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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Much like her grandmother, Anna, who’d died long before her birth, Audrey Sheridan had always kept a diary. There had always been something about the process of it: putting pen to paper and building the story of your life, page after page. She always found unique poetry in her mistakes and her joys and her fears, something beautiful in the passage of time. Audrey Sheridan was only six weeks or so from her twentieth birthday, and her nineteenth year had been a real doozy. In the words of her Aunt Christine, “You did more living at age nineteen than most people get in before thirty.” Her diary was proof of that— something that would be around after Audrey’s death. 

      There was something about being pregnant, on the verge of giving birth to her very first child that made Audrey think a lot more about her legacy, about life cycles, about what would be remembered of her after she was gone. This was something Audrey had tried to describe to a friend at Penn State. The explanation had failed. Audrey no longer had the dialogue for a “college conversation.” A frat party seemed like something from an alien universe. Now, she knew only pregnancy, horrible aches and pains, heartburn, and deep fears that kept her awake all night long sometimes. 

      It was a gray morning at the end of February. The sun hardly bothered to lift its weary head across the Vineyard horizon, and the house was cast in a ghoulish light. Audrey sat delicately at the kitchen table and gazed over the Vineyard Sound waters. Since her arrival to Martha’s Vineyard the previous summer, she’d hardly grown accustomed to the view. And in fact, the view seemed strangely different every day; a different boat graced the far-out waters, a bright cardinal flocked to the tree line, or snowstorms churned flakes across the yard and the dock. The seasons shifted around the big house, and all the while, her stomach had just grown bigger and bigger. 

      Audrey finished her journal entry for the morning and then flipped back to some of the first pages in the diary. She had started the thing at the end of May the previous year, as she’d headed off for her internship in Chicago. It was funny to read these entries. 

      May 28,

      I know I’m on the right path. I was always meant to do journalism, ever since I forced Mom to do those mock interviews at our little crummy apartment in Boston. Our boss for the internship seems to like my stuff so far. I feel competitive with the other interns and already working my way up to write alongside some of the others in the office— people who have already graduated and begun their real careers. 

      Audrey clucked her tongue at the words. She half-remembered writing them. With every notation, she’d sizzled with adrenaline for the approaching weeks. She’d had her eye on the man who would eventually get her pregnant; she’d ached for him— not just because he’d been the most attractive man at the newspaper, but because he was incredibly brilliant, had won plenty of awards in journalism, and was the kind of person she wanted to latch onto if only to learn more about the journalistic world-at-large. 

      Now, she sat in the soft gray of her grandfather’s house, just a little over thirty-eight weeks pregnant. She felt like a human bowling ball.

      Funny what life did to you. 

      Suddenly, one of the bedroom doors off to her left pushed open. Amanda stood in an oversized t-shirt, her long locks wildly mussed as they curled down her shoulders. She blinked at Audrey with surprise as her lips stretched into a big yawn. 

      Finally, she collected herself enough to ask, “Couldn’t sleep again?” 

      Audrey closed her diary quickly and arched an eyebrow toward her slightly-older cousin. “You know I don’t need sleep. It’s for the elderly, not young ones like us.”

      “Right,” Amanda said with a slight roll of her eyes. She walked past the table and then eased into the kitchen area, pouring coffee into a filter, filling up the machine, and pressing the on-button. Her motions were zombie-like. “Are you ready for the big day?” 

      Audrey splayed her hands across her belly. “It’s a lot different than the parties I’m used to. But I guess if there’s enough cake, I’ll find a way not to complain.”

      Amanda chuckled. “I tried to see if we could get kegs filled with green juice, just so you’d feel more comfortable, but the keg hasn’t moved on from beer, I guess.”

      “Thanks, cuz. Appreciate the effort,” Audrey shot back. 

      Today was Audrey’s baby shower. The date had been on the calendar for quite a while, but Audrey had always seen it so far off on the calendar. Now that it was here, it meant that the other stuff would come much too soon— labor, delivery. A real, three-dimensional human baby. It freaked her out. 

      Amanda sat across from Audrey at the kitchen table, blocking Audrey’s view of the glowing sea. She sipped her coffee and went over her traditional to-do list, which she’d written up the previous night. Audrey teased Amanda about the “list thing” quite a bit. Although the girls were thick as thieves, very best friends in many respects, they were entirely different, with Audrey a traditional Type B (or Type C, really), and Amanda firmly rooted in her Type A nature. 

