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      Just after five in the evening on a particularly sunny day in late August, Lola Sheridan pressed her hands over her older cousin Charlotte Montgomery’s eyes, then said, “Guess who’s coming out on the boat tonight?”

      Charlotte hated it when Lola played games like that. Lola was always the charismatic, loud one, and she liked to create chaos out of nothing. Still, the love Charlotte had for her fifteen-year-old cousin led her to say, “I don’t know. Who?” 

      With that, Lola pulled her hands off of Charlotte’s eyes and pointed at the dock in front of them. Lola’s new boyfriend, Peter, stood next to his best friend, the handsome, broad-shouldered Jason Hamner. It was no secret among the Sheridan and Montgomery cousins that Charlotte had a pretty serious crush on Jason Hamner. They were also aware of the fact that she had been too terrified to do anything about it. They didn’t let her forget it.

      “Now’s your chance,” Lola breathed excitedly.

      “I don’t know,” Charlotte whispered. Her throat tightened.

      “You can’t just let life pass you by, Charlotte,” Lola said. She thought she was something of an authority on the subject, especially since her mother had died in a horrible boating accident a little over three years before. “You have to take it by the horns, you know? Get what you want.”

      “Did you read that in a magazine somewhere?” Charlotte asked.

      Lola leaped out of Charlotte’s clunky convertible and danced toward the dock, where she hung her arms around Peter’s neck and gave him a tender kiss. Charlotte was nothing like Lola in terms of bravery, and she’d still never been kissed. She was already seventeen years old. According to her moodier cousin Christine, this was “borderline pathetic.”

      Charlotte got out of the car, looked into the back and front seats to ensure nothing of value remained, and then walked toward the other three. She wore a jean miniskirt with a yellow tank top, and her long brown curls wafted down her shoulders and back, catching in the breeze. She quietly thanked Lola for demanding that she wear eyeliner and lip gloss rather than shooting for the natural look for a little stint on the boat.

      “There she is. Charlotte Montgomery herself,” Peter said, grinning broadly.

      “Hey,” Charlotte replied. She didn’t trust her tone. Did she sound cool enough to be among them? “Whose boat is that?”

      The speed boat clunked against the dock and glittered in the gorgeous orange evening light.

      “It’s mine,” Jason affirmed. “My dad just bought it.”

      “Wow. It’s beautiful,” Charlotte said. She forced her eyes to meet Jason’s altogether perfect green ones. He was just as beautiful as anyone on the TV shows she watched with her sister, Claire, and maybe even more so.

      What would Claire think of her now?

      They got into the speedboat. Immediately, Lola ripped off her tank top to reveal her bikini beneath. Charlotte also wore a bikini; it was just what you did on Martha’s Vineyard in the summertime. Still, she felt too awkward about just whipping off her shirt in front of Jason. She didn’t want him to think she was easy. According to her mother, this was one of the worst things to make a boy think you were.

      Lola doesn’t have a mother. She can act however she wants.

      The second the thoughts ran through her mind, Charlotte regretted them. It wasn’t like she wished that reality on herself, not in a million years. When Aunt Anna had passed away, the entire island had shifted. Susan had run as fast as she could away from all of them. Apparently, she already had a baby and lived an entire other life. Christine had her eyes elsewhere, as well. This was so different from what Charlotte had assumed they would do. She’d thought she would have her family around her always.

      Jason started the boat’s engine and shot them out through the turquoise waters. His large hand across the steering wheel looked more like a man’s hand than a boy’s. Charlotte knew he had been dating someone back at school, but she had heard they’d broken up. Was he sad about it? Did he need to talk? Did boys ever need to talk, or were they just less emotional, made of muscle and sweat, with a love of sports?

      “How was your summer, Char?” he asked suddenly.

      He turned his face toward hers, and every cell in her body caught fire. They had hardly spoken, and here he was, calling her Char.

      “It was okay,” she admitted. In her mind, cool girls never got too excited about anything. “What about you?”

