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About the Book

When Maggie and Piper first meet as young girls on a Nantucket beach they immediately become friends, spending many happy summers together. Now in their twenties, Piper has almost finished her studies, while Maggie is pursuing her dream of being a writer.

When the charismatic Cameron Chadwick bursts onto the scene, their lives are upended in ways they never could have imagined. As Maggie and Piper fall under the spell of the charming newcomer, their friendship soon feels a long way from the idyllic, care-free days of their childhood.

Life-altering decisions must be made. And at the heart of it all, both women must struggle to face the choices they make, the secrets they keep, and the futures they dream of. Can their friendship survive the tests that lie ahead?
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Part One

The Secret Garden


Chapter One

It’s like a morning in heaven. From a blue sky, the sun, fat and buttery as one a child would draw in school, shines down on a sapphire ocean. Eleven-year-old Emily Porter stands at the edge of a cliff high above the beach, her blond hair rippled by a light breeze.

The edge of the cliff is an abrupt, jagged border, into which a small landing is built, with railings around it so you can lean against it, looking out at the sea. Before her, weathered wooden steps cut back and forth down the steep bluff to the beach.

Behind her lies the grassy lawn and their large gray summer house, so different from their apartment on East Eighty-sixth in New York City.

Last night, as the Porters flew away from Manhattan, Emily looked down on the familiar fantastic panorama of sparkling lights, urging the plane onward with her excitement, with her longing to see the darkness and then, in the distance, the flash and flare of the lighthouse beacons.

Nantucket begins today.

Today, while her father plays golf and her beautiful mother, Cara, organizes the house, Emily is free to do as she pleases. And what she’s waited for all winter is to run down the street into the small village of ’Sconset and along the narrow path to the cottages in Codfish Park, where she’ll knock on Maggie’s door.

First, she waves back at the ocean. Next, she turns and runs, half skipping, waving her arms, singing. She exults in the soft grass under her feet instead of hard sidewalk, salt air in her lungs instead of soot, the laughter of gulls instead of the blare of car horns, and the sweet perfume of new-dawn roses.

She flies along past the old-town water pump, past the Sconset Market, past the post office, past Claudette’s Box Lunches. Down the steep cobblestoned hill to Codfish Park. Here, the houses used to be shacks where fishermen spread their nets to dry, so the roofs are low and the walls are ramshackle. Maggie’s house is a crooked, funny little place, but roses curl over the roof, morning glories climb up a trellis, and pansy faces smile from window boxes.

Before she can knock, the door flies open.

‘Emily!’ Maggie’s hair’s been cut to an elf’s cap and she’s taller than Emily now, and she has more freckles over her nose and cheeks.

Behind Maggie stands Maggie’s mother, Frances, wearing a red sundress with an apron over it. Emily’s never seen anyone but caterers and cooks wear an apron. It has lots of pockets. It makes Maggie’s mother look like someone from a book.

‘You’re here!’ Maggie squeals.

‘Welcome back, Emily.’ Frances smiles. ‘Come in. I’ve made gingerbread.’

The fragrant scent of ginger and sugar wafts out enticingly from the house, which is, Emily admits privately to her own secret self, the strangest place Emily’s ever seen. The living room’s in the kitchen, the sofa, armchairs, television set, and coffee table, all covered with books and games, are just on the other side of the round table from the sink and appliances. In the dining room, a sewing machine stands on a long table, and piles of fabric bloom from every surface in a crazy hodgepodge. Frances is divorced and makes her living as a seamstress, which is why Emily’s parents aren’t crazy about her friendship with Maggie, who is only a poor island girl.

But Maggie and Emily have been best friends since they met on the beach when they were five years old. With Maggie, Emily is her true self. Maggie understands Emily in a way her parents never can. Now that the girls are growing up, Emily senses change in the air – but not yet. Not yet. There is still this summer ahead.

And summer lasts forever.

‘I’d love some gingerbread, thank you, Mrs McIntyre,’ Emily says politely.

‘Oh, holy moly, call her Frances.’ Maggie tugs on Emily’s hand and pulls her into the house.

Maggie acts blasé and bossy around Emily, but the truth is she’s always kind of astounded at the friendship she and Emily have created. Emily Porter is rich, the big fat New York/Nantucket rich.

In comparison, Maggie’s family is just plain poor. The McIntyres live on Nantucket year-round but are considered off-islanders, ‘wash-ashores,’ because they weren’t born on the island. They came from Boston, where Frances grew up and met Billy McIntyre and married and had two children with him. Soon after, they divorced, and he disappeared from their lives. When Maggie was a year old, Frances moved them all to the island, because she’d heard the island needed a good seamstress. She’s made a decent living for them – some women call Frances ‘a treasure.’

Still, it’s hard. It isn’t that kids make fun of Maggie at school. Lots of kids don’t have fathers, or have fathers who live in different houses or states. It’s a personal thing. The sight on a television show, even a television ad, of a little girl running to greet her father when he returns from work at the end of the day, or a bride in her white wedding gown being twirled on the dance floor by her beaming, loving father, can make a sadness stab through her all the way down into her stomach.

Plus, her life is so cramped by their lack of money.