      That said, ever since Chris had left her at the altar and Amanda’s life had gone off the rails, Amanda had loosened up quite a bit. It had been strange to watch as Amanda’s roommate, cousin, and dear friend. Sometimes, Audrey felt that she hadn’t given enough moral support to Amanda since her permanent arrival in mid-January. But in other ways, she and Amanda had learned that sometimes, just sitting in silence was all that was needed. Neither of them wanted to feel alone. 

      “Okay. It looks like everyone will arrive at around one,” Amanda said. “Your mom should be here soon to help me decorate this place and set up the games.”

      “Games?” Audrey scoffed. 

      “Yes, Aud. Games.”

      “Like pin the diaper on the baby?”

      Amanda’s cheeks brightened to crimson. “I mean, if you don’t want to play that …”

      “No, no.” Audrey’s laughter made the baby thump a foot against the inside of her stomach. “We can play pin the diaper on the baby if you want. I mean, I know that’s your favorite game.”

      “You don’t have to be snarky one hundred percent of the day, Aud,” Amanda returned. 

      “But then, how would I teach my daughter how to banter?” Audrey replied quickly, wearing the slightest smile on her lips. 

      “Your daughter is picking up on every little thing you say,” Amanda said. 

      “Good. She’ll come into the world a bossy little thing. Nobody will ever push her around.” 
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        * * *

      

      At twelve-thirty, Audrey sat in the living room while her mother, Lola, Aunt Christine, Aunt Susan, and Amanda finalized the last elements of the baby shower decor. The speaker system played a song by Cher, which Audrey’s mother hummed a bit too loudly as she carried a platter of baby-themed cookies— tiny shoes in pink and white— from the kitchen to the large table they had set up, closer to Audrey’s chair. Audrey could see it in her mother’s posture: Lola Sheridan was nervous. Not about the baby shower, exactly, but about all the chaos that would come afterward. She was going to be a grandmother. But stranger than that, her sister, Christine, planned to raise the baby for the first few years so Audrey could return to college and get that journalism degree she craved. 

      Audrey’s mother hadn’t taken so kindly to the idea the previous summer when Audrey and Christine had concocted it. Unfortunately for Lola, it wasn’t her decision. It was Audrey’s. Audrey, who’d had to grow up in a flash. 

      There was a rap on the door. Susan leaped toward the mudroom to open it. Bright voices swirled back through the hallway. 

      “Jennifer! It is so kind of you to drop this off yourself,” Susan said. 

      “Don’t worry about it. I was on my way to meet my son for a hike, anyway.”

      “A hike? In this weather? You’re crazy,” Susan said as she led Jennifer Conrad of the Frosted Delights Bakery in from the chill and toward the baby shower table. 

      Jennifer carried a glowing white box. When she stationed it on the table, she slowly eased the top off to reveal a five-tiered cake covered with beautiful pink roses and little golden jewels. It was a cake fit for a princess. Audrey had her eye on eating an entire tier to herself. 

      “Ta-da!” Jennifer said. She beamed down at Audrey. “What do you think? I know it’s nothing compared to what your world-famous pastry-chef Aunt Christine can do, but it’s some of my best work, if I say so myself. My mother helped me through a lot of the more complicated steps. And my boyfriend tried to eat a lot of the frosting before I had a chance to put it on the cake, but I managed to fight him off.” 

      Audrey grinned up at the beautiful red-haired woman, whom she’d met briefly and heard so much about. Her mother had only just had a horrible stroke. She and her high school sweetheart had gotten divorced after many years of marriage— yet she seemed just as bright and chipper as ever. How did women in their forties do it? Audrey felt overwrought with emotion, sometimes, and struggled to see her way out of it. 

      There was something about women on the Vineyard. They pressed forward, no matter what the circumstances were. 

      “It’s really beautiful,” Audrey finally stated. “I just love it.”

      “Seriously. It’s wonderful,” Lola affirmed. “I’m so glad you said you’d take over. Christine has said all this time she could manage it, but we all knew the truth.”

      Christine flashed a big wave of dark hair over her shoulder. “Zach and I have been up to our ears arranging a nursery for the baby and a room for Audrey to have whenever she wants it. It’s a lot more work than we thought.”

      “It always is,” Jennifer said. “The nesting phase in pregnancy is always the most enjoyable time. But then again, so is the baby shower. Actually, it’s all wonderful. And scary. And amazing.”

      Christine and Audrey locked eyes. They seemed to reflect the same thing. And in truth, all their conversations over the previous few weeks had revolved around the same topics of fear, excitement, and, ultimately, logistics. How would they make this work, exactly? Audrey was the mother and would always be. But Christine was a stand-in, prepared to take on the role of “mother” until Audrey was ready to do it full-time. This was to be her first shot at motherhood, a kind of practice round until Christine and Zach set about adopting a baby for their own family. She’d had to have an ovary removed many years ago; this was her only real option. 

