And
when she got to college, she seemed to have burned away any despondency with the strong
bright light of hope.Now this. Now Emma’s world had crashed down around her. But Abbie was
sure Emma would recover. And it was the beginning of summer on the island, a languorous time
of year when each day was blessed with natural riches—sunshine, blue sky, sparkling water, soft
breezes. It was a good time for starting over.As she sat musing, Abbie idly observed the woman
at the far end of the garden. She had walked around the Playhouse, tilted her head up to scan
the sky, and studied the fence that ran along the back. She went into the Playhouse by the blue
front door and returned carrying an old red wooden chair. An apple tree arched possessively
over the Playhouse—also, Abbie noticed, covered with ivy. The woman set the chair in the shade
of the tree, stood with her hands on her hips for a moment, nodded to herself, and went back
into the house. She returned carrying a small table.You’ve got our tea table! Abbie thought
indignantly. Then she laughed at herself. It had been over a decade since any of them had even
thought of the old table.The woman set the table next to the chair. She sat down on the edge of
the chair. Abbie was hidden in the shade, or at least the woman didn’t seem to see Abbie. She
rose several times to adjust the position of the chair and table.I’d face the fence. It’s covered with
honeysuckle and clematis, Abbie thought.As if the woman had heard Abbie’s thoughts, she
stood and angled the chair and table so she was facing the fence. She walked back into her
house and returned carrying a glass—it looked like a wineglass—and a book. When she finally
settled, her back was to Abbie, which for some obscure reason offended Abbie.Now she began
to understand why Lily had been so bent out of shape. Their lives had not been without sorrow,
but certain periods of it had been heavenly. Abbie couldn’t remember a time when the Playhouse
didn’t exist. Her father had begun building it when his first child was born. He’d built small chairs
and a little table, and their mother had made curtains for the windows. Over the years their
parents had furnished the place with miniature tea sets and bunk beds for their dolls and stuffed
animals. They even had a little bookshelf and a hutch for the dishes. An old mattress was
dragged up the stairs to the Playhouse loft and flopped on the floor, to be covered by a variety of
tattered blankets.As the years passed, Abbie and Emma had dragged in cast-off furniture that fit
adult bodies to mingle with the smaller furniture Lily still used. When Abbie became a teenager,
she used the Playhouse as a refuge and inner sanctum. She would lie on the old love seat
covered with cabbage rose chintz and read to her heart’s content while the rain thundered down
all around her.When Abbie was fifteen, she took Andy Mitchell up to that mattress in the loft.
They were in the middle of some pretty serious cuddling when they heard the door slam and



Abbie’s father came thundering up the stairs. He chased Andy out and gave Abbie holy hell and
the next day he dragged the mattress into his truck and took it out to the dump.Perhaps that was
why their father had started on a long, complicated, DIY project, adding the bathroom and a real
kitchen to the back of the Playhouse. He told them he was turning it into a guesthouse, for when
they brought friends home from college, but really, Abbie thought now, he was probably just
trying to keep her and Emma out of it while they were teenagers. It took him five years to do it all,
to build the frame, add the shingles, have someone install electricity and run water and plumbing
from the same lines that fed his shop at the back of the garage. It was too bad for Lily, really,
because she was still little and would have loved the fantasy world at the back of their yard. Lily
was twelve when the Playhouse was ready again. She used it, Abbie had always thought, for
escape, in the same way Abbie had, except it was Abbie that Lily was escaping. It was Abbie
who had taken their mother’s place, running the house, cooking and cleaning and acting as
disciplinarian and protector. It was Abbie who freaked out when she caught twelve-year-old Lily
and her friends smoking in the Playhouse, and it was Abbie who chased Lily’s first boyfriend
away from the sagging sofa when Abbie caught them with their clothes off.Now as Abbie sat
reminiscing, a truck pulled into their driveway and parked next to the house. Her father got out.
Eager to greet him, Abbie half rose, but he didn’t notice her. To her surprise, he headed toward
the Playhouse. He was carrying a cooler. When he got to the bottom of the garden, he called out
—Abbie could hear his voice but not the words—and the woman turned in her chair, then stood.
As Abbie watched, her father set the cooler down, reached into it, and handed the woman
something. The two talked easily; Abbie could tell by the music of their voices that they were
friendly.She took the opportunity to study her father. She hadn’t seen him for nearly two years
but he appeared pretty much like he always had, tall and broad-shouldered, with the muscular
posture of a contractor.Her father said a few more words to the woman, picked up the cooler,
and came toward the house.When he was only a couple of yards away, Abbie stood up. “Hey,
Dad!”To her surprise, her father’s face turned bright red. Was he blushing?“Well, my gosh,
Abbie, I didn’t even see you there! Sweetheart, you look grand!” Jim Fox strode toward his
daughter, dropped the cooler on the terrace, and embraced her in a grizzly bear hug. “Lily told
me you were coming, but I didn’t realize it was so soon. How are you?”“I’m great! How are you?
Man, you don’t look a day older! What’s your secret?”Her father blushed again. And his hazel
eyes sparkled.“So you’ve rented the Playhouse.”His face continued to flame as he turned toward
the bottom of the garden. “Well, yes, in this economy I’ve got to say I can use the money.”“Who’s
the renter? Is she nice?”Jim Fox cleared his throat. “Her name’s Marina Warren. She’s from the
Midwest, and yes, she’s very nice. I just gave her some bluefish, actually. Iggy Holdgate hauled
in a large catch and gave me some.” He opened the cooler. “A big guy.”“Super! I’ll cook it for
dinner!”“You’ll cook? Honey, you just got here.”“Oh, I’m fine, I had a good nap. I love bluefish.”As
they talked, they went into the mudroom and on into the kitchen. Her father put the fish in the
refrigerator, then said, “I’m going to take a shower.”“Fine. I’ll get started in the kitchen.”“Where
are your sisters?”Abbie squatted down to dig through the crisper and found a bag of fresh