      “Ah, you know. Dad thinks it’s time I start fishing with him most mornings, so I’ve been pretty tired. The wake-up call is four in the morning. I crash early.”

      “Wow. Yeah. That’s intense,” Charlotte said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.

      “It really is. But there’s something about the water in the mornings, you know? It’s like I get to see this whole other world that other people miss because they’re asleep,” he said.

      As they spoke, Lola and Peter fell into one another’s arms and busied themselves, making out and whispering to one another. Charlotte’s cheeks burned with embarrassment.

      Jason eased the boat toward the western part of the island, toward the edges of the cliffs. He then turned off the engine and released the anchor toward the bottom of the ocean. Lola moved forward and shuffled through her backpack, where she found a bottle of cheap vodka. She yanked it open, sipped just a bit, then grimaced.

      “It was the best I could get,” she said with a shrug. “I snuck it out of the Sunrise Cove Inn Bistro.”

      I can’t believe she did that. Uncle Wes would kill her if he knew.

      “That’s hilarious,” Charlotte said, contrary to her actual thoughts.

      Lola passed her the vodka, and Charlotte took the tiniest of sips. “Yum,” she said, then made a face as the liquid burned her throat.

      “It’s disgusting,” Lola stated. “But whatever, it works for today.”

      Charlotte sat next to Jason and gazed up at the cliffside, which caught the reflection of the brimming sunset. Peter and Jason talked about the football season, which was ramping up even now. Jason would be a senior, like Charlotte, while Peter would be a junior. It gave Charlotte every shade of panic to think about this being the last year of high school. What was she supposed to do after this? Did she have any useful skills at all?

      After a few more sips of the vodka, Peter yanked off his t-shirt and jumped into the water. Lola removed her jean shorts and followed suit, yelping and flashing her long, beautiful hair behind her. She wrapped her arms around him and dunked him, and he threw her through the air, making her crash down below.

      Jason turned back toward Charlotte and said, “Do you want to swim?”

      Charlotte had always been kind of nervous in the water. It wasn’t anything she could understand. She had been raised on an island, for goodness sakes, and had spent a number of days of her life on a boat.

      “Sure,” Charlotte said instead. “Sounds great.”

      Charlotte turned away from the others and removed her skirt and tank top. Then, she forced herself around and blinked at Jason. How were his abs even possible? They looked almost drawn on; they were so perfect.

      “After you,” he said, stretching his arm toward the water.

      “No, no. I insist,” she replied. “You first.”

      Suddenly, his eyes became electric green. He rushed toward her, gripped her waist, and then threw her in the water like Peter did with Lola. As Charlotte careened toward the waves, her body froze. Fear shot through her. The second she entered the water, she forgot herself and inhaled a big glug of the salty liquid. Her throat filled up, and she started thrashing around, splashing. She yanked herself into the crisp air and coughed and coughed. Her throat burned. She had never been more panicked in her whole life. She felt certain she would drown.

      Seconds later, she felt strong arms around her. A swimmer dragged her back toward the boat, and a firm voice commanded, “Grab the handle. Come on. Let’s get you back up.”

      Charlotte did as she was told. With all her strength, she pulled herself back onto the boat and continued coughing. A large hand stretched out across her back.

      “Come on. It’s okay.”

      Finally, she forced her eyes open to peer into those same glorious emerald ones.

      “Char! Hey! You okay?” Now she heard Lola’s voice, down in the water still. She stepped up on the boat’s ladder and peered at her cousin anxiously. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know,” Charlotte replied. She coughed again as Jason’s hand continued to ease up and down her naked back. “I’m so sorry. I just…”

      “What! Don’t be sorry,” Jason said. “I’m the one who should be sorry. I just tossed you in the water like an idiot. I should have warned you.”

      “Charlotte’s not so good about the water,” Lola affirmed.

      “Gee. Thanks, Lola,” Charlotte said, even though this was 100% true.

      “I didn’t know.” Jason furrowed his brow. “And I won’t do that again, okay? Let’s just stay up here. I have some not-so-bad vodka in my bag. Want a little bit?”

