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      It was the middle of May on Martha’s Vineyard, and the island flourished with a wealth of gorgeous flower buds, shimmering green leaves, and frothing waves off the Sound. Soon, tourists would flock to the island, chaotic and loud and eager to take up space all summer long. But just for now, during these blissful weeks, before the season fully began, the Sheridan family was allowed the privacy and quiet of their beautiful home as it dusted itself off from the winter. It was time to live again. 

      “It’s hard to believe we had a blizzard a few months back.” Susan Sheridan Frampton stood in a pair of khaki slacks and a white sweater, her hands on her hips as she peered off the back porch of the Sheridan House. Her forehead was tanned from a long afternoon in the garden next door, where she lived with her husband, Scott, and her stepson, Kellan. 

      Lola Sheridan sat cross-legged on the back patio chair, her head back against the patio furniture pillow and a book splayed open lazily on her lap. Daydreamy and lost inside herself, she couldn’t find a way to respond to her older sister. 

      “And it’s hard to believe it’s been almost two years since we all came back.” Susan continued without waiting for Lola’s answer. “And two years since my divorce from Richard!” 

      “Yes. That tends to happen, doesn’t it, Susan? Time passes quickly…” Christine was still just as sharp-witted as ever and quick with sarcastic remarks. She stepped out of the living room with baby Mia strapped to her chest, sleeping. 

      “What will you do if your daughter inherits your sarcasm?” Susan asked, her smile widening. 

      “Tell her how proud I am of her,” Christine returned. “Sarcasm makes the world go round.” 

      “Really? I heard it was our gravitational pull to the sun,” Lola tried. 

      At this, both Susan and Christine burst into laughter. Just beyond the porch, over the tip-tops of the trees that lined the little forest between the Frampton and Sheridan Houses, a flock of birds crested, forming a strange and beautiful formation in the blue sky. Below them, Grandpa Wes and Kellan stepped out from behind the trees with their binoculars lifted. 

      “They’ll be there all spring and summer long, won’t they?” Susan said. 

      “They’ll take breaks for snacks. Don’t you worry about that,” Christine joked. 

      Within the house came the sounds of Amanda and Audrey cackling together as they cooked an early dinner. 

      “That needs more salt and more sugar,” Audrey pointed out.

      “Audrey. I’m not going to be responsible for making a diabetes dinner,” Amanda countered. 

      “You’re absolutely no fun,” Audrey shot back.

      Lola’s eyes connected with Susan’s as they shared a laugh. Their daughters, Amanda and Audrey, were mirror images of their mothers and had recently become the best of friends. For Lola, who’d lost touch with Susan for around twenty-five years, this friendship was beyond her wildest dreams. Susan, Christine, and Lola should have been together like this through every decade of their lives. 

      “What’s for dinner, girls?” Susan called as she stepped toward the porch door, which screeched as she opened it. 

      “We’re making chicken burgers,” Audrey replied. “With slaw and baked beans and corn.” 

      Lola leaped up from her patio chair, shaking out her overly stiff limbs as she meandered back indoors. Christine followed her, making her way into the Sheridan House just as the screen door closed. On the floor near the couch, Max, now almost fifteen months old, hovered with his hands on the side of the furniture to steady himself. 

      “There’s my baby boy,” Lola said sleepily, lifting her grandson against her chest and moving around with him to dance to the music on Audrey’s speaker. His little body was so warm, his little hands smooth as silk. 

      When Lola spun back, she caught Susan’s eyes, filled with emotion. Susan’s grandchildren still lived in Newark, which was basically a million miles away, and Amanda showed no sign of giving birth anytime soon. 

      “You want to take him for a twirl?” Lola asked, delivering Max to Susan’s outstretched arms.

      Max squealed with excitement as Susan danced, her grin widening as their eyes locked. 

      “Max is such a ladies’ man,” Audrey said, feigning disdain. “He’s going to be a lot to handle when he’s a teenager.” 

      “Oh, like you weren’t a lot to handle?” Lola teased. 