When a friend asks her to go to a movie during summer at the Dreamland Theater, Maggie always says no, thanks. She can’t ask her mom for the money. In the winter, when friends take a plane off island to Hyannis, where they stay in a motel and swim in the heated pools and see movies on huge screens and shop at the mall, they ask Maggie along, but she never can go. She hates the things her mom makes for her out of leftover material saved from dresses she’s sewn for grown women. Frances always tries to make the clothes look like those bought in stores, but they aren’t bought in stores and Maggie and everyone else knows it.

Frances never makes Maggie’s brother, Ben, wear homemade stuff. Ben always gets store-bought clothes – and nice ones, ones that all the other guys wear. Their mom knows Ben would walk stark naked into the school before he’d wear a single shirt stitched up by his mother. Ben’s two years older than Maggie, and bright, perhaps brilliant – that’s what his teachers say. Everything about him’s excessive, his tangle of curly black hair, the thick dark lashes, his deep blue eyes, his energy, his temperament.

During good weather, he’s outside, his legs furiously pumping the pedals of his bike as he tears through the streets of ’Sconset, or scaling a tree like a monkey, hiding in the highest branches, tossing bits of bark on the heads of puzzled pedestrians. He’s a genius at sports and never notices when he skids the skin of both knees and elbows into tatters, as long as he makes first base or tackles his opponent.

During bad weather, Ben becomes the torment of Maggie’s life. When the wind howls against the windows, she’ll be curled up with a book, assuming he is, too, for he does like to read – then she’ll discover that while he was so quiet, he’d been removing her dolls’ eyeballs in an unsuccessful attempt to give all the dolls one blue eye and one brown. One rainy summer day, he scraped the flakes of his sunburned skin into her hairbrush. Another time he put glue between the pages of her treasured books.

From day to day and often minute to minute, Maggie never knows whether she loves or hates Ben more. Emily says she’d give anything for a brother or sister. Maggie tells her she can have Ben anytime.

Emily is on the island only for three months in the summer, so Maggie doesn’t understand why, during the school year, she misses Emily so much. It’s not like she doesn’t have friends. She has lots of friends.

Alisha is fun, but she’s pure jock. Alisha’s perfect day is going to the beach, running into the water, shrieking and jumping until a wave knocks her down. She comes up laughing, knees scratched from the sand, and runs back into the waves, over and over again. If Maggie suggests a game of make-believe, Alisha looks at her like bugs are coming out of her ears.

Delphine loves horses. Her parents have a farm. They sell veggies and plants in the summer and Christmas trees in the winter. When Maggie goes to Delphine’s house, she spends all day on horseback, or helps Delphine curry the horses or muck out the stalls. Delphine doesn’t like to come to Maggie’s house – no horses there.

Kerrie reads and sometimes plays pretend, but Kerrie has an entrepreneurial mind. She started a summer newspaper for children that she writes, illustrates, and sells from a little newsstand she built out of crates and set up on the corner of Orange and Main. When she isn’t selling her newspaper, she sells lemonade and cookies she baked herself.

Then there’s Tyler Madison. He would be Maggie’s best friend except he’s a boy. Tyler will play pretend with her if no one else is around. He loves the island as much as Maggie does, perhaps even more, and she can often find him on the moors, painstakingly drawing in his own guide to landmarks, like the unusual boulders the glaciers left thousands of years ago. Using an ordinary scrapbook, Tyler is creating a fantastical volume of detailed maps, showing the names and locations of each salient feature. The cover is carefully pasted with calligraphed words: Official Register of Secrets. Inside, the first page is the Table of Contents. Next, Tyler has entered page after page of carefully sketched or photographed, imagined and described boulders and their locations: Ocean Goddess. Island God. Pond Princesses. Lord and Lady Boulders. Twenty-seven different elf communities. Twelve separate Fellowship of Bushes and the Maraud Squad of poison ivy, scrub oak, bayberry. It’s so thoroughly detailed it seems as real as a chart of the stars. Maggie thinks the map is awesome and she adores Tyler, but Ben calls Tyler geekasaurus and four-eyes. It’s too bad, but understandable. Pale, underweight, uncoordinated, too clumsy to do sports, Tyler’s ostracized by most kids. Maggie suspects she’s Tyler’s best friend. Maybe she’s his only friend.

Sometimes Maggie thinks that books are her best friend, her truest, most reliable friend. The fathomless, most treasured part of her own private self is her connection with books. She’s happy when she’s reading, and library books don’t cost Frances a thing.

Maybe that’s why she and Emily are so close. Emily reads as much as Maggie does. Like Maggie, Emily talks about the characters as if they were real people and she can enter a pretend world like a fish slipping into water. When Maggie met Emily, it was as if a gate opened in Maggie’s life. Like a path curved into the future. Maggie began to believe having an imagination was a good thing, that somehow, even if she couldn’t see it now, she could believe she had someplace to go, and knew with a wonderful sense of relief that she would have companions along the way.

Emily is the person who seems most like Maggie, who gets Maggie. Maggie’s not an idiot. She knows Emily is rich while she is poor. Maggie knows rich and poor don’t mix.

On the other hand, her favorite stories tell her they can.

They sit at the kitchen table, breaking off bits of gingerbread and munching it, washing it down with cold milk. Even now, in the middle of June, the heat and humidity are oppressive.

