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            Chapter One

         

         She hadn’t been on a summer vacation in thirty years. Although, if she really thought about it, a trip didn’t count as a vacation if you weren’t coming back. Either way, there would be no more meetings, no more deadlines, no more fires to put out. Ruth was free.

         She was also anxious. The ferry ride from Boston to Cape Cod was choppier than she’d anticipated. Ruth had planned to pass the hour-and-a-half journey on the upper deck, out in the fresh air. She’d lasted about five minutes; the sun was strong and the speed of the ferry created a lot of wind and, well, she wasn’t used to traveling by boat. For the past few months she’d been driving back and forth from Philadelphia while she searched for her summer rental. But now, with everything either packed up and sent to town or already in storage, she didn’t need her car. She wanted to experience the journey to Provincetown like a native—by water.

         She’d told only a few friends about her decision to sell her business and her house and retire in Provincetown. Her announcement was met with “Isn’t there a closer beach?” and “But the winters!” To the latter, she replied, “But the summers.” Really, though, why should she have to explain herself at all?

         Ruth sensed the ferry was approaching Cape Cod before the shore became visible. The line for the snack bar disappeared, laptops were closed, and suitcases were retrieved from the metal racks. She checked the time; within the hour, she would walk in the front door of the most perfect beach cottage, and her new life would begin.

         Ruth closed the novel she had been reading and peered out the water-streaked window of the cabin. The Pilgrim Monument, a two-hundred-and-fifty-foot tower in the center of Provincetown, came into view. The sight of it made her feel almost giddy, like a teenager. This was what she could not fully convey to her friends. The feeling she got in Provincetown was not definable by geography or weather or logic; it was like falling in love.

         Next to her, a couple strapped their baby into a stroller. The baby fussed and fussed. Rattles and pacifiers were produced, to no avail. Oh, Ruth was so happy that that high-maintenance phase of life was behind her.

         Ahead, she could vaguely make out the small shops lining MacMillan Wharf and, in the far distance, the steeple of the town library. To her right, the long breakwater was covered end to end with double-crested cormorants, standing with their wings spread to dry. Yes, she knew the name of the black birds now. She learned something new every time she visited. Unlike so many small towns, closed and unknowable, Provincetown was a place that offered itself to you, unfurling like a beach blanket shaken out in the sun.

         How many summers had she been too busy working to enjoy the beautiful weather? She’d spent long weekends in windowless rooms testing products or fixing packaging errors or filling out spreadsheets. For decades, her complexion had been as pale in August as it was in February. Not anymore.

         Beside her, the baby began to wail. Okay, perhaps it was time for the deck.

         Ruth picked up her suitcase and climbed the stairs to the upper level, gripping the wet, slippery handrail all the way. Outside, she was met with a light spray of water against her cheeks; it was startling at first, but the intake of breath gave her a burst of adrenaline. She leaned over the side railing and took in the vista of sailboats and the bustling seaport, the pier already filled with art merchants and vacationers lined up for whale-watching tours. To her left, twelve-foot black-and-white photos of the town’s Portuguese matriarchs greeted her from the sides of boathouses.

         The motor quieted as the ferry pulled up to the dock. A crowd gathered on the wharf, and people waved at the boat, eager to greet friends and family.

         She had arrived.

         Ruth followed the line of people down the metal gangplank to the dock, rolling her suitcase behind her. As her fellow passengers were welcomed with hugs or excitedly shouted names, Ruth turned left and headed toward Commercial Street alone.

         The wheels of her suitcase bumped against the uneven wooden boards of the pier walkway. She passed the small buildings that housed crafts shops and offices for whale-watching tours and sunset cruises, maintaining a steady pace. A traffic cop directed the flow of pedestrians and cars heading west. A Cape Cab idled near the curb, and Ruth slid into the back seat.

         The taxi driver turned left down one-way Commercial, heading in the opposite direction of her house in the East End. He would have to turn around on Bradford, but she didn’t mind the circuitous route. She rolled down the window and looked to her right at Cabot’s Candy. On the opposite side of the street was the quirky Marine Specialties store, then the stately red-brick post office. Sights that were becoming more and more familiar with each visit.

