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      This far from shore, it was easy for Janine to forget everything about her life— what had come before and what awaited her after. Weightless, the ocean breeze shimmying through her white dress and her long, gray-streaked hair, she flowed languidly across the sailboat, adjusting sails and ropes, following Henry’s lead. For more than two years now, Henry had been her rock, her guide, and her love— an essential and powerful force after everything that had happened in the spring of 2021. And now, as his sailboat rocketed across the blue of the Nantucket Sound, he turned to her, took her hands in his, and said, “Baby, are we ever going to get married?” 

      The question brought Janine back down to planet earth. Laughing, she tossed her head and cuddled against him, overwhelmed with the promise of the approaching few months. When Henry had asked her to marry him, she’d agreed whole-heartedly. But that had been before both Maggie and Alyssa had gotten pregnant within months of one another, before Maggie and her husband had decided to divorce, and before another onslaught of chaos had come up to greet her, reminding her that, eternally, life was to be lived— and there was no rest for the weary. 

      “I love you, Henry,” Janine breathed into his white shirt. 

      Henry kissed her on the cheek. “I love you, too.” He paused. “Why do I get the hint there’s a ‘but’ coming?” 

      “It’s not a ‘but,’ exactly. It’s just that, well. You know. The girls.”

      “The girls!” Henry laughed and sat down along the railing of the sailboat so that Janine could curl up beside him, then dropped anchor so that he could pour them two glasses of champagne. It was hard to believe it was August, the tail-end of yet another gorgeous summer on Martha’s Vineyard. Winter seemed like an impossibility, something Janine understood in another life. But always, it approached, just like your next breath, and it was only a few months away now. And blissful summer days like this would feel just as impossible. 

      Janine accepted her glass of champagne and sipped, studying Henry’s face for signs of anger and sorrow. But nothing like that was reflected back. 

      “I worry about them so much,” Janine offered. “Especially now that Hunter is coming to get Lucy. They’ve taken such good care of that girl for the past year and a half, almost. Maggie especially has turned her life upside down for her.” 

      “You don’t have to explain it,” Henry assured her, his tone slightly dark but his eyes soft, filled with assurance. “I know how much you love Lucy, too. She’s been your stand-in granddaughter.” 

      Janine blinked back tears. It was true what Henry said. In the spring of 2022, Alyssa’s high school boyfriend, Hunter, had gone to rehab and left his beautiful toddler, Lucy, with Alyssa and Maggie. After he’d gotten out of rehab, they’d assured him they could care for Lucy until he was stable, with a steady income and a good place to live. For a little while, Janine, Maggie, and Alyssa had settled into the idea that Lucy was a part of their family now— not his. Until two weeks ago, when Hunter had made the call to say he was ready, healthy, and it was time for him to take Lucy back, to be the father she deserved. They’d wept for hours. 

      “I know it’s a good thing,” Janine said to Henry now. “I’ve known Hunter since he was a little kid, and I want the best for him. I certainly don’t want him to miss out on his daughter’s life.” 

      “It will be difficult to say goodbye,” Henry said gently. “But the three of you have done exactly what you set out to do. You’ve protected and loved that little girl. And Hunter will always be grateful.” 

      Despite their distance from shore, Janine was surprised to feel her phone vibrating in her pocket. A glance at the screen told her it was her lawyer calling. This was a rare thing indeed, especially after her ex-husband, Jack’s death of a heart attack back in November of 2021. After his affair with her best friend, an official divorce had never been necessary, although sometimes, Janine wished she’d legally distanced herself from him. What a messy time that had been. 

      “Go ahead and get that,” Henry said breezily. “We have all day out here.”

      “It’s probably just something insignificant, another tether to my old life. Maybe we finally sold that vacation house in Singapore. I don’t know why Jack ever wanted to buy that in the first place,” Janine offered. 

      But already, Henry reached for his paperback, a Jack London novel, and nodded at her phone. “Just answer it. Don’t worry about me.” 

      Janine sighed and forced herself from this world and into her lawyer’s. “Hello? This is Janine speaking.” 