lettuce and two bunches of asparagus.She told her father, “Lily’s taken off—I don’t know where—
and Emma’s upstairs in her room.”Worry flashed across her father’s face.“We had a great talk.”
Abbie handed him a cold beer. “I’ll have one, too, while I cook.” With forced enthusiasm, she
said, “I’m so glad to be back!”“Are you really?” her father asked. “I know it’s not London.”“It’s
summer on Nantucket!” she told her father. “Nothing could be better!”She moved around the
kitchen. Everything was familiar, everything was right where it had always been: the knives in the
wooden block, with the bread knife space still empty—they never had figured out where that
knife went. New heat-proof rubber spatulas hung out with old wooden spoons and slotted
spoons in the blue speckled container, while the less popular utensils mingled messily in the top
drawer to the left of the sink, along with so many crumbs Abbie suspected the drawer hadn’t
been cleaned since she was last here.The red enamel colander and the salad spinner were on
top of the refrigerator, and just inside the pantry door hung their mother’s apron. It said Kiss the
Cook and their mother had given it to herself for Christmas, laughing as she showed it off. That
had been the Christmas Abbie was fifteen. Whenever Abbie came in from a school event or the
beach at dinnertime, her mother would be wearing that apron as she prepared dinner. She’d tap
her apron and arch her eyebrow.“Oh, Mom, you are such a dork,” Abbie would say, and she’d
huff over, rolling her eyes, to peck a kiss on her mother’s cheek before stomping out of the
room.Now Abbie touched the apron, allowing the memory to flood back. She wished she had
been nicer about kissing her mother.And there by the far wall, on the low shelf with the
cookbooks, was a large white oyster shell she’d found at the beach at Pocomo, the last time the
sisters had gone beachcombing. Abbie picked it up and held it in her hand. She’d wanted, after
their mother’s death, to keep up the tradition of the Beachcombers Club, but the first time she’d
forced her younger sisters to go to the beach to search for prizes, they had all ended up sobbing
in helpless wrenching grief. She marshaled them out to beachcomb the next year, but their
hearts weren’t in it; the beach held no magic—it just wasn’t the same with their mother gone.
They never tried it again.Anyway, as the girls grew older, they lost the time and interest for
beachcombing. Months passed, and then years, and the gripping sorrow eased into an ache,
and then into something more like the memory of an ache. Their father had changed after his
wife died. He’d retreated deep inside himself, and he seldom talked about their mother or shared
his own grief with his daughters. But on Danielle’s birthday, he always took the girls out to dinner,
and he always proposed a toast. Abbie could remember lifting her juice glass, saying, “Here’s to
Mom. Happy Birthday, wherever you are.” It was her father who coined the phrase. The girls
knew it was exactly what their mother would have liked them to say. It was what she had
believed.Perhaps once a year, every year, Abbie pestered her busy sisters into giving up an hour
from their social lives to go down to the beach together, and two years ago, just before she left
for her au pair job, she marshaled them into a trip. They were all in their twenties then; Emma
was just home for a week, Lily had finished her junior year of college. They were in their adult
lives, but Abbie could be forceful when she got really bossy, so they all went. No one found
anything terribly unusual. Abbie won the prize with the oyster shell, a big one with a creamy



interior around a spot of deep abalone blue. When she was a girl, she’d used these shells as
carriages for her small troll dolls. That summer she’d put it on the trophy shelf and forgot it almost
immediately.And here it was, a little dustier than before. So much time had passed, so many
things had changed, yet here, Abbie thought, was this ordinary shell, sitting on the shelf like an
ivory platter full of memories.She touched the shell with her fingertip, then went to the sink to
wash the lettuce.6AbbieAfter their naps, Emma and Abbie sat on the back deck, sipping red
wine, enjoying the soft evening air. Emma wore khaki shorts and a loose cotton shirt and her
brown curls frizzed because she hadn’t blown her hair dry.Abbie had napped and showered and
pulled on an old sundress she found in her closet. Her head buzzed with jet lag and her stomach
grumbled.“Where’s Lily?” Abbie wondered. She hooked a wicker stool with her toes and
dragged it over to rest her feet on. “Has she organized anything for dinner?”“I have no idea,”
Emma replied listlessly.Emma weighed less than Abbie had ever seen her, and she had dark
circles under her eyes. She’d always been organized, energetic, determined. It was just wrong,
having her seem so defeated. Abbie considered her next words carefully, then said, “Lily’s
worried about you, and I can see why.”Emma twitched in her chair. “I’m fine.”“Yeah, I can tell.”“I’m
not going to pull a Mom, if that’s what you’re worried about.”“You’d better not!” Abbie glared at
her sister. “Suck it up, Emma. It will get better.”“Will it? I don’t know. I don’t even care.”“But you
will. You’ll get over it. Lots of people—”“How do you know?” Emma shifted in her chair so she
could zing a glance at Abbie. “When have you ever made yourself vulnerable to a man? When
have you ever lost your heart?”“Get back, Jack!” Abbie said. “For your information, I’ve been
involved a few times.”“Really.”“Really.”At the same moment, Abbie and Emma turned away from
each other and took a huge swallow of wine. Aware of their parallel actions, they both
laughed.“So why did you never tell me about any of them?” Emma asked.“I don’t know. I’ll admit I
never was really serious about anyone.” She studied Emma. “How long are you planning to stay
here?”“Planning?” Emma snorted. “I honestly don’t know. I can’t think about it. Hell, I can
scarcely move. Plus, it’s not like investment firms are searching for young brokers. I’m worthless,
you know?”“Don’t say that!” Abbie snapped. “You’re not worthless.”“I am, though. It’s the truth.
Might as well face it.”“Oh, Emma—” A movement at the end of the garden caught Abbie’s eye. “Is
that The Dreaded Seductress?”For a moment they were silent, like hunters spotting prey. The
woman came out of the Playhouse with a clear plastic bag in her hand, walked around the
garage to the other side where the trash barrels were kept, and returned empty-handed. She
was short, slender, and blond, but they were too far away to tell whether or not she was pretty.
She wore khaki shorts and a black tee shirt.“She looks pretty normal to me,” Abbie observed
quietly. “Have you met her?”“I haven’t,” Emma said. “I don’t especially want to.”“You don’t
especially want to do anything,” Abbie reminded her.“That’s true.”The woman didn’t seem to
notice them. She walked around the Playhouse, studying it, stopping here and there, nodding to
herself.“What’s she doing?” Abbie whispered.“Well, I don’t know, do I?” Emma frowned. “Maybe
she’s going to paint the trim? It certainly needs it.”“But why would she paint the trim? She’s only
renting. How long is she renting for?”“The summer, I think. I admit, I haven’t exactly paid