         Except she was no longer visiting. Today was her first official day as a Provincetown resident. She had hoped, when she originally set her plan in motion, that by the time she had her Philadelphia life packed up, she’d have a permanent new home in Provincetown. But finding a house for sale on the peninsula—just three miles long and two streets wide—had proved to be a challenge.

         “Your best bet is to be patient and rent,” said Clifford Henry, the real estate agent.

         Patience was a skill that Ruth, at age fifty-eight, had yet to master. She was a firm believer in the full-speed-ahead approach. That’s how she’d met all of life’s challenges, and for the most part, it had paid off. But for now, Provincetown was forcing her to slow down. She would rent for the summer while looking for her forever home.

         Although it was difficult to imagine finding anything as perfect as Shell Haven.

         The three-story white-shingled Georgian cottage had major curb appeal. It had a wraparound open porch, a pediment roof with a widow’s walk, and a front lawn blooming with blue and white hydrangea bushes. Inside, the kitchen had a beautiful built-in hutch, and the master bedroom had a view of the bay. For Ruth, it was love at first sight.

         “I’ll take it,” she’d told Clifford Henry the day he gave her a tour of the rental property. “And for the record, this is exactly the type of house I’m looking to buy.”

         “You and everyone else, sweetheart,” he’d replied.

         The cabbie made a right off Bradford onto narrow Bangs Street, then got back onto Commercial. Ruth buzzed with anticipation. One block, and there on the right, the house came into view.

         Ruth paid the driver and took a minute on the sidewalk to adjust her handbag and get a good grip on her suitcase before following the red-brick path framed by blue hydrangeas to the porch steps. You’re almost home, she told herself.

         One of the owners of the house, Fern Douglas, had told her she’d leave the house keys in the mailbox. This seemed to Ruth an odd and not entirely safe system, but she realized she needed to learn to go with things a little more. What was the point of moving to a place like Provincetown if she couldn’t relax there?

         The narrow black metal mailbox was affixed to the side of the house. Ruth rested her bag on a bench and reached inside. Her hand met only empty space.

         She bent down and peered inside. No key.

         You’ve got to be kidding me. Suddenly exhausted, she walked up to the front door to see if Fern had simply left it unlocked. No.

         Ruth rang the bell. Had she somehow mixed things up? But no, of course not. She was right on time on the date they’d agreed she would move in. She rummaged through her bag, dug out her phone, and dialed Fern Douglas. The call went straight to voice mail.

         So unprofessional!

         She hesitated only a few seconds before knocking on the doorframe. The door behind the screen cracked open.

         “Ms. Cooperman?” a woman asked. She looked to be in her late thirties and had green eyes and strawberry-blond hair that skimmed her shoulders. She was not Fern Douglas.

         “Yes,” Ruth said, striking a note somewhere between cheery and extremely put out. “Is Fern Douglas here? The keys were supposed to be in the mailbox—”

         “Yes, apologies. The move-in date has been delayed a night. You have a reservation at the Beach Rose Inn,” the woman said.

         What? “I need to speak to Fern. Is she here?”

         “No,” the woman said.

         “Can you reach her for me? Or tell me where to find her?”

         “No,” the woman repeated. “But I can give you directions to the inn.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Elise Douglas liked to think of herself as a team player. She knew that in marriage, this was an essential trait. And if anyone had asked her on that late-spring morning what the most important thing in her life was, she would have said, without hesitation, her marriage.

         The problem was that if someone had asked what the second most important thing in her life was, she might have said her home. It had taken a lot of time and luck to find Shell Haven, a glorious eighteenth-century house. Three years into their life in Provincetown, the two of them had moved in and devoted themselves to lovingly restoring it. It had been intended as the place to start their family. Now, two summers later, they were moving out.

         “It’s temporary,” Fern had reminded her.

         “It’s for the entire season.”

         “A minor inconvenience, considering how much our tenant is paying.”

         Fern was right, of course. She had a way of being maddeningly practical no matter the situation. For Elise, renting out the house felt like a personal loss, like they were giving away a piece of their lives for the summer. For Fern, it was just business.

         When Fern had her mind set on something, it was very difficult to argue with her. And that’s why, for the past few months, ever since the house-renting plan had been put in motion, Elise had simply pushed it to the back of her mind. She didn’t think about it at all, pretended it was not happening.