      “Hello, Janine!” Janine’s lawyer was named Mike Gladstone, and he was fast-talking and incredibly Manhattan, the type of man who would do anything for a buck and knew his way around the loopholes of the legal system with expert agility. This was why Jack had liked him so much, Janine knew. For her part, she’d never demanded he look for any loophole. 

      “I’ve just received some news,” Mike went on. “Regarding your mother-in-law.”

      Janine arched her eyebrow. Jack’s parents had never been particularly fond of her. In their eyes and the eyes of the rest of the world, she’d been a two-bit Brooklyn waitress Jack had picked up and impregnated. They’d always seen her as the floozy who’d ruined Jack’s life. 

      “And by that, I mean Jack’s biological mother,” Mike went on excitedly. 

      “Teresa?” Janine’s voice was higher than she’d planned for, but that was due to shock. In all her years of marriage to Jack, she’d never once met Teresa, his father’s first wife, who’d been raised in Italy and then returned there after Jack’s father’s affair all those years ago. (Like father, like son.) Despite the circumstances, because Teresa had ultimately abandoned her son, Jack had never liked talking about her— and Janine hardly knew anything about her at all. 

      “Teresa Cacciapaglia,” Mike affirmed. “She recently passed away in her home in Venice, Italy. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      Janine struggled to comprehend why Mike would say he was sorry for her loss. Teresa was a stranger. 

      “She was really sick the past few years,” Mike went on. “I don’t think she was fully coherent when Jack died. She never updated her will to reflect his death, anyway. But, due to the legal wording in said will, it seems that everything that was supposed to go to Jack now goes to Maggie and Alyssa, Jack’s only heirs.” 

      Janine’s jaw dropped. Henry closed his paperback and gave her a strange look. 

      “Um. What do you suggest we do?” Janine stuttered. 

      Mike laughed openly. “Well, let’s see. I suppose, if I were you, I would head over to Venice to see the will and villa for yourself. Make a vacation of it. Heck, why not? Venice is probably the most romantic place in the world.” 

      Janine’s mind swirled with questions. On the one hand, both of her daughters were pregnant— Alyssa, nearly six months and Maggie, nearly four. But as long as the doctor cleared them for travel, it wasn’t too late to fly over to Italy, was it? Plus, this would be their final vacation without babies, which was probably essential bonding time. 

      On top of that, going away would distract the three of them from Lucy’s departure. 

      “I have to talk this over with my daughters,” Janine said. “I’ll call you later, okay?” 

      “Great,” Mike answered. “And congratulations. Venice!” 

      As Janine hung up the phone, she rolled her eyes into the back of her head. She couldn’t believe the lack of tact of her lawyer— congratulating her over the death of someone she hadn’t ever known. 

      “What’s up?” Henry demanded. “That conversation sounded serious.”

      Janine explained what she knew: that Teresa had passed away after a long illness and left her villa and estate to Alyssa and Maggie. That there were things to organize abroad, and it was essential that the three of them go and work it all out. As she spoke, Henry’s eyes flickered from turquoise to green from the light of the ocean. 

      “Venice is incredible,” he breathed. “And those old Italian homes are remarkable! Do you know how old it is?”

      “Jack hardly ever talked about her,” Janine reported, “but I always got the sense that Teresa came from a great deal of money— just like everyone in Jack’s world— and that her family was very, very old.”

      “Hundreds and hundreds of years,” Henry repeated. 

      “Uh oh,” Janine said with a laugh. “I see the documentarian coming out in you. You’re always looking for the next story.” 

      “I know. I know. But the history of Italy is fascinating stuff, and you have a direct link to it. I wish I could sink my teeth into all you’re about to learn.” 

      “You’re welcome to it,” Janine offered. “If you want to make a documentary about my ex-husband’s late biological mother, go for it.”

      Henry winced for a moment before he smoothed out his features, closed his book, and kissed her again. “I have some editing to do on the last shoot. It’ll keep me busy as you gallivant through Venice with your daughters.” 

      Janine’s heart swelled. By contrast to her late husband, Henry always seemed to understand exactly what she needed when she needed it, regardless of what he wanted. 