      After Jennifer left, other guests began to file into the Sheridan house. Grandpa Wes, who’d headed back into his room for an afternoon nap, soon drew open his door to greet his family members and dear friends from across the island. He, too, locked eyes with Audrey across the growing crowd, but Audrey saw nothing but love and excitement reflected back. In some ways, Grandpa Wes was one of her dearest friends, even if he was her grandfather. She’d certainly spent more time with him over the previous eight months than she had with nearly anyone else. They were both always home together, and their bond had grown into something that Audrey couldn’t even explain if she tried. She loved her grandfather more than life.

      Sometimes, but only sometimes, Audrey had questioned this. What kind of nineteen-year-old girl’s best friend was her grandfather with dementia?

      Oh, but the friendship was something she wouldn’t have traded for the world. 

      More people came with beautifully wrapped packages, bright smiles, and plenty of baked goods. There was Aunt Claire and Aunt Charlotte, along with Gail and Abby and Rachel, who stuck together, teenage best friends. Audrey chuckled inwardly that these girls, at fourteen and fifteen, were much closer in age to her than basically anyone else there. But she was the pregnant one, and therefore, she was deemed an “adult.” 

      At least Audrey could act as an “always have safe sex!” lesson for the three of them.

      Then, there was Aunt Kerry and Uncle Andy’s new girlfriend, who Audrey had taken a liking to— Beth, who also brought her beautiful son, Will, who was on the spectrum. There was Aunt Kelli, along with Uncle Steven’s wife, Laura. Even Natalie from the Sunrise Cove Inn came since Susan had recently hired that new young man to take on many of the responsibilities. Sam. He was so incredibly handsome, and it was clear to most that he was into Amanda. 

      In the wake of his employment at the inn, Audrey had poked and prodded Amanda for the details of their budding friendship. So far, Amanda had said they were “just friends,” and “they were just there for each other.” Audrey had bets they were well on their way toward a summertime romance. 

      The cake was starting to get eaten; conversation bubbled throughout the room; and every single woman came up to Audrey and Christine. They spoke about how “brave” they were and how “lovely” it was that they could build this “unique” relationship between themselves and the daughter growing in Audrey’s stomach. Audrey’s cheeks grew tired after multiple exclamations of, “That’s so sweet of you!” and “Wow, you shouldn’t have!” The smile-fatigue grew even worse as she opened her presents and thanked even more of her guests. She had grown accustomed to mid-day naps (like Grandpa Wes) and couldn’t wait for everyone to duck out and leave her in peace.

      Still, it was nice that so many people loved her. 

      Several guests had brought gender-neutral gifts for the baby, which Audrey scoffed at. In truth, she knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that her baby would be a girl. She simply didn’t have it in her to deliver a boy. It was something Zach had teased her about over the past eight months, but she would hear nothing of it. The Sheridan girls would welcome as many girls into the fold as possible. Her mother and Aunt Susan had insisted she was carrying high, which meant a girl, so the deal was sealed in their minds. Maybe it was just a silly myth, but people truly believed in it. Either way, Audrey would be happy as long as she could count out ten toes and ten figures.

      Toward the end of the baby shower, she opened a final gift from Aunt Kerry. In it, she found a bright pink, crocheted blanket, which she lifted to her cheek to rub the soft cotton against her skin. 

      “It’s so beautiful, Aunt Kerry,” she told the older woman in a soft murmur. “I know she’ll love it so much.”

      Aunt Kerry reached her elderly hand across the space between them and patted Audrey on the thigh. Her eyes glowed as though they clung to tears. 

      “I hope you know we’re so proud of you, Audrey,” Aunt Kerry remarked with a soft smile. 

      Sometimes, Audrey took issue with this idea, that they were “proud” of her. After all, hadn’t she just gotten herself knocked up in a faraway city by a stranger? 

      But she just nodded, smiled, and tried to keep her tears at bay. “Thank you, I love it so much, Aunt Kerry. And pink! It’s already her favorite color.”

      “I figured,” Aunt Kerry replied with a mischievous wink.
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      Christine stood off toward the far end of the baby shower with her arms crossed anxiously over her chest. She knew Audrey well enough to sense how tired the poor girl was. She had yet another present propped up on her lap, and she stitched her eyebrows together as she nodded at something Kelli said about a favorite brand of spit-up towels when she’d been a young mother. 