‘Did you read The Secret Garden?’ Maggie asks.

‘I did. I loved it.’

‘Oh, good! Because I have a surprise—’

The front door flies open and slams shut. A thirteen-year-old boy stomps inside, completely ignoring the girls as he rummages in a kitchen cupboard. He’s got shiny black hair like a crow.

‘Want some gingerbread?’ Maggie asks.

Ben grabs a jar of peanut butter and a spoon. Tossing himself into a chair, he digs the spoon into the peanut butter and licks it off.

‘Ben,’ Frances says quietly.

‘The jar’s almost empty,’ Ben tells his mother. ‘I’m going to eat it all. No one else will get my cooties.’ He’s always got an answer for everything.

Ben wears nothing but swim trunks, and Emily thinks she sees some hair in his armpit. He’s a teenager, she reminds herself, and the thought makes her stomach do flip-flops. She wonders when she’ll grow armpit and pubic hair. She wonders if Ben has pubic hair. Emily and her city friends have all made bets on who will start menstruating first.

‘Hey, Neanderthal,’ Maggie says, ‘could you say hello to Emily? She just got here for the summer.’

Ben jabs the spoon into the peanut butter again, then takes a bite and grins hideously at Emily, peanut butter hanging in disgusting clumps from his teeth. ‘Hello, Emily.’

‘Gross.’ Maggie stands up. ‘Come on, Emily, let’s go outside.’

Emily follows obediently but reluctantly. She’s never told Maggie, or anyone, that Ben, even with peanut butter teeth, is so gorgeous he gives her shivers. Maggie’s just as good-looking; both have wavy, glossy black hair and deep blue eyes accentuated with thick black eyelashes. Beside them Emily, with her blond hair and freckled skin, feels colorless.

‘I don’t play with dolls anymore,’ Maggie announces as they walk around the side of the house. ‘You know how we made those Laura Ingalls Wilder dolls? Well, this year, I don’t want to make dolls, I want to be Mary Lennox. Mom let me plant my own garden in the backyard, near the rosa rugosa and honeysuckle. I actually made a wall around the garden out of boards I found at the dump.’

‘Wow.’ Emily stops to stare, her heart filled with admiration and envy. It never occurred to her to build her own secret garden. Not that she could in her New York apartment, but she could have planned to build one in the backyard of their Nantucket house. Sometimes she thinks, compared to Maggie, she’s boring.

‘You have to crawl through here,’ Maggie tells her, demonstrating. The doorway is made of bits of old trellis over which morning glory vines have grown. Inside, the floor is grass; the ceiling, sky. The air smells like flowers. Maggie has made a miniature dollhouse in one corner with pebbles and shells. In another corner is a plastic box holding a bracelet she’s braiding out of yarn.

For a while they simply sit cross-legged in the shade, finishing their gingerbread, looking around.

‘I like your secret garden,’ Emily says. ‘Except the grass itches my bum.’

They both giggle because she said ‘bum’.

‘Yeah, but you don’t have chairs in a garden,’ Maggie reminds her.

‘Yes, you do,’ Emily argues. Emily thinks of her Nantucket backyard. The caretaker has put out the glass-topped table and wrought iron chairs and several cushioned lounge chairs. Emily’s not supposed to get them dirty; they’re for the adults. If Emily tried to build something like this, a wall of boards from the dump around a secret garden, her parents would kill her.

Maggie looks around. ‘This place is too small for chairs.’

‘Yeah, I guess.’

Above them a bee buzzes and lands on a pink rose of Sharon flower. It’s quiet, private.

‘You know what?’ Maggie whispers. ‘Sometimes I hate my family.’

This happens all the time between Emily and Maggie. They think the same thought at the exact same moment. ‘Sometimes I hate my family, too,’ Emily confesses.

‘You do?’ Maggie’s eyes are wide.

An unfamiliar excitement fills Emily, a kind of sharp danger and guilt. ‘Sometimes my mother drinks too much. She bumps into things. She talks like this: “Em errr, whersh my purshe?”’

Maggie giggles. ‘I’ve heard Mother do it with a man.’

All Emily’s New York friends talk about sex, but no one’s ever heard their parents do it. ‘What does it sound like?’

‘Oh, oh, oh, oh,’ Maggie pants.

Emily’s face grows hot. ‘Who was it?’

‘I don’t know, I didn’t see him, I only heard him. It was disgusting. I’m never going to have sex.’

‘Me neither,’ Emily announces loyally.

‘Swear?’

‘Swear.’

‘Sometimes I think’ – Maggie pauses, as a strange new sensation of guilt shoots through her like a quickly branching vine – ‘that I don’t belong in this family.’

Emily nods rapidly. ‘I know! I feel that way, too. Sometimes I dream I’m adopted.’

‘Me, too!’ Maggie blinks with surprise at this coincidence. ‘In the car, when I’m riding, sometimes I think my real family will see me and rescue me.’

‘I do that, too,’ Emily tells her. ‘My parents are so …’ Her voice trails off. She can’t think of the words. She may not know the words. ‘At least,’ she continues thoughtfully, ‘you have a brother.’