attention to anything Lily or Dad said recently.”“Dad must be worried about money if he rented
the Playhouse.”“I think he is.” Emma began to cry. “I was going to take care of Dad. I had a
special savings account earmarked for him. And it all just—went.”“Oh, honey.” Abbie reached
over and took her sister’s hand. “No one ever expected you to do anything like that.”“But I want
to!”“I know. But come on. Dad’s not that old. He’s what, fifty-two? And you have to admit, he
looks ten years younger.”“And I wanted to give him grandchildren.”“You will. ’Course you will.
You’re not even thirty yet. You’ll meet someone new.”“I don’t think so, Abbie. I’m so tired. I could
go back to bed right now.”“Maybe you should see the doctor. Maybe try an antidepressant?”“Yes,
because meds work so well for our family.” Emma stood up. “I can’t do this anymore. I’m going
back to bed.”“I’ll call you for dinner.”Perhaps she shouldn’t have mentioned antidepressants to
Emma, Abbie thought as she sat alone in the garden. It was a tough subject for them all. But
Abbie couldn’t help but worry about Emma and she knew Lily was right to call her home. Emma
had always been the determined one, the ambitious one, the optimist. Seeing her like this was
just wrong. Abbie didn’t think she had the depression gene, if there was such a thing, but Emma
was close to the mark when she accused Abbie of not letting herself get vulnerable. Abbie didn’t
want to put herself out there emotionally, because she wasn’t sure she could take a fall. And as
for her youngest sister, Lily seemed to be naturally lighthearted, fun-loving, superficial. Plus
dramatic Lily probably shed any unpleasant pressures by turning even the slightest problem into
a soap opera.How odd it was that of the three sisters, optimistic Emma was the one who had
struggled with a tendency for depression. All her life, Abbie had been aware of this. Weeks and
months had passed when they were children when Emma would get quiet and melancholy. But
she’d always bounced out of it. And when she got to college, she seemed to have burned away
any despondency with the strong bright light of hope.Now this. Now Emma’s world had crashed
down around her. But Abbie was sure Emma would recover. And it was the beginning of summer
on the island, a languorous time of year when each day was blessed with natural riches—
sunshine, blue sky, sparkling water, soft breezes. It was a good time for starting over.As she sat
musing, Abbie idly observed the woman at the far end of the garden. She had walked around the
Playhouse, tilted her head up to scan the sky, and studied the fence that ran along the back. She
went into the Playhouse by the blue front door and returned carrying an old red wooden chair. An
apple tree arched possessively over the Playhouse—also, Abbie noticed, covered with ivy. The
woman set the chair in the shade of the tree, stood with her hands on her hips for a moment,
nodded to herself, and went back into the house. She returned carrying a small table.You’ve got
our tea table! Abbie thought indignantly. Then she laughed at herself. It had been over a decade
since any of them had even thought of the old table.The woman set the table next to the chair.
She sat down on the edge of the chair. Abbie was hidden in the shade, or at least the woman
didn’t seem to see Abbie. She rose several times to adjust the position of the chair and table.I’d
face the fence. It’s covered with honeysuckle and clematis, Abbie thought.As if the woman had
heard Abbie’s thoughts, she stood and angled the chair and table so she was facing the fence.
She walked back into her house and returned carrying a glass—it looked like a wineglass—and