      “That’s good to know,” Audrey said. “Thank you.” There was just the tiniest strain to her voice, proof that she wanted a nap far more than any brand of spit-up towel. 

      But the Sheridan and Montgomery clan, along with other women from Oak Bluffs and beyond, were chatty, hungry, and eager. The party wouldn’t close out anytime soon. There was too much food to eat, wine to drink, and gossip to fling around, which brought grateful gasps from all the visitors.

      The door slammed from the driveway side of the house. Zach’s voice hollered out as he entered, and Christine’s heart jumped into her throat with excitement. Zach had closed the Bistro the previous night, opened it that morning, and said he would pop by the baby shower as soon as possible. Here he came, still dressed in his chef whites and with a smile filled with confidence. He beamed at all the Sheridan and Montgomery women and then stepped over to kiss Christine directly on the lips. Love was etched across both of their faces.

      He was her partner in all things. The feelings she had for him pushed beyond all logic. When their kiss broke, his eyes held hers for a soft moment as he whispered, “I hope you know that cake I see over there can’t compare with the one you would have made.”

      Christine giggled. “You know what to say to butter me up, don’t you?” 

      “It’s the truth,” Zach replied. He stepped back, slung an arm over Christine’s shoulder, and assessed the damage. “Audrey. It looks like you raked in the goods this afternoon.”

      Audrey cast him a mischievous glance. “We’ve got a lot to work with to help this baby girl grow up in the world.”

      “Right. A new Sheridan girl,” Zach teased again. “You’re just so sure of yourself.”

      “You know us Sheridan girls have a good dose of intuition, Zach,” Lola said from the corner, beneath a heap of crumpled-up wrapping paper. “Have we ever been wrong about anything?”

      “I know better than to second-guess any of you,” Zach said. He grabbed a pretzel from a big serving bowl and took a small bite. 

      “And now you’re going to help raise another Sheridan girl, so you’d better watch yourself,” Susan told him from her stance near the kitchen entrance. “She’ll have your heart the minute you look at her. And there’s no turning back after that. That I can promise.” 

      That moment, the back door slammed again. Two unfamiliar, very young-looking girls entered the living area. Initially, their bored-looking eyes grew wider, strange, as they spotted the enormous family before them. But a split-second later, they cried in unison, “Aud!” and burst toward the enormously pregnant woman, who they showered with hugs and kisses. 

      “You guys!” Audrey beamed. Her voice broke with emotion. “I had no idea you would come.”

      “We just didn’t get the right ferry,” one of the girls explained. “We had the time wrong.”

      “And then we had to hang out in godforsaken Falmouth for like, what, hours?” the other said.

      “And we nearly froze to death.”

      “But it was all so we could see you before you pop!” 

      “You look great, Audrey. Big, but hot. You know, in a pregnant way.”

      The others at the baby shower turned from the wild teenage conversation to have words of their own— gossip about Oak Bluffs, people in Edgartown, and one another. Audrey slowly drew to her feet and hobbled toward the kitchen table, where she gestured toward her two beautiful friends and said, “Aunt Christine! I want you to meet my best friends from college. Cassie and Willa. I can’t believe they came all this way.” 

      Christine shook their hands. “I think it’s a good chance you made Audrey’s day today, girls.”

      “We just can’t wait to have her back at Penn State,” Willa affirmed. “When she told us she was pregnant, we were like, bye-bye forever, Audrey!”

      “But you’re going to raise the baby while she finishes her degree?” Cassie asked.

      Christine’s heart pumped strangely in her chest. Again, she and Audrey made heavy eye contact. Christine acknowledged her fear surrounding this arrangement. Once the baby girl was born, would Audrey allow this to happen? Could she really leave the baby Christine already had her dreams set on?

      “Seems like it,” Christine said. She forced her voice to brighten and wore a small smile.

      “Which means you’re the adoptive dad of the year,” Willa said to Zach slightly flirtatiously.

      Zach chuckled and gripped Christine’s waist a bit harder— proof he was with her till the end. “I don’t know about that. But I’ll be there for all the messy bits. That’s for sure.”
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        * * *

      

      The party carried on for many hours. Audrey’s college friends perked her up a great deal and managed to yank her over to a far corner to fill her head with gossip from the campus and get her all revved up for the following semester, when she would make her “big return.” 

      Zach splayed a plate of cake onto Christine’s flat palm and nodded. “You really should try it. I know you’re averse to all other cakes besides your own, but the Frosted Delights is nothing to scoff at.”