‘Yeah, he makes it all better,’ Maggie says scornfully, kicking the dirt. ‘I don’t want a brother. I want a sister.’

‘Me, too,’ Emily agrees. ‘A sister would be fun. We could play together. Trade clothes.’

‘Braid each other’s hair.’

The two girls look at each other. Maggie wears rubber flip-flops, blue shorts, and a yellow tee shirt. Emily wears red leather sandals, white shorts, and a striped red top. Except for their clothes, they look just alike, Maggie thinks. They’re both skinny and tanned, although Maggie’s hair is short this year while Emily’s is pulled back in a ponytail. Still, Emily is blond with blue eyes, Maggie has dark hair and blue eyes. So they make a complete set, like salt and pepper.

‘We’re kind of like twins,’ Emily decides.

Maggie’s so pleased she giggles. ‘Except, um, you’re blond and I’m dark.’

‘Yeah, but …’ Emily bites her lip. ‘It’s not just the way we look. It’s the way we think. It’s the way we are.’

‘I know.’ Maggie cocks her head, considering. ‘You’re the closest thing to a sister I’ll ever have.’

‘Same here.’

‘What if …’ Maggie begins, then stops.

‘What if what?’ Emily prompts.

‘I have an idea but I’m afraid you’ll make fun of me.’

‘Which would be so wrong because sisters never make fun of each other,’ Emily teases.

‘Okay, then. Here.’ Maggie lifts the lid of the small plastic box in the corner. ‘I’m making a yarn bracelet.’ She holds it up, a few inches of blue, white, and yellow braided together.

‘That’s really pretty,’ Emily says, a yearning note in her voice. She has bracelets at home, lots of them, but this one calls to her.

‘Do you like it?’ Maggie holds it out to her. ‘You can have it. I mean, when I finish it.’ Scooting around to face Emily, she directs, ‘Hold out your hand so I can measure your wrist. I’ll see how much more I need to do.’

An emotion swells inside Emily – a gratitude, a kind of love, and an astonishment that Maggie wants to give her this bracelet.

‘And you make one for me!’ Maggie tells her.

‘I don’t know how.’ Emily’s learning how to make knots for sailing, but she’s never learned how to make a bracelet.

‘I’ll teach you. Right now. It’s easy.’ Handing the box to Emily, she says, ‘Should I have the same colors or different?’

Emily’s glad to be able to make a choice since the box, the yarn, and the idea are Maggie’s. ‘The same colors, of course.’

‘Okay.’ Maggie digs around in the box and takes out three skeins of yarn. ‘You won’t believe how easy it is. You know how to braid, right?’

‘Duh.’

The two girls sit together, hands busy with the yarn, concentrating hard as Maggie shows Emily how to be sure the yarn is taut.

‘Like this?’ Emily asks after a while.

Maggie grins her irresistibly contagious grin. ‘Right.’

They lean against walls on opposite sides of the little lair, braiding quietly in the quiet shade. It doesn’t take long. Their wrists are small.

‘Now,’ Maggie instructs, ‘I’ll tie yours on your wrist, and you tie mine.’

Emily obeys. ‘It’s like a rope bracelet, only prettier,’ she says.

‘Only more important,’ Maggie reminds her.

Emily smiles. ‘Yes. It means we’re sisters.’

Maggie proudly specifies: ‘Nantucket sisters.’


Chapter Two

The next morning, Emily’s mother drives Emily to the yacht club to sign her up for sailing lessons.

‘You’re going to have such fun!’

Emily wants very much to please her mother. She senses that Cara is disappointed with her because Emily looks like her father, who is big, muscular, and freckled, instead of like Cara, who is petite and slim. Emily does have her mother’s blond hair and blue eyes, but they adorn a slightly long, horsey face, her father’s face. Emily has overheard her mother say, ‘Perhaps she’ll grow out of it.’

Emily prays every night that her face and body will change. She can only wait.

But now, with her mother watching, she trots along with the other kids in their yellow life jackets, out of the echoing clubhouse, past the patio where tables are being set up for lunch, over the emerald green lawn, and down the wooden docks to the rainbows bobbing in the dark blue water. Their instructors are good-looking, private-school, private-college kids in deck shoes, white shorts, navy blue polo shirts, all tanned and good-natured, hearty and welcoming. Emily’s glad they’re so nice.

Five other kids are in her group, among them Tiffany Howard. A wiry, energetic redhead, she’s obviously used to being on boats. Emily forces herself to pay attention to the instructors. She knows nothing about boats and is terrified of making a fool of herself. Her body feels stiff, made of sticks. She keeps bumping into things as the instructors point out the centerboard, rudder, tiller, hull, mast, bow, stern, boom. So much to learn. It’s scary.

Once they’re out on the water, actually sailing, Emily relaxes. The playful smack of the wind against the sail, the bob and glide of the boat, her hair blowing back from her neck, cooling her while the sun shines brightly down – all of it fills her with an unexpected, unaccountable happiness. Each student has a turn with the tiller and mainsheet, and when Emily feels the living tug of the wind and sea, her heart leaps in her chest. She can’t stop smiling. She wants to sail to India.

As they walk back toward the patio after their lesson, Tiffany says to Emily, ‘You’re a natural sailor.’