a book. When she finally settled, her back was to Abbie, which for some obscure reason
offended Abbie.Now she began to understand why Lily had been so bent out of shape. Their
lives had not been without sorrow, but certain periods of it had been heavenly. Abbie couldn’t
remember a time when the Playhouse didn’t exist. Her father had begun building it when his first
child was born. He’d built small chairs and a little table, and their mother had made curtains for
the windows. Over the years their parents had furnished the place with miniature tea sets and
bunk beds for their dolls and stuffed animals. They even had a little bookshelf and a hutch for the
dishes. An old mattress was dragged up the stairs to the Playhouse loft and flopped on the floor,
to be covered by a variety of tattered blankets.As the years passed, Abbie and Emma had
dragged in cast-off furniture that fit adult bodies to mingle with the smaller furniture Lily still used.
When Abbie became a teenager, she used the Playhouse as a refuge and inner sanctum. She
would lie on the old love seat covered with cabbage rose chintz and read to her heart’s content
while the rain thundered down all around her.When Abbie was fifteen, she took Andy Mitchell up
to that mattress in the loft. They were in the middle of some pretty serious cuddling when they
heard the door slam and Abbie’s father came thundering up the stairs. He chased Andy out and
gave Abbie holy hell and the next day he dragged the mattress into his truck and took it out to
the dump.Perhaps that was why their father had started on a long, complicated, DIY project,
adding the bathroom and a real kitchen to the back of the Playhouse. He told them he was
turning it into a guesthouse, for when they brought friends home from college, but really, Abbie
thought now, he was probably just trying to keep her and Emma out of it while they were
teenagers. It took him five years to do it all, to build the frame, add the shingles, have someone
install electricity and run water and plumbing from the same lines that fed his shop at the back of
the garage. It was too bad for Lily, really, because she was still little and would have loved the
fantasy world at the back of their yard. Lily was twelve when the Playhouse was ready again. She
used it, Abbie had always thought, for escape, in the same way Abbie had, except it was Abbie
that Lily was escaping. It was Abbie who had taken their mother’s place, running the house,
cooking and cleaning and acting as disciplinarian and protector. It was Abbie who freaked out
when she caught twelve-year-old Lily and her friends smoking in the Playhouse, and it was
Abbie who chased Lily’s first boyfriend away from the sagging sofa when Abbie caught them
with their clothes off.Now as Abbie sat reminiscing, a truck pulled into their driveway and parked
next to the house. Her father got out. Eager to greet him, Abbie half rose, but he didn’t notice her.
To her surprise, he headed toward the Playhouse. He was carrying a cooler. When he got to the
bottom of the garden, he called out—Abbie could hear his voice but not the words—and the
woman turned in her chair, then stood. As Abbie watched, her father set the cooler down,
reached into it, and handed the woman something. The two talked easily; Abbie could tell by the
music of their voices that they were friendly.She took the opportunity to study her father. She
hadn’t seen him for nearly two years but he appeared pretty much like he always had, tall and
broad-shouldered, with the muscular posture of a contractor.Her father said a few more words to
the woman, picked up the cooler, and came toward the house.When he was only a couple of



yards away, Abbie stood up. “Hey, Dad!”To her surprise, her father’s face turned bright red. Was
he blushing?“Well, my gosh, Abbie, I didn’t even see you there! Sweetheart, you look grand!” Jim
Fox strode toward his daughter, dropped the cooler on the terrace, and embraced her in a grizzly
bear hug. “Lily told me you were coming, but I didn’t realize it was so soon. How are you?”“I’m
great! How are you? Man, you don’t look a day older! What’s your secret?”Her father blushed
again. And his hazel eyes sparkled.“So you’ve rented the Playhouse.”His face continued to flame
as he turned toward the bottom of the garden. “Well, yes, in this economy I’ve got to say I can
use the money.”“Who’s the renter? Is she nice?”Jim Fox cleared his throat. “Her name’s Marina
Warren. She’s from the Midwest, and yes, she’s very nice. I just gave her some bluefish, actually.
Iggy Holdgate hauled in a large catch and gave me some.” He opened the cooler. “A big
guy.”“Super! I’ll cook it for dinner!”“You’ll cook? Honey, you just got here.”“Oh, I’m fine, I had a
good nap. I love bluefish.”As they talked, they went into the mudroom and on into the kitchen.
Her father put the fish in the refrigerator, then said, “I’m going to take a shower.”“Fine. I’ll get
started in the kitchen.”“Where are your sisters?”Abbie squatted down to dig through the crisper
and found a bag of fresh lettuce and two bunches of asparagus.She told her father, “Lily’s taken
off—I don’t know where—and Emma’s upstairs in her room.”Worry flashed across her father’s
face.“We had a great talk.” Abbie handed him a cold beer. “I’ll have one, too, while I cook.” With
forced enthusiasm, she said, “I’m so glad to be back!”“Are you really?” her father asked. “I know
it’s not London.”“It’s summer on Nantucket!” she told her father. “Nothing could be better!”She
moved around the kitchen. Everything was familiar, everything was right where it had always
been: the knives in the wooden block, with the bread knife space still empty—they never had
figured out where that knife went. New heat-proof rubber spatulas hung out with old wooden
spoons and slotted spoons in the blue speckled container, while the less popular utensils
mingled messily in the top drawer to the left of the sink, along with so many crumbs Abbie
suspected the drawer hadn’t been cleaned since she was last here.The red enamel colander
and the salad spinner were on top of the refrigerator, and just inside the pantry door hung their
mother’s apron. It said Kiss the Cook and their mother had given it to herself for Christmas,
laughing as she showed it off. That had been the Christmas Abbie was fifteen. Whenever Abbie
came in from a school event or the beach at dinnertime, her mother would be wearing that apron
as she prepared dinner. She’d tap her apron and arch her eyebrow.“Oh, Mom, you are such a
dork,” Abbie would say, and she’d huff over, rolling her eyes, to peck a kiss on her mother’s
cheek before stomping out of the room.Now Abbie touched the apron, allowing the memory to
flood back. She wished she had been nicer about kissing her mother.And there by the far wall,
on the low shelf with the cookbooks, was a large white oyster shell she’d found at the beach at
Pocomo, the last time the sisters had gone beachcombing. Abbie picked it up and held it in her
hand. She’d wanted, after their mother’s death, to keep up the tradition of the Beachcombers
Club, but the first time she’d forced her younger sisters to go to the beach to search for prizes,
they had all ended up sobbing in helpless wrenching grief. She marshaled them out to
beachcomb the next year, but their hearts weren’t in it; the beach held no magic—it just wasn’t