         But now it was move-out day.

         They were supposed to have left the previous day, ensuring that the house was in pristine condition for their summer tenant. But Elise had begged Fern for one more night under their own roof, and Fern acquiesced. They slept in the guest room and woke up early to change the sheets and pack any last-minute things they might have forgotten. It had been, Elise had to admit, a true indulgence on Fern’s part. It was, Elise had to admit, Fern being a team player.

         Elise knew she had to let go. But earlier that morning, watching Fern retrieve their spare set of house keys and leave them in the mailbox for their tenant, something in her snapped. In the past year, she’d given up so much. Too much. She did not want to give up her house too.

         And so, after Fern left for work, Elise opened the door and walked out onto the porch. She blinked for a moment in the sunlight, hesitated for just a few seconds, and then reached inside the black metal mailbox just outside the door. She felt around until her fingers touched the house keys, pulled them out, and dropped them into the pocket of her robe.

         What she’d done next, well—she wasn’t proud of it. She realized, as she walked to the tea shop to join Fern, that she had perhaps crossed a line by displacing their tenant. But there was nothing she could do about it now, and she was already late for work.

         She climbed the front steps of the two-story Colonial in the middle of Commercial Street that housed Tea by the Sea. Their shop had been open for business for exactly one week.

         Elise had dreamed about owning a tea shop for over a decade. In her twenties she’d waited tables at Boston Seaport restaurants, one of which offered a small selection of specialty teas. It was the first time Elise understood that Lipton didn’t define tea any more than Folger’s defined coffee. She broke up the long hours on her feet with tea breaks between shifts. Tea forced her to slow down, be mindful. She learned about velvety white tea, the earthiness of green teas, the complex flavors of oolong.

         The dream of owning her own shop was fanciful, and she’d never imagined it would become a reality. And then Fern made it happen.

         The shop was all white walls with ceiling fans, tin ceiling tiles, rows of shelves with the shop’s own brand of artisanal tea, and, in the back of the store, a long white counter. On one side, two big chairs were arranged in front of the large picture windows with unobstructed views of the bay. And everywhere, the aroma of fruity tea leaves.

         Looking at the beautiful space they’d created, she realized how badly she’d behaved with the house. She could practically feel the keys burning in her pocket.

         She had been impulsive and now she had to fix it. She had to confess to Fern.

         But Fern was busy. She was sitting across the room in front of the window with a notepad, interviewing yet another applicant for their part-time position. The young woman was very dressed up for an afternoon in P’town, even for a job interview. She wore a pastel print skirt and matching ballerina flats.

         It was that time of year; a tide of young people swept into town for the summer, and enough of them were looking for jobs that small businesses and restaurants could staff up after the long, DIY winter. Fern had interviewed almost a dozen late-teen or twenty-something women in the past two weeks. She’d offered the position to a few but lost them to restaurants, where they would earn higher tips.

         Fern stood up and shook the applicant’s hand; the young woman left with a shy smile at Elise.

         “How did that go?” Elise said. “She looks familiar.”

         “We met her last summer when we were selling at the farmers’ market. Her name’s Cynthia. Family lives in Chatham but she wants to spend the summer here. She seemed unconcerned about tips as long as we can give her enough hours.” She looked up at Elise and smiled. “We’ll see.”

         Fern climbed on a chair and reached above the front counter to write the iced tea of the day on the chalkboard: Chai Tide. It was a blend of black tea and spices like cardamom, cinnamon, fennel, ginger, black pepper, and cloves.

         “I thought we were going to do the ginger peach for the iced today,” Elise said.

         “We’re low on that,” said Fern.

         “Listen, I need to tell you something,” she said, walking to the counter. She climbed up to stand on it so she was level with Fern perched on the chair. She took the chalk from her hand and drew a big heart on the chalkboard. “I love you.”

         Fern smiled. “I love you too. Now erase that so I have space for the menu.”

         “Look, I really tried to be ready to hand over the house today. But I still feel like I need more time. It’s a big adjustment. So I did something that—”

         “Elise, I know it’s been a rough year. But try to be positive. Look at this beautiful place we have. Please—let this be enough.”