      “Hey! Were you going to hold out on Peter and me?” Lola asked, hands-on-hips and now staring at both of them.

      “I just think Charlotte and I deserve it more. We’re older, after all,” Jason said, laughing.

      Charlotte took a little sip and felt her body surge with warmth. Jason wrapped a towel around both of them and huddled close to her.

      “The water has always been such a big part of my life,” he confessed. “Since my dad works as a fisherman, he took me out fishing for the first time when I was three or four. I remember begging my mom to swim as early as five in the morning once. I could never get enough of it.”

      “I was always so afraid,” Charlotte said. She shook her head, flashing her half-dried hair around her. “My mom never knew what to do with me. But I remember my Aunt Anna used to take pity on me, hold me up, and tell me that if I just kept kicking, she would help me the rest of the way.”

      “Maybe I can help you lose your fear of the water,” Jason suggested.

      “Maybe hypnosis would work,” Charlotte said with a laugh.

      “Ha. We could try that if everything else doesn’t work,” Jason said.

      Charlotte couldn’t believe how easy it was to talk to Jason.

      The minutes ticked into hours until Peter and Lola begged for Jason to drive them back to the dock so they could go get something to eat. When Lola and Peter dressed and ducked toward the main road, Charlotte and Jason held back and decided to get their food and eat it near the water.

      “Suit yourselves,” Lola said with a shrug. Her eyes burned into Charlotte’s, demanding answers.

      Charlotte wouldn’t budge.

      She and Jason got burgers, fries, and milkshakes and sat on a blanket overlooking the Vineyard Sound. Jason explained a few things about his life that he’d never told anyone before, like how his mother had had such a hard pregnancy and labor with him that she hadn’t been able to have any other children. “I think it killed her,” he said. “And it’s always bothered me that maybe I was never enough for her.”

      Charlotte’s eyes filled with tears. “You? You’re obviously enough.”

      “I don’t know,” he said, palming the back of his neck.

      Charlotte reached over and gripped his other hand. Her fingers laced through his. Her eyes became enormous.

      “I’ve wanted to do this every day since I first saw you,” she whispered.

      She then bridged the space between them and kissed him. Her heart thudded, and her thoughts raced as his lips opened and accepted her. His hand traced her shoulder and tugged her against him.

      When their kiss broke, he whispered, “Why did you wait so long?”
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      Charlotte awoke to a gray and drizzly morning. She stretched her legs until her toes poked up on the other side of the thick comforter. The red numbers on the alarm clock read: 8:42. It was time for coffee, and it was time for another day in this era, which she had decided to call “the rest of her life.” Fun.

      Standing at the kitchen counter, Charlotte brewed a large pot of coffee and checked her email. Since it was early November, the majority of her current work was for next spring, summer, and early fall—wedding season on Martha’s Vineyard. As an event and wedding coordinator, November meant time to think, to breathe.

      Since Jason’s death, she hadn’t been particularly into the whole “time to think” thing. If anything, she needed more to fill her mind with. Dwelling on the past according to grief books she’d read, wasn’t doing her any favors, but that’s what her brain gave her: images of Jason as that handsome seventeen-year-old; Jason, age twenty-one, getting down on one knee to ask her to marry him; Jason, carrying baby Rachel around the house, rocking her to sleep; Jason—age forty, wearing his finest suit, lying back in the coffin.

      No.

      Rachel walked into the kitchen area, Charlotte’s saving grace from her darker thoughts. She yawned into the words, “Good morning,” then reached for a banana in the fruit bowl. “How did you sleep?”

      “Not bad,” Charlotte lied. In truth, she couldn’t remember the last time she had slept like a normal person. “Do you have anything going on today?”

      “Just a little bit of homework, I guess,” Rachel said. “Oh! And Abby and Gail asked if they could come over. And I kind of said yes.”

      “What time?”

      “Um…”

      At that moment, knocks rang out from the front door. Charlotte grumbled and walked through the kitchen toward the foyer. On the route, she spotted no fewer than three photographs of Jason through the years. The photos taunted her, but she couldn’t bring herself to take them down. She wanted him there, as much as he could be there.