the same with their mother gone. They never tried it again.Anyway, as the girls grew older, they
lost the time and interest for beachcombing. Months passed, and then years, and the gripping
sorrow eased into an ache, and then into something more like the memory of an ache. Their
father had changed after his wife died. He’d retreated deep inside himself, and he seldom talked
about their mother or shared his own grief with his daughters. But on Danielle’s birthday, he
always took the girls out to dinner, and he always proposed a toast. Abbie could remember lifting
her juice glass, saying, “Here’s to Mom. Happy Birthday, wherever you are.” It was her father who
coined the phrase. The girls knew it was exactly what their mother would have liked them to say.
It was what she had believed.Perhaps once a year, every year, Abbie pestered her busy sisters
into giving up an hour from their social lives to go down to the beach together, and two years
ago, just before she left for her au pair job, she marshaled them into a trip. They were all in their
twenties then; Emma was just home for a week, Lily had finished her junior year of college. They
were in their adult lives, but Abbie could be forceful when she got really bossy, so they all went.
No one found anything terribly unusual. Abbie won the prize with the oyster shell, a big one with
a creamy interior around a spot of deep abalone blue. When she was a girl, she’d used these
shells as carriages for her small troll dolls. That summer she’d put it on the trophy shelf and
forgot it almost immediately.And here it was, a little dustier than before. So much time had
passed, so many things had changed, yet here, Abbie thought, was this ordinary shell, sitting on
the shelf like an ivory platter full of memories.She touched the shell with her fingertip, then went
to the sink to wash the lettuce.7MarinaAs she put the bluefish in the refrigerator, Marina
discovered she was smiling. Jim Fox was really attractive, and the electricity that sparked
between them had her blood buzzing.He was up at his house now, talking with his daughters.
She’d been very aware of their presence when she was setting up her little outdoor nest. Their
laughter made her smile, even though an awareness of loss plunged through her whenever she
overheard any two women laughing together.She sank onto the couch and put her head in her
hands.Six months ago, Marina had started her period on her fortieth birthday. The moment she
woke she wanted to break into a howl of sorrow, but she choked it back as she rose from bed
and rushed into the shower. Recently Gerry had been cool, abrupt, even irritated when she
talked about her infertility. Their marriage was in one of those distant phases all marriages went
through, probably because of problems at the office. Today she and Gerry both had crowded
schedules. She needed to ignore her private life and concentrate on her accounts.Sometimes
she and Gerry drove to work in the same car, but he had a meeting elsewhere in the city today,
so they drove separately. She was glad, really. She needed to talk to a friend. Christie was busy
with a new baby, so she put on her headset and punched in Dara’s number.Dara sounded
groggy. “Marina. What’s up?”“Dara, my period started today.”“Oh, hell. Oh, Marina, fucking damn.
I’m sorry. How are you?”“Not so great. And work is a rat’s nest, which actually is not a bad thing.
It will keep me from brooding.”“Good for you, Marina. Positive attitude. Move forward. How are
you celebrating your birthday?”“Oh, forget my birthday.” Marina sped up and passed an ancient
Toyota dawdling in front of her. Dara’s chipper attitude irritated Marina. She needed someone to



help her mourn, to help her mark this occasion. Dara remained silent on the other end of the line.
“Gerry hasn’t planned a surprise party for me, has he?”Dara laughed. “And I would tell you if he
had?”“Because I’m not in the mood for a party. I think I’d just like to get hammered. I’d like to sit
down with you and drink tequila and wail.”“No Gerry?”“No. We haven’t been very close lately.
Anyway, he’s sick of me blubbering around.”“Well, honey, if that’s what you really want to do, let’s
do it. Shall we meet at Hoolihan’s?”“Great. No, wait. I’d better ask Gerry if we have plans. I mean,
it is my great-big fat fortieth. I’m sure he has something planned. I’m here. Talk to you
later.”“Marina? Listen, honey—I just want to tell you … I think you’re going to be just fine. I think
you’re a tremendously strong person.”“Thanks, Dar’. I love you, too.” Marina clicked off.Later, she
would remember her final words to Dara, and they would crash a world of humiliation down on
her heart. How had she ever been so blind?How had she ever been a friend anyone could so
easily betray?There was a surprise fortieth birthday party, thrown at Dara’s house. It was a mob
scene, with champagne and every other kind of liquor flowing like Niagara Falls, and music
pumped up by a DJ and people dancing and getting properly smashed and yelling out all sorts
of inappropriate things. In the midst of such revelry, Marina hardly saw Gerry or Dara. She got
good and hammered, and she thought her husband had, too, so when Dara insisted they sleep
at her place because they were too wasted to go home, Marina accepted gratefully.Saturday
morning she awoke in Dara’s guest room with a dry mouth and a bad headache. She expected
to see Gerry snoring in bed next to her, but she was alone. She pulled on a robe of Dara’s over
her naked body and shuffled down the hall to the kitchen, toward the smell of coffee.Gerry and
Dara weren’t kissing or embracing or even touching. They were sitting on opposite sides of the
kitchen table, quietly talking.Yet something about the way they were leaning toward each other
slapped Marina wide awake.She said, “What’s going on?”Their heads snapped toward her in
identical rhythm.“Marina. You’re awake.” Dara stood up, poured a cup of coffee, and put it on the
table.Marina sat down. She took a sip of coffee—it was strong and rich. Dara was a good
cook.She looked at Gerry, whose mouth was pulled tight the way it always got during an
argument, especially when he was in the wrong.Slowly, Marina said, “I’m not going to like this,
am I?”“I don’t know,” Gerry countered. “You might like it a lot, if you stop to think about it. I want a
divorce, Marina.”She stared at him. They’d been married for ten years. They must have made
love a million times. She knew everything about him, how stupid he looked when he was flapping
around the office in a tantrum because of something at work, how tender he could be when they
were alone together. He was handsome, and he worked hard at it, exercising at a gym, spending
lots of time buying clothes and moussing his hair, he was even considering having a face-lift
because he needed to keep his image young and fresh. She knew how his older brother’s
success as a physician overshadowed Gerry, how his parents scarcely saw their younger son
because of the blinding light of their older son’s brilliance. She’d held Gerry in her arms as he
wept bitterly after they spent Christmas with his parents. Her love for him had been the
motivation, really, for the fury with which she attacked her own part in their business. She had
wanted to protect him.True, they weren’t getting along very well recently. Their time and