Emily blinks in surprise. ‘I am?’

‘Yeah, can’t you tell? You should come out with us sometime on my parents’ boat. It’s an eighteen-foot Marshall cat.’

Emily doesn’t know what that means and it seems odd because she’s pretty sure cats don’t like water, but she quickly responds, ‘I’d love to!’ She can’t wait. And it will make her mother happy.

After that day, the summer slides by like honey, full of lazy sunshine, blue water, good friends. Some days Emily sails and afterward cruises town with Tiffany. Sometimes, especially on rainy or windy days, Emily tours the whaling museum and the Maria Mitchell house. If she has time, late in the day, she runs over to the McIntyres’ to see Maggie, but Maggie is often babysitting.

In the middle of August, Tiffany’s family leaves the island and Emily goes to Maggie’s every day.

One morning, Cara comes into Emily’s bedroom, her long tanned legs flashing against her tennis skirt. Emily has dutifully made her bed and put away her nightgown. Now she’s sitting on the floor, buckling her sandals, in a hurry to run to Maggie’s.

Cara sinks down on the white chaise longue next to the window overlooking the ocean. Emily hardly ever sits there – it’s white! But now her mother pats the cushion next to her.

‘Sweetie, come sit with me a moment,’ Cara invites.

Pleased and wary, Emily sits. Her mother’s perfume, citrusy, intense, envelops Emily.

‘What are you doing this morning?’

‘I’m going to the beach with Maggie.’

‘I thought so.’ Cara takes Emily’s smaller hand in hers and runs her fingers up and down meditatively. ‘Darling, Daddy and I wish you wouldn’t become involved with the McIntyres.’

Emily stares at her mother, surprised. ‘Why not? Maggie’s fun.’

Her mother runs her soft hands down Emily’s shoulders. ‘Because, honey, I know you can’t understand yet, but they’re just not our kind of people.’

Emily frowns. ‘Why not?’

Cara pulls Emily closer to her, keeping an arm around Emily’s shoulders. She always holds Emily when she tells her something important. ‘Baby, it’s hard to explain. But you see, Daddy didn’t buy a house on Nantucket and join the yacht club for you to play with poor people.’ Her diamond rings flash as she continues to stroke Emily’s hand.

Emily considers this. She wants to please her mother. ‘I met Tiffany Howard,’ she reminds Cara. ‘Her parents invited you for cocktails.’

‘Yes, sweetie, and we’re so proud of you for that. We want to meet more people like Tiffany and her family, you see?’

Emily doesn’t understand but she nods as if she does. These few quiet moments within the aura of her mother’s glow are precious.

Maggie has always been aware that her friendship with Emily is lopsided. Emily always comes to Maggie’s house. She never invites Maggie to her enormous posh house on the ’Sconset bluff. Emily explained she can’t have friends over because her father works at home on his investments, but during the winter Maggie has walked around the outside of the house, peeking through the closed curtains over the windows, and she knows the house is so big and has so many rooms that Emily’s father couldn’t hear them if they played drums in Emily’s bedroom.

Emily also confessed that her mother’s a snob. ‘It’s all about who belongs to what club and who went where to school,’ Emily said once when she was mad at her mother. ‘Honestly, she doesn’t even know what this island is like!’

Today the two girls biked to the moors to have lunch by a hidden pond they can reach only by squeezing through the bushes along a deer trail. Water lilies blossom across the surface of the pond. Egrets and herons daintily step among the grasses sprouting on the island in the middle of the pond.

‘She’s such a phony,’ Emily says. ‘She’s so pretentious.’ She shoots a quick glance to be sure Maggie knows that word. They’ve made a pact to learn all the words they can, to use precise words, and when they read a book, they meet afterward to discuss the new words they’ve learned.

‘She’s very beautiful,’ Maggie reminds Emily. She’s only met Cara Porter a few times, when Emily’s mother picked Emily up to take her somewhere, and Mrs Porter has always been cold and aloof, like Emily said, a snob. But she is beautiful, and her clothes are fancy, not homemade, like those of Maggie’s mom.

Maggie’s mom is such a disorganized mess, Maggie’s too embarrassed to even complain about her.

Maggie changes the subject. ‘See that boulder over there? Tyler calls it Neptune’s Nephew. It oversees all the fish and other creatures in this pond.’

‘Oh, Ty-ler,’ Emily whines, and kicks a pebble into the water.

‘You’re jealous of Tyler,’ Maggie singsongs, elbowing her friend gently. Maggie may not have money, but she does have this island they both love, and she does have a friend who thinks about the island the way Maggie does.

‘Am not,’ Emily snaps. ‘He’s funny looking.’

‘He’s already read all of The Once and Future King.’

‘Well.’ Emily sags. There’s no topping that. T. H. White’s fantastical tale has proven too complicated for Emily, while parts of it – the swans – enchant her and Maggie both.

Maggie experiences a tingle of satisfaction as Emily pouts. When Maggie’s not babysitting or helping her mother with housework, and when Emily is at her yacht club, Maggie bikes to the moors. Tyler can often be found in his secret den near the hidden pond behind Altar Rock. Poor Tyler, who now has buck teeth! Part of every summer, he goes to visit his father, who lives in California. Tyler’s parents are divorced, and he lives with his mom, who makes peculiar jewelry out of paper clips and screws.