      When Charlotte opened the door that drizzly morning, she found her dear fifteen-year-old nieces, Abby and Gail, along with their mother, Claire, Charlotte’s younger sister. Claire lifted a gorgeous bouquet skyward and said, “Do you have any coffee? I’m dying.”

      “All right. Everyone come in,” Charlotte said, heaving a sigh and moving aside to allow them to walk in.

      The girls scampered in and hugged Rachel, then collapsed at the kitchen table and began the first of what would surely be a number of hours of gossip. Charlotte leaned forward, hugging Claire.

      “They’re beautiful. Thank you,” she said, taking the bouquet.

      “I take it Rachel didn’t communicate this little meeting?”

      “Not quite,” Charlotte said. “But I didn’t have plans today, anyway. What do you think? Pancakes?”

      “Sounds perfect to me,” Claire said. She stretched her legs toward the far end of the kitchen, grabbed a vase from the top shelf, and placed the flowers within. When she turned her gaze back toward Charlotte, she said, “You look like you haven’t been eating.”

      “Gee. Thanks.”

      Charlotte had a hunch, now, that this whole “getting the girls together” thing was secretly a check-in on Charlotte, the depressed sister. In Charlotte’s mind, she had every right to be depressed. One day, her husband had gone out to fish for the morning; the next, she’d had to make preparations to put him in the ground.

      Charlotte whipped up a large batch of pancakes. If there was anything she’d had to learn, it was that teenage girls liked to eat. As she stirred in the blueberries, she commented on this to Claire, who laughed.

      “Don’t you remember? We ate anything that wasn’t nailed down,” she said.

      “I hardly remember that. Once your metabolism dies out, I guess your brain makes you forget about the good times.”

      Charlotte splayed blueberry pancakes in a big pile on a large red plate. She placed the platter before the three girls and watched as they tore into them, smearing butter and drizzling syrup.

      “What the heck. I want one, too,” Claire said. “Join me, Charlotte. It’s November. Who cares about our thighs till April, right?”

      Charlotte laughed and nodded in agreement. In seconds, she had her own thick, doughy, blueberry pancake out in front of her. Rachel poured syrup for her and winked.

      “It’s best if it’s like your pancake went swimming in syrup,” she said.

      “Great,” Charlotte said with an ironic laugh. “Can’t wait for the sugar coma.”

      Abby, Rachel, and Gail seemed secretive about something. They used a code word to refer to someone. “Code Red.”

      Finally, Charlotte couldn’t take it anymore and said, “If you’re going to use spy terms around here, you’d better tell Claire and I what you’re up to.”

      Abby grimaced. Finally, she said, “Okay. If you must know, Rachel’s in love.”

      “Come on! Don’t just tell my mom that…” Rachel said.

      Charlotte and Claire locked eyes—Charlotte could more-or-less remember a similar conversation between herself and Claire a million years ago. Probably, Charlotte had been obsessive about Jason at the time.

      “This is so exciting,” Claire said, her eyes sparkling. “You have to tell us more. Where did you meet him? What’s he like?”

      Rachel’s cheeks reddened. She glared at Abby. “He’s in my history class. But it’s not a big deal.”

      “Everything that’s not a big deal is always a huge deal,” Charlotte said with a laugh. “Have you talked to him yet?”

      “Of course I talk to him, Mom. We’re partners,” Rachel said. She scrunched her nose up slightly.

      “You’re braver than me. It took me a million years to work up the courage to talk to your dad,” Charlotte said.

      At this, Rachel’s eyes turned back toward the table. Charlotte immediately regretted it. Bringing up Jason Hamner in just casual, everyday conversations usually soured those conversations in ways you couldn’t take back. It was a reminder that nothing had gone the way they had planned, and they couldn’t get it all back.

      “She’s working her magic. That’s for sure,” Gail said.

      “My gosh! What is your magic, Rachel?” Claire asked.

      Rachel rolled her eyes and muttered something.

      “What did she say?” Claire asked.