         Elise nodded, swallowing hard. She turned back to the chalkboard and, with one sweep of her palm, erased the heart. Before she could say another word, the front door’s bells tinkled, announcing the arrival of their real estate agent, Clifford Henry. Clifford was a youthful forty-something with bright blue eyes and heavily highlighted brown hair that he wore slicked back.

         Clifford Henry, who’d brokered the rental to Ruth Cooperman.

         Elise began to perspire.

         “My tea divas! What is that divine smell?”

         “That’s our Strawberry Meadows, a green sencha tea with bits of dried strawberry in it,” Fern said. “Would you like a cup?”

         “Of course! Iced, please. But ladies, we have a problem, do we not?”

         “What problem?” Fern said, stepping down from the chair.

         “I just got an earful from Ruth Cooperman,” Clifford said. “She’s at the inn waiting for me to straighten things out. So let’s do that, shall we?”

         Fern turned to Elise. Clifford looked at Elise.

         Elise climbed down from the counter, removed the keys from her pocket, and slid them over to Clifford.

         
              

         

         Ruth carried her suitcase up yet another set of front steps to yet another porch, aware on some level that the Beach Rose Inn—a three-story gray-shingled house with wide steps leading to a wraparound veranda—was quite charming. But she was in no mood.

         Her real estate agent had not, by her estimation, been sufficiently outraged by this turn of events.

         “I’m sure this is just a misunderstanding,” he’d said when she’d shown up at his office. “It’s the start of the season and things can be…glitchy. It’s nothing to be upset about. I’ll take care of it.”

         Considering what she was paying for the house, she certainly hoped so.

         She opened the front door of the inn and almost tripped over a sleeping chocolate Lab. Across the room, a barefoot young woman stood on a step stool, hanging a mosaic-framed mirror on the wall.

         “Rach, that’s too high,” said a man standing near her.

         The woman turned around with a toss of her long, golden-brown hair. She reached her hand down to the man, and he passed her a nail.

         “No, it’s not. It’s eye level,” she said.

         “In what universe is that eye level? You’re standing on a stool.”

         The woman noticed Ruth. “Oh, hello there. Can I help you?” she asked, stepping off the stool.

         Ruth, completely worn out, let go of her suitcase and sank onto a cushioned ottoman. The lobby was warm and welcoming, with white walls and woodwork, framed black-and-white prints of historical Provincetown, pale gray couches flanking a white wicker table. Ruth appreciated the decorative accents of antique copper candlesticks, glass bowls filled with seashells, a wide bookshelf with well-worn hardcovers and warped paperbacks. But the most arresting aspect of the space were the mosaics, some made of tile, others made of stone and shells. One wall featured a large stained-glass starfish. Spectacular. “I was told to ask for Amelia,” she said.

         The woman and man exchanged a look.

         “I’m Rachel Duncan,” the woman said. “Amelia’s granddaughter. She didn’t tell me we had a guest checking in today, but come on in. This is my husband, Luke.”

         The man had taken her place hanging the mosaic. He climbed down, smiling warmly at Ruth. He looked to be in his midthirties and had sandy-brown hair and bright green-blue eyes.

         “Luke Duncan,” he said, shaking her hand. “Nice to meet you.”

         “Yes, well, I’m not staying here,” Ruth said. “There was just a misunderstanding at my house.”

         Again, the woman and her husband exchanged a look.

         “You should probably talk to—” Rachel said.

         “I’m here, I’m here,” a voice called from somewhere. And then an old woman entered—a very old woman. She walked briskly toward Ruth. She had long white hair and creased skin and wore a green-and-purple-batik sundress. She smiled at Ruth; her eyes were dark with a twinkle of mischief. “You must be Ruth. I’m Amelia.”

         “I was just explaining this is a misunderstanding.”

         “Yes, yes, it will all be straightened out,” Amelia said. “In the meantime, I was just putting out a bite to eat.”

         Ruth, accepting the fact that she had completely lost control of the day, followed Amelia to the backyard. Really, she shouldn’t have been surprised by the odd turn of events. Provincetown was nothing if not quirky. Yes, it was the place where the Pilgrims had first landed. But it was also a haven for the artistic and the downright eccentric. Over the decades, Provincetown had developed its own unique rhythm, its own code. It was peaceful and welcoming, and at the same time, there was always the sense that anything could happen.