      Audrey rolled her eyes at her mother, then began to chop vegetables for a last-minute salad idea. Christine dropped onto the couch, her hand across Mia’s head, smoothing the dark hairs. Lola cracked open a bag of chips as Amanda hissed at her, “Don’t spoil your dinner.” 

      “I’m not,” Lola insisted, crunching on another salt and vinegar chip. “When are the others getting here?” 

      “The Montgomery clan?” Susan asked. “Andy and Beth said they’d be here around five or so. Charlotte and Claire took the girls to New York this weekend, so they’re out. What about Steve, our elusive cousin? Or Kelli?” 

      “No word on Steve. Kelli’s stopping by on her way back from the construction site,” Christine informed. “And Aunt Kerry should be here any minute.” Kelli and her boyfriend had been hard at work on the redesign of the Aquinnah Cliffside Overlook Hotel. 

      “No Uncle Trevor, though,” Susan affirmed. “Too tired from his procedure yesterday.”

      The Sheridan women shared a moment of somber silence at the mention of his procedure, which had been a necessary medical checkup but served as yet another reminder that the people they’d always assumed would be around forever might have numbered days. 

      “They didn’t find anything, though,” Susan continued. “Healthy as a horse.” 

      “Great news,” Audrey chimed in as she sliced through a green pepper, making the juice splatter across the cutting board. 

      “Hello? Is anyone home?” A familiar voice rang out from the back entrance near the driveway. 

      “Is that Cousin Andy?” Lola called, stepping back toward the mudroom. She watched Andy, his pregnant wife, Beth, and her nine-year-old son, Will, as they all removed their shoes and then headed toward the soft light of the living room. 

      “Will, you’re growing like a bean,” Lola teased him. 

      Will stuck out a hand for Lola to shake as Beth explained that Will had recently watched a documentary about business politics and had picked up a few things.

      “Business politics?” Lola asked, incredulous. 

      Will shrugged. “It was on television, and I couldn’t find the remote.”

      “Someone has to rule the world one day. Maybe it’ll be you, Will,” Beth joked, sliding a hand across her pregnant stomach before she sat on the couch beside Christine. 

      Will was a darling boy, yet autistic and occasionally difficult to make sense of. Since Andy’s romantic relationship with Beth had begun two Christmases back, the Sheridan and Montgomery families had welcomed Will into their folds wholeheartedly, grateful for his idiosyncrasies and his pure outlook. 

      “And how are you doing, Andy?” Christine asked as Andy limped slightly into the room, proof that his old war injury still had a hold on him. 

      “Not bad!” Andy returned, his smile enormous. “Still working with the furniture maker.”

      “I’d love to hire you to make Tommy and I a new bed,” Lola began, surprising herself. 

      “Lola, that’s a beautiful idea!” Susan cried. 

      “You could send me some designs you’d like,” Andy affirmed. “I could draw something out for you.”

      Lola’s cheeks burned with embarrassment. What was she thinking, falling in love? Her wedding was in just a few weeks. Was she insane to go through with it, especially now that they’d planned an even more “grand” affair than the failed wedding meant for February? 

      “Gosh, it’s so exciting!” Beth’s smile widened to show her adorable cheeks, which had grown the slightest bit since her pregnancy. “Are you planning on having some kind of bachelorette party?” 

      “No way! I would never plan something like that,” Lola returned. 

      At that moment, a look passed between Audrey and Amanda— one that made Lola suspect that they had a party up their sleeves. Uh-oh. What are they up to? 

      A split second later, boisterous male voices rang out from the driveway, along with two slams of car doors. Amanda nearly dropped her knife as joy played out across her face. 

      “Is that who I think it is?” Amanda called as the back door opened. 

      Sam and Noah, Amanda, and Audrey’s boyfriends, respectively, stepped through the living room. In their midtwenties, they were suntanned from hours on sailboats, naturally muscular, with ridiculously handsome smiles that took Lola all the way back to her twentysomething dating days (when Audrey had been a little girl). 