      “Why are you so good to me?” Janine breathed as she wrapped her arms around his waist. 

      “I should ask you the same thing,” Henry said. 

      Janine pressed her nose into his chest. “I really will marry you, Henry,” she said softly.

      Her heart thudded at how serious she felt about this. When she’d learned of Maxine and Jack’s affair, she’d sworn off love and marriage, assuming herself to be easily manipulated and even stupid for allowing herself to fall for someone like him. But now, just two years older and worlds wiser, she felt more in-tune with her soul and far more willing to forgive herself. It was funny what true love did to you. It gave you space to breathe.
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      The six a.m. yoga session was quieter than usual. Several women at the Katama Lodge and Wellness Spa had checked out yesterday afternoon, headed back to their families, their work responsibilities, and, generally, the stressors that had sent them to the spa in the first place, leaving the Lodge drafty, battening down its hatches for the approaching hurricane season. Nancy Remington, the head yoga instructor and the mother of Janine, the Katama Lodge’s head naturopathic doctor, stretched into a Downward Dog pose, her eyes half-open to watch the eight sleepy women follow her lead. “That’s right,” Nancy said gently. “Really focus on your breathing, here. Give yourself grace.” 

      The yoga class ended at six-forty-five. Nancy stood at the exit, nodding to the women as they passed, smiling, and wishing them good luck for the rest of their stay. Normally after a session like this, Nancy went to her office, had a cup of coffee, caught up on emails, and prepared for the next yoga session at eight-thirty. But this morning, Nancy was needed back at home. 

      As Nancy sped through the office, still in her yoga pants, her hair streaming out behind her, her stepdaughter, Elsa, stepped out of her office looking similarly harried. She flashed a smile at Nancy and locked her office door. 

      “I can’t believe today’s the day,” she said. 

      Nancy pressed her hand over her heart. “It’s hard to believe.” 

      “Our girl!” Elsa stepped in line with Nancy, hurrying toward the parking lot. “I take it Maggie isn’t handling it well?” 

      “Neither of them are,” Nancy said, speaking of her granddaughters, Alyssa and Maggie, who had to say goodbye to Lucy today. 

      “I’m picking up fresh orange juice on the way,” Elsa said as she opened the door for Nancy. “Need anything else from the store?” 

      “We should be good,” Nancy said. “See you at home.” 

      In the front seat of her car, Nancy watched Elsa through the rear-view as she backed through the parking lot and sped out of sight. That summer, Elsa had moved in with her fiancé, Bruce Holland, which had created a distance between Elsa and the rest of the Remington women— probably one that was necessary in many ways. After Elsa’s father, Nancy’s husband, had died, Elsa had been reeling, nursing her wounds in the enormous home in which Neal had raised her and her sister, Carmella. It was invigorating for Nancy to watch Elsa rebuild her life and her heart. But it also made her sad not to have her close. It served as a reminder that Neal was gone, fully gone, and that life had to go on, one way or another, regardless of how Nancy felt about it. 

      In truth, she was beginning to feel like a little old lady whose story was coming to an end. 

      Nancy parked the car in the driveway of the Remington House and hustled inside, where she found Janine at the kitchen counter, Maggie in a kitchen chair with Lucy on her lap, and Alyssa leaning against the wall with a mug of tea. 

      “Grandma! Hi!” Maggie smiled, her eyes sparkling with tears. 

      “Grammy!” Lucy waved both of her hands and giggled. It was clear that she couldn’t fully comprehend what was about to happen, that her father was on his way to the island to pick her up, and that this was her goodbye brunch. 

      “Oh, sweetie, good morning.” Nancy kissed Lucy on the forehead and blinked back tears of her own. “It smells great, Janine.”

      “Eggs, bacon, blueberry pancakes, and yogurt with homemade granola,” Janine said, speaking a little quicker than normal. 

      “I hope you’re hungry,” Alyssa said. “Mom made enough to feed a team of football players.” 