         The bay stretched out before them, sun-dappled, dotted with distant sailboats. The backyard, with a long wooden table in the center, extended to the edge of the beach. The table was set with a pitcher of iced tea, a coffeepot, several small tins, a few coffee mugs, an assortment of glasses in pale translucent colors, and a bread basket.

         Ruth, too hungry to politely hesitate, sat facing the water and poured herself coffee. Amelia passed her the bread basket, its contents enclosed in a folded cloth napkin. Ruth unwrapped it to find a round yellow loaf, half of it sliced into thick pieces.

         “Broa,” Amelia said. “Portuguese corn bread. There’s butter and jam in those tins but I honestly don’t think it needs a thing.”

         Ruth reached for the bread and took a bite. It was rich and buttery but not too sweet. “I appreciate your hospitality, but I’m not staying,” Ruth said. “I’m supposed to move into my summer rental today. Well, technically I already moved in. I sent my things and I was going to get the keys this morning, but there was a delay. I’m just waiting for my real estate agent to sort it out.”

         “Fern and Elise’s place. I heard. It’s a lovely home.”

         “There you are,” a man called from the back porch. He walked toward them holding a large blue cooler. Ruth found herself straightening in her seat. He had thick dark hair, chiseled features, and dramatic dark eyes. He looked to be about thirty. “As requested, two dozen oysters fresh off the water.”

         “Marco, you’re a lifesaver,” Amelia said.

         “Anytime.” The man kissed Amelia on the cheek and set down the cooler. “Marco Barros,” he said, holding out his hand.

         Ruth shook it, trying not to beam like a teenager. “Ruth Cooperman.”

         “She’s renting Fern and Elise’s place for the summer,” Amelia said.

         “Nice to meet you. I have to run, Amelia. My father just helped me pull a bunch of cages and you wouldn’t believe the condition they’re in.”

         “Rough spring?”

         “Not ideal. But I’m managing.”

         “I’m sure you’re more than managing. Tell your mother I said hi.”

         When he was gone, Amelia said, “Marco’s family runs the boatyard. A few years ago he started an oyster farm. His sister just finished her first year at Princeton. Good kids.”

         Ruth nodded.

         “Do you have children?”

         Momentarily thrown by the question, Ruth looked down at her coffee mug, turned it in her hands. “I do. A daughter. Olivia.”

         “Will she be visiting this summer?”

         “No, she will not.” She didn’t have the heart to tell the woman that the last time she had spoken to her daughter was months ago, and that had been just a perfunctory conversation. Her daughter did not even know she’d moved to Provincetown.

         Ruth’s phone buzzed with a text from Clifford. I’m bringing over your keys. Meet me at Shell Haven.

         Well, there was no time for sentimentality. Or further conversation. She pushed the bench out from the table and stood up to leave.

         She had a house to move into.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Olivia Cooperman pushed through the heavy doors of the Tribeca art deco office building just after eight o’clock in the morning. She swiped her ID card in the turnstile and smiled at the security guard.

         For the past eight years she’d spent more time at 32 Sixth Avenue than in her own apartment. She still got a thrill out of the commanding lobby with the tiled map of the world, the mosaic ceilings, the bustle of all the people coming from and going to the twenty-seven floors filled with businesses ranging from radio stations to fashion labels to PR firms. Olivia was headed to the twenty-second floor, home to HotFeed, one of the biggest celebrity social media–management companies in the country. Olivia oversaw a team of twenty people running the accounts of movie stars, athletes, reality-TV stars, and musicians.

         Last week HotFeed had won the business of a breakout star from a Netflix show. The actress, barely out of her teens, had appeared at the office for one meeting with her army of publicists and agents. Now Olivia and her colleagues were waiting to see which HotFeed account manager would get to take the reins of the plum account.

         Olivia wanted the assignment. Badly.

         At thirty years old, while many of her friends were planning weddings, moving to the suburbs, and having babies, Olivia devoted herself to work.

         “You can have a personal life and a professional life, you know,” a friend had told her recently over drinks. A friend with a newly acquired diamond on her left ring finger.