      Amanda rolled up on her toes to kiss Sam on the cheek while Noah wrapped his arms around Audrey, who kept her knife poised over her green pepper. 

      “Be careful!” Audrey cried, quivering with laughter. “I’m armed, you know.”

      “Is that a threat?” Noah asked, dropping a kiss over her ear. 

      “We’re filling up!” Susan said, selecting a chip from the bag and placing one on her tongue. “Better have a chip before they’re gone.” 

      “With the Montgomery and Sheridan clans around, we’ll be eaten out of house and home in no time,” Amanda affirmed. 

      A few minutes later, the rest of the guests arrived— Aunt Kerry and her daughter, Kelli, plus Grandpa Wes, Kellan, Scott, Zach, and, at the very last second, Tommy. Lola’s heart seized at the sight of his muscular frame, which was only a shadow as he stepped through the mudroom to join the others. Lola leaped into his arms, inhaling his salty musk from his hours out on the water. Her fingers played out across his muscles and slid down the flat of his stomach. Behind her, the Montgomery and Sheridan clans wandered out toward the back porch, where they could watch the sunlight cascade across the Vineyard Sound.

      “I hate to say I missed you today,” Lola breathed, just loud enough for only Tommy to hear.

      Tommy, who was one-half Italian with olive skin and dark hair, brought his large hands to the small of her back and held her close against him. For a moment, the world stopped moving as Lola closed her eyes, listening only to the laughter of her family members on the back porch and the beating of Tommy’s heart. 

      If Susan hadn’t had the courage to come back to the Vineyard two years ago, none of this would have ever happened. 

      I never would have fallen in love. I never would have become friends with my sisters. I never would have found inner peace. 

      “Mom. The chicken burgers were ready almost five minutes ago! Are you coming?” Audrey called from the porch. Max, whom she held in her arms, let out a screech of approval. 

      Lola spun around, linked her fingers with Tommy’s, and headed out into the splendor of the springtime evening. Her father sat at the head of the table, gently teasing his sister as he placed baked beans on his plate. Susan and Scott were heavy in conversation about the changes she’d made to their garden. Kellan pointed out that Amanda had a bit of salad dressing on her cheek, which made Sam howl with laughter. 

      “What happened in there, Amanda? You dunk your head in the salad dressing?” Sam asked, passing her a napkin. 

      Lola’s heart swelled. She and Tommy sat beside one another with their hands still linked beneath the table. Noah poured Lola and Tommy both a glass of wine and chatted to them amicably before turning back toward Max, who jumped around his dinner chair in excitement. Already, Noah was a very dear person in Max’s heart. 

      Will Noah adopt Max one day?

      Will Noah become his father? 

      “I’d like to make a toast,” Lola announced, surprising herself. 

      The rest of the people at the table calmed down, turning their eyes toward the youngest Sheridan daughter. Lola lifted her glass of wine with a quivering hand, catching Susan’s eye across the table. 

      “Susan brought it to our attention that it’s been nearly two years since we all came back,” Lola began. “Two years since our lives changed forever. To the current versions of ourselves, this night of chicken burgers and baked beans and funny conversation is just another night. We’ll probably do the same thing all over again in a few days, if not tomorrow. But I think it’s good to call attention to the fact that we all used to be very, very separate. Back then, Audrey had no idea how to cook anything. And me?” Lola puffed out her cheeks. “I just assumed that people with families they liked were delusional.”

      “So you’re saying we’re all delusional, now?” Christine tried, her smile crooked.

      “That’s exactly right, Chris,” Lola said, lifting her glass of wine higher. “To our delusional family. May we always be just this crazy.”

      The Sheridan and Montgomery members in attendance lifted their glasses joyously, crying out, “Hear, hear,” before sipping and falling into another chaotic and beautiful conversation, speaking over one another excitedly. 

      Beneath the table, Tommy placed a hand over Lola’s thigh as he whispered, “You’ll be my wife in a few weeks. Nothing could make me happier.” 