      Janine blushed as Nancy hurried to say, “I can understand that. Sometimes, we need to put our nervous energy somewhere. Might as well put it in some pancakes.” 

      “Apparently, there’s even more to be nervous about,” Alyssa went on. “Have you told Grandma, Mom?” 

      “Told me what?” Nancy asked, suddenly terrified: was Janine going to move out of the house? Were Alyssa and Maggie going to go back to the city? What would she do in this big place, all alone? 

      “I got a call from Jack’s lawyer yesterday,” Janine said. “Apparently, his biological mother died.”

      Nancy wrinkled her nose, never keen to hear anything about that scoundrel who’d cheated on her daughter. “And?” She felt impatient. 

      “He never really knew her,” Janine explained. “After his father cheated on her, she left Jack behind and returned to Venice, where she lived mostly by herself until her recent death. Apparently, Alyssa and Maggie are her only next of kin.” 

      Nancy’s jaw dropped. This was a storyline she hadn’t anticipated, not in her wildest dreams. 

      “There’s a will,” Maggie explained. “And Mom thinks we should head out there and check it out.”

      Lucy babbled to herself, then took a doll from the tabletop and swept her fingers through her blonde curls. 

      “It’ll be a good distraction,” Janine offered, raising her mug of coffee toward Lucy. 

      “I see,” Nancy said. “When are you off?” 

      As Janine explained that Alyssa and Maggie had doctors’ appointments before they left, just to clear them for travel, there was the sound of the front door opening, followed by Carmella’s bright voice. “Good morning!” Afterward came her daughter, Georgia’s coo of happiness. 

      “Morning!” Alyssa, Nancy, Janine, and Maggie answered in unison as Janine hurried to pour Carmella a mug of tea. 

      Carmella set Georgia up in her carrier in the next room, where she remained fast asleep, then sat across from Maggie, both hands on her stomach. Recently, she’d divulged the fact of her second pregnancy, which thrilled Maggie and Alyssa, as it meant Carmella’s children would be approximately the same age as theirs. It boggled Nancy’s mind sometimes to consider that Carmella had gotten pregnant with both of her children in her forties while Nancy had had her only daughter at the age of sixteen. 

      Not long afterward, Elsa came with the fresh orange juice, followed by Mallory, Elsa’s daughter, and Aria, Cole’s new girlfriend. Nancy swallowed all three of them with hugs and ordered everyone to sit at the outdoor table, with its glittering view of the ocean— a sight to see this early in the morning, before sunlight burned the sands and sent them indoors until evening. 

      Plates filled, the Remington women tucked in, breaking egg yolks, sliding toast through the orange, and drizzling syrup over pancakes. In a final moment of motherly love, Maggie sliced Lucy’s pancakes and helped position the tiny plastic fork in Lucy’s hand so that she could serve herself. It broke Nancy’s heart to see it, an act Maggie had done hundreds of times at this point. 

      “It’s hard to believe we won’t see her every day,” Maggie said, her voice very small as she watched Lucy dig into the pancakes. 

      Alyssa swept her napkin beneath her eye to catch a tear. “You should see the list Maggie made Hunter.” 

      “What? He needs to know about his daughter! About how she likes her bedtime stories and how she eats her pears and…” Maggie trailed off and smiled to herself. “I realize I’m making it sound difficult. But in retrospect, taking care of Lucy was maybe the easiest thing in the world. She was always, always so good to us.” 

      “And you were good to her,” Janine said. 

      “I think we should go around the table and say a memory we have of Lucy,” Elsa suggested. 

      Maggie’s face crumpled. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to choose just one!” 

      “I can start,” Nancy said, sensing Maggie was on the brink of breaking down. “It was last autumn when we took Lucy to the apple orchard for fresh donuts and cider.” 

      “Oh!” Maggie crossed her arms tightly over her chest. “Her face was covered in cinnamon all day long! I couldn’t get all of it off.” 

      “I don’t think Lucy wanted you to clean her up,” Nancy said with a laugh. “She managed to get her hand on a cinnamon donut hole every few minutes, even sweet-talking the owner to get freebies.” 