      “I don’t know. Maybe we should just let it go,” Charlotte tried.

      “No. She said her magic is giving him all the answers on the tests,” Abby said with a volatile laugh.

      “Rachel! No! Why?” Charlotte demanded.

      Rachel gave a half-shrug. “Just because he’s the cutest guy I’ve ever seen doesn’t mean he’s the smartest.”

      “Fair enough,” Claire said.

      “But you shouldn’t just give out your answers,” Charlotte insisted.

      “Come on, Mom. It’s just history,” Rachel said. “Plus, I think it’s unfair that someone can fail a whole class just because they can’t remember the exact dates George Washington did something that nobody cares about anymore.”

      “Hey. We care,” Charlotte said.

      At this, Charlotte, Claire, and their girls burst into laughter. It was all so ridiculous, so silly.

      After they finished their pancakes, Charlotte took the plates and stacked them in the dishwasher. When she turned around, she found Claire’s eyes in the doorway.

      “What’s up?” she asked.

      Claire beckoned for her to enter the hallway. When she reached her, Claire said, “What if we try again today?”

      Ah. Now Charlotte knew the real reason for the pancake day.

      “I don’t know,” Charlotte said. Her voice was low, almost a whisper.

      “Just a few shirts. A few jackets. They’re taking up so much of your closet, Charlotte. If anything, I feel like you should buy yourself a whole new wardrobe to fill the space.”

      “I don’t want to fill that space,” Charlotte protested. “Those are his things. I can’t just throw them out.”

      “No. You should keep a few key items. Nobody is asking you to throw everything out. But you must see them every single day, right? It’s like a weight. You can’t escape from it.”

      Claire turned around quickly and marched down the rest of the hallway toward the bedroom Charlotte had shared with Jason for a number of years before his death. Claire was right, of course: the place looked almost the same as it had before Jason’s death. She had even kept Jason’s flannel across the desk chair—where he had left it the morning he had gone fishing. When she’d seen it that morning, she remembered specifically thinking, Oh no. He’s going to want that out there. It’s a bit chilly today.

      Claire ripped open the wardrobe and splayed her arm out, gesturing toward the thick coats, the jackets, the flannels, and the pairs of jeans.

      “The man already had too much stuff,” Claire said. She then pointed toward the other side, where Charlotte’s trim dresses, tiny pairs of jeans, tank tops, and sweaters took up much less space than Jason’s. “I’m just asking you to try to get rid of a quarter of it today. No more. No less.”

      Charlotte scrunched her nose. “I know you’re trying to help,” she said. Her voice broke.

      Claire’s eyes shimmered with tears. “It’s not like I would have ever wished this on you, you know.”

      “Maybe we could try to do this next week? Or the one after? I don’t know. It’s almost the holidays, Claire. I can’t just… forget about him over the holidays.”

      “Nobody said anything about forgetting,” Claire insisted. “But don’t you remember what Susan said about going through their mother’s things, getting rid of a lot of it, and cleaning up the house? She said it was necessary for them to move on and build something new.”

      “Anna’s been dead since 1993,” Charlotte stated. “Almost thirty years!”

      “Are you suggesting that thirty years from now—when you’re seventy-one years old—you’ll be ready to get rid of some of this stuff?” Claire demanded with her hands on her hips.

      “Maybe. I think we’d better push it to seventy-five, though,” Charlotte said.

      “You’re being willfully difficult. And I don’t know why I’m surprised. This is just what you do,” Claire said, trying to joke.

      Charlotte perched on the edge of her bed and stared at her shoes. Silence filled the room. Finally, she exhaled and said, “I’ll get rid of ten shirts today. Ten. That’s it.”

      Claire snapped her fingers and beamed at her sister. “I’ll take it. It’s a start.”

      It was a difficult task, choosing the ten shirts. Claire insisted she didn’t have a memory attached to all of them—how could she have? But Charlotte said she did. She could feel all the days she had spent with Jason behind each and every one. She could feel the warmth within the hugs he had given her. By the time she had ten shirts stacked up on the bed, her cheeks were blotchy with tears. When she glanced back at the closet, she winced and said, “It doesn’t even look like we did anything.”