      The daydream of springtime had only just begun.
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      Amanda’s favorite beach on Martha’s Vineyard sat along the coastline of the nature reserve Menemsha Hills, on the western edge of the island in Chilmark. Later that week, when the temperature spontaneously jumped up to the midseventies, Amanda headed out of her mother’s law offices early and walked straight to the Sunrise Cove to beg Sam to find a way out of work that evening. “Please, Sam. It’s the perfect night to watch the sunset…” 

      Sam’s smile was electric. He hustled around the front desk of the Sunrise Cove, the very inn Amanda’s grandparents had operated tirelessly, kissed her gently, and whispered, “Didn’t I tell you? I don’t have to work tonight. I just came in to give Natalie a heads-up about what was happening in room 22.” 

      Amanda’s heart leaped into her throat. “What’s happening in room 22?” 

      Sam waved a hand. “The young woman in the room is in a wheelchair, and the wheels keep getting stuck on the rugs around the inn. I had the rugs put in the back room this afternoon to make things easier for her.” 

      The goodness of this man. 

      “You two have fun tonight!” Natalie called from the doorway that led toward the back office. “Oh, to be young again.” 

      Sam laughed and waved a hand toward Natalie as Amanda tugged him back out onto the front porch of the Sunrise Cove. There, she lifted her chin, closed her eyes, and kissed him with a bursting love, the kind that seemed to take up every square inch of her body and mind and make her float a full inch off the ground. Since she’d first seen him at the Sunrise Cove last year, Sam had never been far from her mind. He’d also proven himself an essential part of the inner mechanisms of the Sunrise Cove Inn itself, thus making everything much, much easier on the Sheridan family as a whole. It couldn’t have pleased Amanda more. 

      “So let me guess. You want to go out to…” 

      “Menemsha Hills…” Amanda finished his sentence. “Of course.” 

      “You’re so predictable, Amanda Harris.” Sam curled her dark hair around his finger as a sneaky smile played out across his face. “Luckily, I had a hunch this would happen and already packed up a bottle of rosé and a few other snacks.”

      Sam had recently purchased a secondhand dark-blue convertible from an older gentleman who lived part-time on the island and frequented the Sunrise Cove Bistro. When seated in the driver’s seat with his sunglasses on, Sam looked like the most handsome man on the island (in Amanda’s eyes, at least). Beside him in the passenger seat, Amanda dropped her head back as the soft May breeze blew through her curls. The car’s speakers howled with an old song from the seventies, which Sam sang along to, nearly getting every word correct. 

      “You’re outrageous,” Amanda told him, bubbling with laughter.

      “You signed up for this, baby,” Sam shot back. 

      “I really did, didn’t I?” 

      The drive out to Menemsha took about a half hour, stretching south and west toward the Aquinnah Cliffs. Throughout, Amanda and Sam half argued about what to listen to, swapping between the oldies station and the current station, where Amanda’s favorite songs played upward of three times an hour. 

      “If you’re going to make us listen to this, then I need you to sing every word,” Sam cried, cranking the volume as they sped toward the beach. 

      “Sam! You know I can’t sing.”

      “Those are the rules, baby.” 

      “Stop calling me baby,” Amanda teased, her smile widening. 

      In truth, she adored being called that. Her ex-fiancé, Chris, had hardly ever used terms of endearment, which had made her feel unwanted and not special in the least. Eventually, Chris left her at the altar in front of all her family and friends, which was much worse than never getting a nickname. To Amanda, it was in the top-ten worst bridal stories she’d ever heard, up there with a friend whose ex-fiancé had left her a month before the wedding for her sister. Well, at least it wasn’t that bad. 

      Sam parked the convertible on the outer edge of the natural reserve, then pressed a button on the roof of the car to bring the top back up. 

      “Just in case it rains,” Sam said as Amanda laughed.

      “I’ve never seen a more beautiful day in my life. There’s no way it’ll rain.”

      “We live an island life,” Sam countered. “You know that weather can change in the course of five minutes. The only thing we can do is expect the unexpected.”