Tyler’s gotten kind of strange, in a cool way. He’s obsessed with the island’s Indians, the Wampanoag, who’ve all died off by now. He’s developed his own bizarre mythology, a kind of Native American meets the Brothers Grimm. Wildflowers are different families of elves; shrubs and bushes are spirits and sprites and gnomes; the ponds are cousins of the ocean; and the ocean’s Queen; the island, King. It’s a complicated scheme that grows more complex every time Maggie sees Tyler, but it’s clever and surprising and fun.

If she bikes to the moors and Tyler’s not there, she still calls out greetings as she pedals past. ‘Hail, Lord Boulder! Salutations, Princess Pond!’

In a weird way, having Tyler for a friend partly makes up for Maggie not having a father and for not having any money. Emily’s friends can sail and play tennis, but they don’t seem to have the spark of imagination that makes life much more vivid and colorful. Tyler’s wicked smart, too, much smarter than Maggie and Emily put together.

For just a moment, Maggie enjoys Emily’s jealousy. Then she nudges her with her shoulder. ‘Emily. You know you’re my best friend. You’re my Nantucket sister, you dope.’

Suddenly Emily’s face is sunshiny. ‘You’re mine, too.’

Maggie smiles back. ‘Did you bring your list of words? Let’s go over them.’

Emily digs in her backpack and pulls out her small pink notebook with the gold peacock on the cover. ‘Spell “delirium.”’

Maggie takes a breath and begins.

That night, a summer storm swats the McIntyres’ little home like a cat with a toy. The next day, a newly broken gutter hanging just above the front door pours water down their backs, sending Ben off with a face like thunder and Maggie back into the house, dancing with the shock of the cold. The next night, through each long hour, gusts of wind slam the gutter against the wall.

The next morning, Maggie finds her mom already on the phone at breakfast, begging a friend for a recommendation for someone, anyone, to fix the gutter. Frances is in one of her mad moods, black hair snarled, pajamas buttoned crooked, eyes red. Emily’s mother would never look this way. Of course, Emily’s mother’s house would never have a broken gutter.

‘I didn’t sleep one second all night!’ Frances wails to her friend Bette. ‘I’m going to lose my mind!’

‘I’ll fix the gutter,’ Ben offers when she has hung up the phone.

‘Don’t even think about it!’ Frances snaps. ‘All I need is for you to slice your arm open with a piece of metal gutter pipe and fall off the ladder and break your leg!’

Ben’s face darkens, and Maggie understands – when will their mother stop treating him like a child?

All that afternoon, Maggie dreads going home after babysitting. It’s raining again, and the wind tosses and howls. She can curl up with a book, but what can Ben do? It would be misery to bike on the moors in this weather. She understands why Frances is so cranky, but if she doesn’t get off Ben’s back, he’s going to blow worse than a nor’easter.

She pedals down the lane to her house and drops her bike inside the fence. To her surprise, the gutter’s fixed. Racing into the cottage, she’s brought to a standstill by a heavenly aroma – Frances made Toll House cookies! When Ben skulks in at dinnertime, his mom calls, ‘Help yourselves to the casserole. I’ve got to keep working on this slipcover.’ So Ben and Maggie watch television while they eat, and Frances doesn’t even yell at them about that. It sounds like she’s humming as she sews.

Very strange.

The following day, Maggie and Ben come home to hear clanking noises in the bathroom. They peer in: the toilet’s completely dismantled and a man who looks like a Viking warlord has his hairy red arms twisting down inside the tank.

He is Thaddeus Ramsdale. A large, beefy man with a face nearly as red as his beard and eyebrows and wiry hair, he wears dirty, indestructible canvas work pants, dusty work boots, and faded flannel shirts.

When he says he’ll have to come back the next day, Frances twinkles at him.

He likes their mom.

Their mom likes him.

Maggie thinks: Ick.

The Ramsdales are native islanders. Frances jokes that they arrived in the New World before the Mayflower, having dismantled their British houses to build their own private ship, and blowing the sails westward across the Atlantic with their very own breath.

Frances also says Thaddeus Ramsdale’s land-poor. He lives by himself in a dilapidated old house on his farm on the Polpis Road. He works as a handyman, whenever he’s in the mood to work. If he wakes up one morning wanting to scallop or fish or hunt or fiddle around in his barn, that’s what he does. Thaddeus’s mother, Clarice, widowed and haughty, lives on the island, in a once-majestic old house on Orange Street.

Thaddeus comes to dinner once, twice, and then several times a week.

He doesn’t talk much, but he’s there, a big burly man smelling of sawdust and machine oil, who eats even more lasagna than Ben does, and whose brief, simple words invariably bring a smile and a brightness to Maggie’s mom’s face. His presence alters the delicate chemistry of their little triangular family life.

Maggie and Ben don’t talk about him, because they don’t talk to each other much these days, but they suspect things are getting serious when Thaddeus begins to bring them presents.

They’re wonderful presents. He gives Ben a Swiss Army knife, and shows him how to use it. He gives Ben a catcher’s mitt, a snorkel mask, and flippers.