      Claire shrugged. “What’s that expression about climbing a mountain? One step at a time?”

      “Something like that,” Charlotte said.

      Claire collected the shirts in her arms and directed herself toward the hallway. “You know, this single guy I know has asked about you a few times.”

      “What?” Charlotte’s stomach curdled at the thought.

      “Don’t worry about it if you’re not ready,” Claire said. “I was just thinking; maybe it could be interesting? To go out on a date? Just to see what it felt like to meet someone new?”

      Charlotte shook her head violently. She couldn’t even articulate how much she didn’t want that. Claire heaved a sigh and said, “Very well. I just figured I would at least try. I’ll take these to my place and drop them off at a second-hand place in Falmouth when I head off the island next week. Okay?”

      She nodded in return. “Okay.”

      Charlotte was grateful that Claire didn’t plan to drop off the shirts at a second-hand place in Oak Bluffs. It would have destroyed her to see one of Jason’s friends around town wearing his shirts. It would have felt akin to looking at a ghost.
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      Rachel, Abby, and Gail decided to head to the center of Oak Bluffs to meet a few of their classmates, run around in the rain, and probably wind up at one person’s house or the other for snacks and movies. As Rachel donned her winter coat and hat, she glanced toward her mother and paused. Her face grew stoic, more like an adult’s than a teenager’s.

      “Are you going to be okay here by yourself today, Mom?” she asked.

      “Of course.” Charlotte feigned her brightest smile, although she could still hear the faintest quiver in her voice. She was still shaken up about the loss of just ten shirts.

      Rachel tilted her head as she looked suspiciously at her mother. “Are you sure? No work to do or anything?”

      “You know how it is these days,” Charlotte replied. “No weddings till spring. We should appreciate the rest.”

      “Right. Well. Let me know if you need anything,” Rachel said. After another pause, she rushed toward her mother and wrapped her arms around her. She held her for a long moment with her eyes closed.

      When Abby and Gail appeared in the foyer, Rachel let Charlotte go. Charlotte’s arms ached with the memory of the hug. It took a moment to recover.

      “You girls have fun today,” Charlotte said, her hand on her hip. “Be safe, and call me if anything goes wrong.”

      “Right. Like anything ever goes wrong on the Vineyard,” Gail said.

      You’d be surprised, Charlotte thought.

      With Claire gone and the girls off, Charlotte collapsed in a heap near the piano bench and allowed herself to cry for a good five minutes. It was this kind of cleansing cry she started almost every day with, something she had joked with Claire about since she said it also worked as an ab exercise.

      When she returned to the kitchen, she scrubbed the sticky table and checked her email again. Her Facebook revealed that Lola had tagged a photo of her from way back in 1996 when she and Lola had palled around together frequently, sometimes with Christine and Claire and sometimes not. In the photo, the girls wore bikinis, and Lola drank one of those bright blue ice drinks. Lola stuck her tongue out to reveal just how blue it was. Charlotte looked sheepish beside her, still in her clothes, and her cheeks bright red from the sun.

      Charlotte remembered that summer so well. The summer she had finally kissed Jason—the summer she had officially fallen in love.

      Instead of writing anything too dramatic or emotional, Charlotte commented on the photo: You were obsessed with those blue drinks.

      Lola commented seconds later: Now, a much different drink does the job for me. Meet up later? PJ’s Wine Bar?

      Charlotte considered this. Her schedule for the afternoon currently involved a lot of crying, remembering, thinking, and crying again, on repeat.

      Maybe going out with the girls wasn’t such a bad idea.

      At that moment, her phone buzzed to reveal a number she didn’t recognize. This wasn’t such a strange thing, especially given the business she worked in. People referred her all the time to their friends and associates. Well, not all the time, but enough to allow her a decent living.

      “Hello, this is Charlotte Hamner.”

      “Charlotte. Hello! It’s so wonderful to hear your voice.”
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