      “Wow. Are you a philosopher now?” 

      “Maybe I am, Amanda. Open yourself up to the secrets of the universe.” 

      Sam leaped out of the convertible and retrieved the tote bag of rosé, plastic cups, and little snacks. Amanda leafed through the back trunk, which was already swirling with chaos despite the fact that he’d had the car for little more than two months, hunting down a picnic blanket. 

      “Aha.” She dragged out the scratchy orange-and-yellow blanket from the back corner, smacking it against the side of the car to get the dust off. 

      “There’s that thing! Looked everywhere for it,” Sam cried.

      “How the heck do you manage the Sunrise Cove so well?” Amanda shot back. 

      “I give all my organizational skills to your family’s business,” Sam returned. “Nothing left for me and my belongings. But you know, a bit of chaos makes things a little more interesting. Don’t you agree?” 

      Amanda’s crooked smile drew up toward her left ear. “Do you even know who you’re talking to?” 

      “I know, I know.” Sam waved a hand. “This is the woman who makes grocery lists in order of where the items are located in each aisle. This is the woman who made an hourly schedule for what snacks to eat at the Super Bowl Party. This is the woman…”

      Amanda leaped up to place a kiss across his lips, ending his tirade. Her heart pounding with longing, she opened her lips against his and closed her eyes. The scratchy blanket caught the wind and flapped against their legs. In the distance, a seagull cawed out ominously. 

      “This is the woman who loves you,” Amanda finished, dropping back down to the sand below. 

      Sam wrapped his fingers together at the base of her back and held her for a long time, gazing into her eyes. “And this is the man who loves you back.” 

      After a full beat of simmering tension and longing, Amanda stepped back, punched him gently on the upper arm, and teased, “Oh, you’re a man now, are you?” before scampering down toward the stone-lined beach. Sam remained hot on her heels, hollering out for her to slow down. But Amanda felt an unwavering sense of energy. She could have run ten miles, even twenty, without slowing down. 

      She’d never felt this way with Chris. Chris had been a necessary part of her “goal-oriented plans” for her twenties. He’d fit perfectly into the puzzle of “the rest of her life.” Sam, on the other hand, had been a blissful surprise, waiting in the wings of her life as she’d fallen into a state of devastation. She’d told Audrey recently, “Sam taught me that you don’t always have to have a plan.” To this, Audrey had laughed and said, “That drives you crazy, doesn’t it?” 

      Amanda fluttered the orange-and-yellow blanket across a stretch of sand and dropped down to cross her legs and lift her chin toward the orange orb of sunlight as it descended toward the western horizon line. Across the Vineyard Sound and the Atlantic, the next stretch of land was Rhode Island. 

      “When was the last time you were on the main land?” Amanda whispered. “It feels like this whole other world. Like I was someone else when I lived over there.” 

      Sam puffed out his cheeks. “It’s been since February for me.”

      “That’s right.” Amanda remembered that Sam had helped his younger brother, Xavier, move to Providence in February, where he’d begun his first semester at a community college. “Do you miss him?” 

      “I miss him in a very strange and faraway way,” Sam replied contemplatively, splaying his hand across the sand and digging with the tips of his fingers. “He was always getting into so much trouble. That DUI case that your mom helped us with was one in a very long list of problems.”

      Amanda dropped her head against Sam’s shoulder. The water beneath the sun glittered with springtime nostalgia. She could already half imagine missing this night in the near future when they were lost in the throes of summertime bliss.

      “Was it hard for you?” Sam whispered then, drawing his hand across her shoulder. 

      “What?” 

      “Falling in love again.” Sam’s words were mere whispers, sweeping across the outer edge of her ear. 

      Amanda and Sam had never spoken so concretely about their love versus her previous long-term relationship with Chris. Incredibly, Amanda didn’t immediately want to change the subject. Instead, she tilted her head and engaged with her emotions. Maybe honesty was better in all cases. Perhaps this was what you needed to do to survive. 