conversations together revolved around work. He was probably sick of her relentless failures to
get pregnant, and for her own part, Marina had to admit she hadn’t felt close to him for a long
time. Still. To bring up divorce like this, in front of Dara—what was he thinking?“Gee,” she said
snidely, “nice of you to wait till I had my birthday party to tell me.”From the other side of the table,
Dara spoke up. “Marina. There’s something else.”Marina turned toward her friend. Christie and
Dara had been the first to know when she’d gotten her period, the first to know when she’d lost
her virginity, the first to know when she’d fallen in love with Gerry. Marina had been Dara’s go-to
person during her two marriages and grisly divorces. Dara was a beauty, apple-cheeked and
bosomy, sensual and seductive.Oh.Gerry had found comfort with Dara. Which was why Gerry
was talking in front of Dara.“You and Gerry,” Marina said flatly.Dara nodded. “Yes.” She raised her
chin defiantly. “And Marina, I’m not going to apologize. You’re not in love with Gerry anymore. I
know that.”“Really. Did I ever say that?” Marina demanded.Dara blushed. “Marina. There’s
something else.”“Good God,” Marina cursed. “What more could there possibly be?”Dara’s eyes
flew to meet Gerry’s. Her face became radiant. Her smile was absolutely Mona Lisa.It felt like a
knife slicing through her entire torso. The pain made her breathless. “You’re pregnant.”“With my
child,” Gerry added, unable to keep the pride from his voice.It was almost dazzling, how quickly
Marina’s life changed after that. Of course, Gerry and Dara, in their eager selfish joy, had already
plotted the path. With Dara’s money, Gerry bought out Marina’s half of the business. Gerry had
already spoken to an agent who had a buyer lined up for Marina and Gerry’s condo. With no
children or financial issues, the legalities of the divorce were dealt with in a flash.7MarinaAs she
put the bluefish in the refrigerator, Marina discovered she was smiling. Jim Fox was really
attractive, and the electricity that sparked between them had her blood buzzing.He was up at his
house now, talking with his daughters. She’d been very aware of their presence when she was
setting up her little outdoor nest. Their laughter made her smile, even though an awareness of
loss plunged through her whenever she overheard any two women laughing together.She sank
onto the couch and put her head in her hands.Six months ago, Marina had started her period on
her fortieth birthday. The moment she woke she wanted to break into a howl of sorrow, but she
choked it back as she rose from bed and rushed into the shower. Recently Gerry had been cool,
abrupt, even irritated when she talked about her infertility. Their marriage was in one of those
distant phases all marriages went through, probably because of problems at the office. Today
she and Gerry both had crowded schedules. She needed to ignore her private life and
concentrate on her accounts.Sometimes she and Gerry drove to work in the same car, but he
had a meeting elsewhere in the city today, so they drove separately. She was glad, really. She
needed to talk to a friend. Christie was busy with a new baby, so she put on her headset and
punched in Dara’s number.Dara sounded groggy. “Marina. What’s up?”“Dara, my period started
today.”“Oh, hell. Oh, Marina, fucking damn. I’m sorry. How are you?”“Not so great. And work is a
rat’s nest, which actually is not a bad thing. It will keep me from brooding.”“Good for you, Marina.
Positive attitude. Move forward. How are you celebrating your birthday?”“Oh, forget my birthday.”
Marina sped up and passed an ancient Toyota dawdling in front of her. Dara’s chipper attitude