Thaddeus brings Maggie books. Some are picture books, and he always takes care to tell her he knows she’s too old for them, but these are special. And they are. Time of Wonder, about an island in Maine, and The Little Island, and Treasure Island, and The Swiss Family Robinson. Thaddeus didn’t attend college and he’s not impressed by anyone who has, but Maggie soon realizes this doesn’t mean he’s not smart. In his own way, he’s brilliant. He knows everything about plants and animals, the land and the sea, and he reads, too, almost as much as Maggie.

Maggie approves.


Chapter Three

‘Listen to me, Emily,’ her father says one morning as she eats breakfast with her parents on the patio. The green lawn lies like a quilt to the edge of the cliff and the blue ocean sparkles beyond. ‘This is very important, please pay attention.’

It’s so rare for him to talk with her, she sits up straight and looks as intelligent as she can.

‘The neighbors tell us there are vandals in the neighborhood.’

‘Vandals?’ She tastes the word; it has an appealing kind of Robin Hood ring.

Cara hurries to reassure her. ‘They’re not hurting people, don’t be afraid of that. But people’s possessions are being destroyed. The tires on Roger Johansen’s Mercedes were slashed. Someone put dog feces in Tigger Marlow’s mailbox – this is not funny! It’s disgusting, it’s a cowardly form of violence, Emily, as you’ll understand if it ever happens to you.’

‘They come at night,’ Emily’s father says. ‘You’ll be safely asleep by the time the little bastards get up to their tricks, but if you see anything …’

‘Or,’ Cara continues, making her voice sweet, ‘if the little McIntyre girl happens to mention anything, perhaps some of their friends expressing ill will for the summer people – we expect you to tell us.’

Emily stares at her mother, confused. Is she being asked to spy on her friends?

‘You understand?’ Cara raises her voice.

‘Yes, Mother,’ Emily replies, although she’s not sure she does.

The Porters are invited to a fund-raiser for Sandy Willard’s political campaign. The Willards are holding a lobster bake on the beachfront of their Dionis house. This is a very important event, Cara tells Emily at least a trillion times. This man might someday be the president of the United States.

So Emily allows Cara to tie her hair with a red, white, and blue ribbon, and she wears the white sundress and matching sandals Cara bought for the party. With her long blond hair, she looks pretty, really, not beautiful like her mother, but pretty. It’s not that often she’s invited to her parents’ gatherings, and secretly, she’s looking forward to it. Her life has become a walk on a tightrope between childhood and maturity. Maybe here she’ll find something that will make her want to cross over into adulthood. After all, she is eleven.

But the party turns out to be, for Emily, what Cara would call ‘the most dreadful bore.’ The lawn is crowded with men in navy blazers and patchwork trousers, while thin women with face-lifts and false smiles and flamboyant Lilly Pulitzer dresses prattle and coo like a crazy jungle where the birds have gone bonkers.

After Emily meets her hosts and politely expresses her gratitude for the invitation, she’s set free to wander around looking for anyone her age. Near the house, a group of nannies herd a bunch of toddlers. Stepping inside, she finds all the other kids gathered in the family room – four boys younger than Emily and three girls older. They glance at Emily dismissively before letting their bored gaze trail back to the television screen.

Emily collapses on one end of the sofa and stares at the television, too, until two hours have passed and she can’t stand it anymore.

By then her parents and the other adults are well oiled and relaxed by liquor into peals and guffaws of laughter at just about anything anyone says. Her father’s face is crimson, and her mother’s weaving as she stands, a fresh glass in her hand.

Emily asks if she might go home – it’s almost eleven o’clock. Sure, they say, call a cab, they’ll see her in the morning.

Yawning in the taxi in spite of the heavy metal music blasting from the radio at volcanic volume, Emily rides through the night to her home. She tosses the driver a bill and steps out onto her driveway.

The cab roars off, leaving Emily alone in a sudden expanse of stillness. She can hear the slight sigh of the waves, but no birds sing, they’re all tucked away for the night. The yards on the cliff are large, the houses on either side dark. Hydrangea bushes loom like people crouching.

Her parents won’t be home for hours. Too bad Maggie’s in bed. It would be fun to prowl the streets with her. They could pretend they were Nancy Drew and Bess, peeking in windows.

Suddenly, three people bolt from the privet hedge three houses down. Footsteps and muffled laughter race toward her. It’s three teenage boys – it must be the vandals! Seized with a terrified delight, Emily stands paralyzed as they draw near. She doesn’t stop to think that these guys could hurt her.

She doesn’t hesitate when she recognizes one of them.

‘Ben?’ she calls.

The tallest boy screeches to a halt in front of her. ‘Emily? What are you doing out by yourself?’

Emily stares at him, dumbfounded, while one of the other boys mutters, ‘Ben! Damn it, you retard, come on!’

‘Are you okay?’ Ben asks. Out of breath, he braces his hands on his thighs and sucks in huge draughts of air.

‘I just got home from a party.’

‘What do you mean you just got home from a party? You’re just a kid!’

‘Okay, man, we’re out of here,’ the other boy growls.

They speed off toward town, disappearing in the night.

‘What were you doing?’ Emily demands.