      “We took it so slow,” Amanda whispered, closing her eyes as a salty breeze flashed across her cheeks. “So slow that I sometimes questioned if you liked me at all.”

      “You were like a cat,” Sam returned sheepishly. “I couldn’t get too close to you too quickly. I was terrified you’d run away as fast as you could.”

      “I really might have.”

      Amanda’s heart swelled, threatening to make her ribs crack. “It all happened the way it was meant to,” she added after a long pause. “I truly believe that.” 

      Sam popped the cork from the bottle of rosé and poured them two glasses, which sparkled in bubbling pinks. Amanda’s head flashed with images: Chris cracking open a beer before he watched a sporting event on their big-screen TV. Amanda, making list after list of her potential plans for their future— Rutgers University, married by twenty-two, and her first house by twenty-three. 

      Now that she was twenty-four, there could be no more lists. No more dreaming. Not even: Sam Fuller, carrying an infant child across his chest. 

      Whatever will be, will be. 

      Sam crunched on a chocolate-covered peanut and passed her the bag. Amanda allowed the morsels to melt across her tongue, watching as the waves frothed across the sands. A little girl far down the beach tossed stone after stone into the water as though she wanted to prove something. Imagine us coming here with our children. Imagine us, here together for the next fifty years. 

      “I guess I should just tell you how happy I am,” Amanda whispered. “I don’t know if I’ve ever been this happy before. And sometimes, it terrifies me. I’ve lost so much. I’ve watched my parents get divorced. I’ve watched Audrey have the baby of a man who wanted nothing to do with her. I’ve watched my ex-fiancé run all the way across the world, as far away from me as he could get.”

      Sam set his jaw, his eyes catching the last light from the glittering sun. “Do you feel like you can trust me, Amanda?” 

      Amanda swallowed the lump in her throat. With her eyes locked on his, she whispered, “Yes. I think I can trust you. Do you feel like you can trust me?” 

      “More than anyone.” 

      When the last of the sunlight diminished westward, headed across the great continent of North America, Sam and Amanda gathered their half bottle of wine, empty packaging, and blanket and headed back to Sam’s convertible. 

      “I told you it wouldn’t rain,” Amanda teased as she folded up the blanket and placed it gently in the trunk. 

      “You think you’re a meteorologist, huh?” 

      Amanda laughed as she danced around the side of the car and dropped into the passenger seat. As she settled in, buckling her seat belt, her eyelids fluttered closed, and her shoulders dropped back. She felt languid and sleepy, as though she was a little girl about to be carried into the house by Richard Harris, her father. 

      “Where are we headed?” Sam asked gently as he started the engine. “The Sheridan House?” 

      “That sounds good,” Amanda breathed. 

      “Just close your eyes,” Sam murmured, drawing a hand over her knee as he eased the car out of the beach parking lot. “We’ll be home in thirty minutes.” 

      “No. I should stay awake. Keep you company.”

      “Don’t worry about me.” Sam laughed. “I got my oldies station on. I’ll be all right.” 

      “You’re such an old soul,” Amanda murmured, her eyelashes drifting across her cheeks. 

      During those blissful and dark moments of sleep, Amanda’s mind took her into a sort of abyss of dreams— chasing Audrey through the hills of Martha’s Vineyard; lacing a sailing rope through her fingers as she and Sam sped out across the Sound; listening to the laughter of Grandpa Wes and Kellan as they watched a bird from the window.

      This is real life.

      If you don’t stop to look around for a moment.

      You’ll miss it. 

      The sudden bright flash of light erupted over Amanda’s face. Next came a terrifying honk and the sound of shattering glass. As Sam smashed his foot against the brake and cried out, Amanda was yanked forward, caught painfully with the seat belt. Glass wavered across her fingers and her thighs. She blinked through the terrifying light of the vehicles, trying to make sense of what was before her.

      Glass. Bent metal. The smell of burning oil. 

      “Sam!? Sam!?” Amanda heard herself scream her boyfriend’s name with pure terror. “Sam, are you all right?” 

      Have I lost my love all over again?
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