irritated Marina. She needed someone to help her mourn, to help her mark this occasion. Dara
remained silent on the other end of the line. “Gerry hasn’t planned a surprise party for me, has
he?”Dara laughed. “And I would tell you if he had?”“Because I’m not in the mood for a party. I
think I’d just like to get hammered. I’d like to sit down with you and drink tequila and wail.”“No
Gerry?”“No. We haven’t been very close lately. Anyway, he’s sick of me blubbering around.”“Well,
honey, if that’s what you really want to do, let’s do it. Shall we meet at Hoolihan’s?”“Great. No,
wait. I’d better ask Gerry if we have plans. I mean, it is my great-big fat fortieth. I’m sure he has
something planned. I’m here. Talk to you later.”“Marina? Listen, honey—I just want to tell you … I
think you’re going to be just fine. I think you’re a tremendously strong person.”“Thanks, Dar’. I
love you, too.” Marina clicked off.Later, she would remember her final words to Dara, and they
would crash a world of humiliation down on her heart. How had she ever been so blind?How had
she ever been a friend anyone could so easily betray?There was a surprise fortieth birthday
party, thrown at Dara’s house. It was a mob scene, with champagne and every other kind of
liquor flowing like Niagara Falls, and music pumped up by a DJ and people dancing and getting
properly smashed and yelling out all sorts of inappropriate things. In the midst of such revelry,
Marina hardly saw Gerry or Dara. She got good and hammered, and she thought her husband
had, too, so when Dara insisted they sleep at her place because they were too wasted to go
home, Marina accepted gratefully.Saturday morning she awoke in Dara’s guest room with a dry
mouth and a bad headache. She expected to see Gerry snoring in bed next to her, but she was
alone. She pulled on a robe of Dara’s over her naked body and shuffled down the hall to the
kitchen, toward the smell of coffee.Gerry and Dara weren’t kissing or embracing or even
touching. They were sitting on opposite sides of the kitchen table, quietly talking.Yet something
about the way they were leaning toward each other slapped Marina wide awake.She said,
“What’s going on?”Their heads snapped toward her in identical rhythm.“Marina. You’re awake.”
Dara stood up, poured a cup of coffee, and put it on the table.Marina sat down. She took a sip of
coffee—it was strong and rich. Dara was a good cook.She looked at Gerry, whose mouth was
pulled tight the way it always got during an argument, especially when he was in the
wrong.Slowly, Marina said, “I’m not going to like this, am I?”“I don’t know,” Gerry countered. “You
might like it a lot, if you stop to think about it. I want a divorce, Marina.”She stared at him. They’d
been married for ten years. They must have made love a million times. She knew everything
about him, how stupid he looked when he was flapping around the office in a tantrum because of
something at work, how tender he could be when they were alone together. He was handsome,
and he worked hard at it, exercising at a gym, spending lots of time buying clothes and
moussing his hair, he was even considering having a face-lift because he needed to keep his
image young and fresh. She knew how his older brother’s success as a physician overshadowed
Gerry, how his parents scarcely saw their younger son because of the blinding light of their older
son’s brilliance. She’d held Gerry in her arms as he wept bitterly after they spent Christmas with
his parents. Her love for him had been the motivation, really, for the fury with which she attacked
her own part in their business. She had wanted to protect him.True, they weren’t getting along



very well recently. Their time and conversations together revolved around work. He was probably
sick of her relentless failures to get pregnant, and for her own part, Marina had to admit she
hadn’t felt close to him for a long time. Still. To bring up divorce like this, in front of Dara—what
was he thinking?“Gee,” she said snidely, “nice of you to wait till I had my birthday party to tell
me.”From the other side of the table, Dara spoke up. “Marina. There’s something else.”Marina
turned toward her friend. Christie and Dara had been the first to know when she’d gotten her
period, the first to know when she’d lost her virginity, the first to know when she’d fallen in love
with Gerry. Marina had been Dara’s go-to person during her two marriages and grisly divorces.
Dara was a beauty, apple-cheeked and bosomy, sensual and seductive.Oh.Gerry had found
comfort with Dara. Which was why Gerry was talking in front of Dara.“You and Gerry,” Marina
said flatly.Dara nodded. “Yes.” She raised her chin defiantly. “And Marina, I’m not going to
apologize. You’re not in love with Gerry anymore. I know that.”“Really. Did I ever say that?” Marina
demanded.Dara blushed. “Marina. There’s something else.”“Good God,” Marina cursed. “What
more could there possibly be?”Dara’s eyes flew to meet Gerry’s. Her face became radiant. Her
smile was absolutely Mona Lisa.It felt like a knife slicing through her entire torso. The pain made
her breathless. “You’re pregnant.”“With my child,” Gerry added, unable to keep the pride from his
voice.It was almost dazzling, how quickly Marina’s life changed after that. Of course, Gerry and
Dara, in their eager selfish joy, had already plotted the path. With Dara’s money, Gerry bought
out Marina’s half of the business. Gerry had already spoken to an agent who had a buyer lined
up for Marina and Gerry’s condo. With no children or financial issues, the legalities of the divorce
were dealt with in a flash.
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S. Warfield, “Nice beach setting to wrap up the summer. This is an engaging book to read at the
beginning of fall when summer has just passed. The setting of Nantucket is described in detail
during the height of the tourist season when things get crowded and sometimes annoying for
those who live their daily lives year-round on the island. The story centers around the three Fox
sisters, Lily, Abbie, and Emma, who are all back home for the summer months and living with
their father in their childhood home. Danielle, the girls' mother, died when they were young, and
since Abbie is the oldest she took responsibility for raising her two younger sisters. Lily is the
only one who has stayed in Nantucket, but now Abbie and Emma are home because Emma has
lost both her job and her fiance and is bedridden with grief. Lily has called Abbie to come back
home out of worry about Emma and also out of concern that the pretty woman who is renting the
little cottage on their property might just have her eye on their father, Jim, still a widower.Marina,
the woman in the cottage, has gone through a divorce after her husband left her for her best
friend. Going to Nantucket for several months has been her time to try to heal and to get her life
back in focus. The cottage that Marina is renting from Jim Fox was once the playhouse of his
three daughters. It's small, but suits Marina's temporary needs. Lily is the youngest and least
mature of the Fox sisters and clashes with Marina about her friendship with Lily's father.During
the course of the summer, all three sisters fall in love, but with men who may not be available to
them for one reason or another. I'm not a romance reader, but I found the interactions among
the three sisters to be interesting and heartwarming, especially since I don't have a sister, and
the advice they gave each other about their men was surprising to me at times. Abbie's story, to
me, is the best and the most intriguing and interesting, and I loved the relationship between
Emma and the older lady, Mrs. Bracebridge, who had Emma read to her several days a week. It
was a realistic and comfortable relationship. Lily is still young and a bit superficial, wanting
beautiful clothes and jewelry that she saw on wealthy people at the social events she sttended
as a photographer for a local magazine.All of the characters in the book need attention and
healing from some of life's hard knocks. They are needy in the sense that they need validation
that they are worthy of being loved and able to finally let go of old hurts and start on a fresh path
in their lives. All of them need to accept each other as they are and without anyone else's
approval."Beachcombers" by Nancy Thayer is fun light reading for anyone who likes stories that
take place near the sea or especially in Nantucket where the author lives and knows the island
well. The story goes fast and I found it good escape reading, and a few of the characters are
memorable women.Women, especially, should enjoy this book.”