‘None of your business. Look, Emily, go on in the house now, okay? You never know—’

Before Ben can finish his sentence, a galaxy of lights blooms three houses down. Old Mr Pendergast charges out into the street, in a blue and white seersucker robe and leather bedroom slippers. He wields a golf club in his right hand and a croquet mallet in the other.

‘YOU!’ he bellows when he spots Ben and Emily. ‘You there! Don’t try to run! I’ve got you now!’

Mr Pendergast favors lime green trousers with little whales on them during the day, and Mrs Pendergast, Cara says, has had so many face-lifts she hears through her mouth. Last year they bought the old Marsh house, a dignified historic summer home. They tore it down and replaced it with a brand-new one.

‘All right, you little hoodlums,’ Mr Pendergast snarls as he stamps down the street toward them. ‘You’re coming back to the house with me while I call the police.’

Ben goes rigid.

Emily steps forward. ‘Hello, Mr Pendergast, are you all right?’

The old man stops dead in his tracks.

‘It’s Emily Porter, Mr Pendergast.’ She offers her hand.

Mr Pendergast narrows his eyes suspiciously.

Her voice is as sweet as sugar, as cool as ice. ‘You know – you and Mrs Pendergast had drinks here last week with my parents and a few of their friends.’

‘Who’s this with you?’

‘It’s Ben McIntyre, Mr Pendergast.’

‘McIntyre? McIntyre. That’s not a name I know.’ He peers at Ben. ‘You look like an island boy to me.’

Emily puts her hands on her hips and raises her chin. ‘He’s my friend,’ she asserts stoutly.

‘Is that so? Well, what are you two kids doing out here at this time of night?’

‘We’ve been watching a video. We heard some noises and came outside to see what was going on.’

Mr Pendergast glowers as he weighs her words. Finally he lowers the club and the mallet. ‘Did you see anyone run by just now?’

‘No, sir.’ Emily is pure innocence.

‘It’s those blasted island kids again. They’ve put a pair of goats in the yard.’

‘Goats?’ Emily bites her cheeks to keep from laughing.

‘They’re eating all the flowers and shitting everywhere.’

‘You could call the animal control officer.’

‘Yes, yes, of course I’ll do that, that’s not the point. Someone’s got to stop these nefarious little assholes before they do real damage.’

‘That’s exactly what Daddy says,’ Emily coos.

The old man mutters away back to his house.

Expelling a huge sigh of relief, Ben seizes Emily’s shoulders and brings her close so he can whisper in her ear. ‘Whoa, Emily, you were awesome.’

‘Have you seen The Last of the Mohicans?’ Emily asks.

‘Huh?’

‘In case the cops ask us what we were watching. We own The Last of the Mohicans.’

‘Wow, have you got a cunning mind. Yes, I’ve seen it.’

‘Good. That’s what we watched tonight, right?’

‘But what about your parents?’

‘They’re at a party. If they ask anything, I’ll tell them I let you in after Maggie went to bed.’

‘They’ll kill you.’

‘Yeah, they’ll bore me to death with a lecture.’

‘Well, you saved my ass.’ Ben is all heat and intensity and sweat and male, his black hair flopping in his eyes.

His hands remain on her shoulders, warm and possessive. Her knees are going wobbly. ‘Oh, well—’

‘Look, don’t tell Maggie, okay? She’ll tell Mom and I’ll get murdered.’

‘I won’t tell. But, Ben—’

‘I know. I’ll cool it for a while.’

‘Good.’

He wraps a brotherly arm around her shoulders and steers her up the walk to her house. ‘Go inside,’ Ben commands. ‘It really isn’t smart for a girl your age to be outside alone at night.’

Emily doesn’t want him to leave – but before she can shut the door, Ben is gone.


Chapter Four

Ben’s so excited he’s out in the street kicking a soccer ball at six in the morning. Maggie, more composed, pretends to read, but the words float away into the air, and Frances seems to spend whole hours putting mascara on each individual eyelash. At last Thaddeus arrives in his old clanking Jeep. Everyone crowds in, and off they go along the Polpis Road.

They’re going to visit Thaddeus’s farm, twenty-five acres between the road and Polpis Harbor.

Hidden by a great overgrown wall of privet, a rutted dirt lane leads to Thaddeus’s property, rolling out in all directions, as roughly unassuming and straightforward as Thaddeus himself.

As they tumble out of the Jeep, Thaddeus says, ‘Let me show you the barns and the dock before we go inside.’

‘Lead on, MacDuff,’ Frances says happily.

‘Well, there’s the house.’ Thaddeus points at a large, weathered, rambling structure with a wisteria trunk thicker than a man’s thigh plaiting its elaborate path over the front door. ‘I inherited all this from my father, which is only right. My sister, bless her soul, she died a few years ago, never had much interest in this wild chunk of land. She was one for the city. I helped Dad build additions to the house, and together we put up the boathouse and dock, two sheds, and the barn.’

Frances, Ben, and Maggie amble behind Thaddeus as he leads them toward the various buildings. After a few quick peeks inside, they exchange amused glances with each other. The sheds and barns are crammed with two-by-fours, pieces of metal, loops of rope, wooden crates, parts of engines, fish hooks, battered buckets, torn shirts, rusting cans of oil, and what seems like thousands of other indistinguishable items.
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