      “She learned how to manipulate. I think she got that from me.” Alyssa eyed Lucy lovingly.

      “I remember when you first brought her here,” Janine said, “and you didn’t know her name.” 

      “We called her Cici,” Maggie said, her voice breaking. “I couldn’t believe how close her real name was!” 

      “It was like we could sense it,” Alyssa offered, locking eyes with her sister. 

      Nancy’s heart flipped over. Although she was close with her stepdaughters and closer than ever with Janine, she could never comprehend the love Alyssa and Maggie had for one another. They couldn’t have been more different: Maggie with her urgent responsibilities and Alyssa with her fly-by-the-seat-of-her-pants mentality. Yet they loved one another endlessly, open-heartedly, with unlimited forgiveness and compassion. 

      Just after the Remington women finished swapping stories of Lucy’s time with them, the front doorbell rang. All the color drained from Maggie’s face as Alyssa snapped up, her hand over her pregnant belly. 

      “I guess that’s him.” 

      Alyssa disappeared into the house to fetch her high school boyfriend, the only man in the world she’d ever loved, as far as Nancy knew. According to Janine, Hunter had been a wonderful part of Alyssa’s life back in high school, and Janine had been sad when the two of them had broken up. A few months ago, Nancy had asked Janine if she thought Hunter and Alyssa would ever get back together, especially now that Alyssa had helped raise Lucy. Janine had said she wasn’t sure. “I think the romance part of their story is finished, and maybe that’s okay.” 

      As the handsome and six-foot-tall Hunter stepped onto the back porch, his smile broke open at the sight of little Lucy. 

      “Daddy!” Lucy jumped from Maggie’s lap and hurried to her father, whom she probably recognized more from video chats than from her own memories. 

      “Lucy!” Hunter lifted Lucy so that she could wrap her arms around his neck, then kissed her cheek, her forehead, his eyes sparkling. The reunion was so powerful that, eventually, Nancy had to look away. This man loved Lucy with everything. That was clear. But it didn’t make saying goodbye to Lucy any easier. 

      For a little while, Hunter sat with them at the breakfast table with Lucy on his lap. Maggie continued to scrunch the fabric on her thighs as though she was nervous now that Lucy was held by someone else. Alyssa smiled at him with a mix of confusion and joy, probably remembering him as the first boy she’d ever loved, sensing that he’d come through time to disrupt her life. 

      Hunter said and did all the right things at breakfast that morning. He doted on Lucy, talked about his new job and girlfriend out in Seattle, and showed photographs of the new apartment he’d rented, complete with a decorated bedroom for Lucy. 

      “What does your girlfriend do, Hunter?” Carmella asked. 

      “She’s in med school,” Hunter answered proudly. “I’ve never seen anyone work harder in my entire life. That said, she took plenty of time off from studying just to help me prepare for Lucy. That paint color in Lucy’s bedroom is obviously all her. I never would have gone for lilac.” He laughed gently as Alyssa’s cheeks turned a brighter shade of crimson. 

      Not long afterward, Hunter announced it was time for him and Lucy to go. Maggie stood, her face crumpling, then turned to the side so that Hunter and Lucy couldn’t see her. Alyssa jumped forward to hug Hunter first, saying quietly, “Having Lucy was one of the greatest gifts of our lives. But she’s missed her daddy. She needs you. I’m so glad you’re ready for this, Hunter.” 

      “I can’t thank you all enough,” Hunter said, his voice breaking. “I was in a dark place. A horrible place. I wasn’t sure where to turn. And it’s the biggest surprise of my life, maybe, that my high school girlfriend was the one who came through for me.”

      Blinking back tears, Alyssa swatted him on the upper arm as Maggie composed herself enough to approach and hug Hunter and then crouch down to shower Lucy with kisses. 

      “You be a good girl, Lucy. Okay? And we’ll come out to see your new home soon. Okay?” 

      Lucy still seemed not to understand. Playfully, she grabbed Maggie’s hand and led her to the living room, where Maggie and Alyssa had arranged two suitcases and a backpack mostly filled with diapers and stuffed animals. 