      “You know I don’t scoff at their stuff,” Christine said. “Their donuts got me through December.” In truth, she just had very little appetite, with the baby’s due date fast approaching. She would be there within the month. 

      In the corner, Willa and Cassie got into a little tuff about the baby's birth date. 

      “She should really come now,” Willa said. “Don’t you want a little Pisces baby, Audrey? A little girl who’s so sensitive and sweet?” 

      “No. She wants an Aries baby,” Cassie affirmed. “You want a girl who will take life by the horns. Like you, Aud. You’re a classic Aries baby.”

      “Don’t I know she is,” Lola chimed in as she stepped past them, whipping her long hair out behind her. “Audrey never listened to reason as a kid. She was all passion. Classic Aries.”

      “Classic Aries,” both Cassie and Willa echoed back. 

      Christine placed the tongs of her fork into the cake and drew back the tiniest bite. As she chewed, she glanced back up at Zach, whose gaze turned toward the Vineyard Sound. She had grown accustomed to that look. There was something on his mind, something he needed to hash out. Slowly, she placed her half-eaten cake on the side table, rose, and slipped her fingers through his. 

      “Why don’t we take a little walk? I could use some fresh air,” she whispered in his ear. 

      They bundled up against the late-February chill and stepped out. Their boots made soft crunches through the snow as they eased around the house and out toward the last light over the Vineyard Sound. It seemed strange that in just a few weeks, spring would unravel this hard winter, melt the snow, and draw up mud from the depths below. Winter seemed to have its grip on everything. 

      When they reached the dock, Zach drew his thick arm around her and tugged her close to him. They gazed out across the waters, not saying a word but just enjoying the view. Christine’s mind felt heavy with summertime memories, times when they’d eased out across the waves in just their swimsuits and felt the glorious browning of their skin beneath the sun. 

      “I’ve thought about her so much over the past few weeks,” Zach said. 

      Christine shifted just the slightest bit. Through all this, she’d guessed that Zach’s first child, the daughter who had died, had consumed a large part of his mind. He’d hardly spoken about her since he’d fessed up the story the previous summer. 

      Now, it practically felt as though the girl was right there with them. 

      “It must feel so complicated,” Christine whispered, tilting her head to look at Zach. 

      “I have to say. It makes me really remember how much I loved her— how she was on my mind every morning, every evening, and every split second in between. She still is, in a way, but it’s different now. The worst thing in the world happened to her. So it’s not like I can take care of her anymore,” Zach resigned. 

      Christine felt the words like a punch to the stomach. For the first time in a long time, she thought back to when she had first known Zach all the way back in high school. They’d hated each other, despite their lust for one another. But beyond that, they’d been so innocent, hadn’t they? Anna Sheridan had still been alive. Zach hadn’t known the depths of loss yet. They’d been fresh-faced and ready to take on the world, living like they were untouchable in so many ways.

      It made sense that they were a bit guarded now. They were older, courageous, but not stupid. Maybe that could be their motto as parents.

      “I still want all of that with you, Christine,” Zach said softly. “This baby and then more, if we can manage it. I’ve been reading so much on adoption websites lately. These kids have lost their parents, or their parents never wanted them in the first place. They’re lost children in the world just looking for someone to love them. And I kind of see us as lost, too. In our special kind of way.”

      Christine dropped her head onto his chest. She tried to blink back tears, but they ran heavily down her cheeks. She’d never felt such incredible hope. 

      “I love you so much, Zach. You’ve already been a wonderful father. I am so glad you can do it all over again,” Christine breathed. “You deserve it.” 

      When they returned to the house, several of the guests had already left the party. Christine caught Cassie opening a bottle of wine, and instead of reprimanding the girl (who was probably only twenty), she just stuck out her wine glass and asked for a pour. In just a half-hour, Christine, Susan, Audrey, Amanda, Cassie, Willa, and Lola sat around the kitchen table as Zach drove back to their house, and Wes returned to his bedroom for an early night. 

      “I think it’s time we had another serving of cake,” Lola announced with a sneaky grin. “Jennifer baked us enough to feed a small country.”

      The cake was portioned out, and more wine was poured. Conversation sprung up, lively and noisy, with Lola describing a recent article she’d written for The New York Times and Susan and Amanda speaking excitedly about a recent case they had decided to take on at their law office. 

      Only Audrey seemed serene, soft, quiet— words that didn’t normally describe her. Without the others noticing, Christine reached over and squeezed Audrey’s shoulder until Audrey’s beautiful eyes turned toward hers. 

      With their eyes locked, Christine mouthed the words, “We got this. You know that?” 

      Audrey nodded back. “We got this.”
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