Laurel-Rain Snow, “TESTING THE TIES OF SISTERHOOD. Abbie, Emma, and Lily Fox are
grown women, but their ties to their father and their Nantucket Island home are strong. Even
though the two older sisters have moved out to establish their own homes, and despite the fact
that the motherless sisters have been apart for awhile, all it takes is an e-mail message from one



of them to bring the troops home.Home is where their father Jim lives, along with twenty-two
year old Lily.Recently, Emma has burrowed into the nest, after a shocking betrayal by her fiancé.
She has lost her love, her business, and her condo. Since her return home, though, she has
curled up under the covers to mourn.Abbie, as the oldest sister, is the one who mothered the
other two when their mother died...Even though Abbie was only fifteen when it happened. But
Lily's e-mail message to Abbie, begging her help, is not just about Emma. Their father has
rented out the "playhouse" to a woman, and he seems entirely too interested in her.Marina, the
woman renting the cottage, has her own pain and loss to overcome. Her husband fell in love
and impregnated her best friend, which is especially painful, since Marina has been trying to get
pregnant for years. So she, too, is licking her own wounds on the island that summer.We meet
each of the women in turn, during one unique summer; the chapters reveal bits and pieces of
their lives, their attitudes, and their feelings. By the time the story has moved into gear, we've
gone a long way toward really understanding each of these characters.Abbie may be just a bit
overly protective of the others, but that is starting to change. She is especially less permissive
with Lily, the "baby," which irritates this youngest sister.Emma's depression is worrisome to the
others, primarily because it evokes old and painful memories of their mother, Danielle, who
spiraled downward into a dangerous depression just before her death.Each of the women
begins to discover herself and to form new attachments...to people they've met through their
jobs and through their renewed connections in the island community. Will Abbie finally let go of
her extreme sense of responsibility for the others and form her own attachments? Will she fall in
love? And what about Emma? Will she get past the pain of her lost love and begin again? And
what will it take to make that happen? Lily seems so totally self-involved, that one could almost
believe that she is the most free from constraints. But the past begins to intrude and remind her,
as well as her sisters, that sometimes pain and loss accompany family attachments.I thoroughly
enjoyed 
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and how the author portrayed the personal choices and transformations that each woman
must make, conveying that life moves on and people can heal and grow. This book has
definitely earned five stars, in my opinion.”



Cheryl Bramlett, “Great read!. A great read for summer! Take it to the beach, kick back and
enjoy! Who doesn’t love a wonderful book about families!”

Pat Boschen, “Good read. I must confess that had i been there, I would have slapped Lily into
the next planet. Spoiled entitled brat. Having said that, good fun read. The three sisters worry
about dad—mostly lily—who sees dad's renter as a threat. All have issues of their own, and
their own blossoming romances, and i enjoyed each and every one. I so wanted a happy
ending, but did not want to keep reading and have the book end!”

EJ, “A sweet summer read. You know how every now and then you just want a simple and sweet
book to read? This is the one for you. I've read a few 'chick-lit' books recently that simply failed to
deliver, with insipid women who take themselves too seriously. This book was the perfect
antidote.The story follows three sisters-Abbie, Emma, and Lily, as they struggle to define
themselves after some major changes in their lives. Natives of Nantucket, they all end up at
home for the summer, along with their father and a woman appropriately named Marina who
decides to rent their guest cottage by the sea.This book goes down smoothly, like a refreshing
cold lemonade on a hot summer day. There is really no deep conflict and nothing to upset or get
you thinking too deeply. If you want a light summer read that won't bring you down, I recommend
it highly.”

Twinkle toes, “Lovely, relaxing story. Loved the book, loved all the sisters and their various lives,
entermingled with love and loss. Great setting on Nantucket Island, just wish I was there! Thayer
is good storyteller, her style is relaxed and flowing, the characters very believable. I will certainly
be looking for more by this author. Beachcombers was escapism at its best.”

Vicky Vickers, “A great Summer read.. Reading this book at the moment, love the descriptions of
Nantucket , and the family life , feel like I’m there , a lovely summer read.”

Sarah-Jane, “Great. Great”

MKB, “Five Stars. This was my first Nancy Thayer novel and I loved it. Can't wait to start reading
the next one.”

The book has a rating of  5 out of 4.4. 648 people have provided feedback.
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