      The Remington women followed Alyssa, Maggie, Lucy, and Hunter into the living room, where, one after another, they hugged Lucy close and wished her well. It was not clear how much of this time Lucy would remember. Probably, all of it would be lost. Nancy wasn’t sure how to deal with the devastation she was feeling, so she shoved it deep and smiled at Alyssa and Maggie lovingly. “You’re stronger than you know,” she whispered to Maggie, whose chin quivered. 

      But just after Alyssa and Maggie piled the suitcases into the back of Hunter’s rental, and just after they kissed Lucy a final time and buckled her into her car seat, Lucy squealed with confusion. Her cheeks were blotchy, and her eyes were lined with red. 

      “Why aren’t you coming?” Lucy demanded of Alyssa and Maggie with more authority than most three-year-olds should have been allowed. 

      Alyssa and Maggie held hands and spoked to Lucy quietly, again telling her what they’d told her perhaps ten times: that she was moving in with her father, that they would see her soon. But Lucy was inconsolable. Maggie squeezed her little hand, her shoulders shaking, as Alyssa kissed her cheeks and then locked eyes with Hunter. 

      “You should go,” she said. “She’ll be okay. We all will be.” 

      Hunter was white as a sheet. He shut the door of the rental, which echoed with Lucy’s wails, then got in the driver’s seat and eased down the driveway. Even when he turned the corner down the block, Nancy could still make out the sounds of that little girl weeping. 

      After the car was out of sight, Maggie and Alyssa turned and hugged one another, their eyes closed against the immensity of the moment. One after another, Janine, Elsa, Carmella, Mallory, and Nancy retreated into the house, sensing the girls needed space alone. In the kitchen, as Janine stacked the dishes in the dishwasher with shaking hands, Nancy cupped her elbow and whispered, “Take the girls to Italy.” 

      Janine nodded. “It’s the only way.”
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      A week later, Nancy found herself in the same position: saying goodbye to people she loved in the immense shade of the Remington House. A ravenous August sun shimmered overhead, and her body was slick with sweat from only a few minutes of packing up Janine’s car. 

      “You three take care of yourself,” Nancy ordered as she hugged each of them. “Eat plenty of pasta for me.” 

      “Don’t worry about that,” Alyssa said. “I will not neglect the carbs in Italy.” 

      Maggie rolled her eyes and slid into the passenger seat of Janine’s car. “I pre-mixed everything I could for the bakery, but if you could…”

      “Stop by and make sure everything’s running smoothly?” Nancy smiled. 

      “I know. I know. I’m annoying myself with how many times I’ve asked you,” Maggie said with a sigh. 

      “Everything is handled, Maggie,” Nancy told her. “David and Heidi have the place running like a tight ship. But I’ll make sure to go over there and check on them, if only to get a free chocolate chip cookie out of it.” 

      “I appreciate that, Grandma,” Maggie said with a laugh. 

      Last spring, Maggie had begun baking for The Dog-Eared Corner, a bookstore and coffee shop in Martha’s Vineyard owned by an older woman named Heidi. When Maggie had found out about Heidi’s estranged son, David, she’d dragged Alyssa to Manhattan to track him down at a bookstore, where he was signing copies of his novels. Eventually, she’d found a way to bring mother and son together again— and had even fallen in love with David herself. Their surprise pregnancy had come not long after they’d met. 

      “We’ll be home soon,” Janine said, hugging her mother a final time before jumping in the driver’s seat. 

      Feeling foolish and very alone, Nancy remained standing in the driveway and waved to her granddaughters and daughter until they disappeared around the corner. For a moment, Nancy remained there, sweating in the August heat, until she turned to face the enormous house. Many decades ago, Neal had purchased it with his first wife, with the plan to raise their children in it. The house had been through countless periods of devastation since then. It had seen so much death, but it had persevered through so much goodness and beauty, as well. Since Janine’s move from New York City, it had been the home to many, many members of the family— all of whom had come together for nightly dinners to gossip, laugh, and fuel themselves, despite their heartbreaks or the chaos of the rest of the world. 
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