         “I think the myth that you can have it all has been debunked,” Olivia replied. The myth had certainly been disproven in her own life experience. The most recent casualty of her demanding career: her two-year relationship with a banker named Ian Brooks. Just last week, he’d broken up with her in the middle of dinner at Blue Hill.

         “I hope you and your phone will be very happy together,” he’d said before he walked out.

         The impossibility of a work-life balance had been painfully clear to her from the time she was a child. She’d always resented her mother’s preoccupation with her business. Ruth Cooperman had spent long days at the office; she’d never made it to any of Olivia’s school plays or baked for a single fund-raiser. She hadn’t even given a thought to dinner half the time. Her father had managed all that. Olivia had promised herself that if she had an intense career, she wouldn’t make the mistake of adding a child to the mix. For Olivia, it wasn’t just career first. It was career only.

         She’d thought she’d made that clear to Ian from the start.

         “Good morning, Dakota,” she said to her assistant, who was already settled in her cubicle outside of Olivia’s glass-walled office. Olivia had hired Dakota just over a year ago, fresh out of NYU. Dakota had a communications degree, a tattoo of Dorothy Parker on her left shoulder, and the ability to produce endlessly creative hashtags.

         “Hey,” Dakota said, biting on the end of a pen. “There’s a delivery there for you.”

         Olivia had already spotted it, a long rectangular vase filled with exotic flowers twisted into a train of petals that seemed to float on the surface. She began humming softly to herself, some pop song she’d listened to during the subway ride to the office. It could only be congratulations from someone. Someone who knew she’d landed the account. Or, more likely, the person who had granted her the account.

         It was happening. Her hard work, the sacrifice of her personal life, was paying off. It didn’t matter what other people thought.

         She closed her office door and smiled as she opened the small white envelope.

         No hard feelings, xoxo Jessica

         What? She looked through the walls of her glass office to the cubicles just outside. There, next to Dakota, was another assistant, Jessica. Jessica was young, Jessica was cool, Jessica was…getting the new account?

         Heart pounding, Olivia texted her assistant. Can you come in here, please?

         Dakota scurried in carrying a razor-thin company-issued laptop and her phone.

         “Close the door,” Olivia said. “What have you heard about Jessica?”

         “She got a promotion. And the new account,” Dakota said. “I thought you knew.”

         Olivia shook her head. “This doesn’t make any sense,” she muttered.

         “I mean, it kind of does,” said Dakota.

         “How do you figure?” Olivia asked, her mouth dry. She’d put eight years into this company; Jessica had been there eighteen months.

         “Well,” Dakota said casually, as if pointing out the obvious, “she does have the biggest Instagram following in the entire office.”

         “Right,” Olivia said, her mind racing. It’s okay, she told herself. You’ve got this. The only answer to work problems was to work harder.

         
              

         

         Elise and Fern closed the shop at six and, exhausted, retired upstairs for an early night.

         The studio apartment above the tea shop had needed a lot of work. While the storefront had come with beautiful moldings and a filigree ceiling, the living quarters on the second floor had fallen into disrepair. Over the winter, a contractor had updated the electrical wiring and plumbing, plastered the walls, and stripped the floors. But the bedroom furniture had arrived just days ago.

         Their first night in their summer accommodations, both Elise and Fern shifted uncomfortably in the unfamiliar bed.

         Elise closed the book of essays and placed it on her nightstand alongside the blue candle she had bought to match the walls, which were painted a shade called Sapphireberry. At the shop, she’d been told the candle was for healing, forgiveness, fidelity, happiness, and opening lines of communication.

         It’s going to take a lot more than a candle tonight, Elise thought.

         She lit the candle.

         Next to her, Fern paged through a short-story collection. Elise knew neither one of them could absorb a word of any book. They hadn’t spoken since midafternoon.

         “Do you think this blue is too blue?” Elise said, to break the ice. She had selected the bright color herself, and Fern, who usually had a more conservative eye for interior design, had not protested. In an attempt to overcome Elise’s reluctance about renting out the house for the summer, Fern had given Elise a lot of leeway in decorating their new living quarters.

         Fern closed her book and looked at her. “Are we going to talk about what happened today?”

         Elise sighed. “I’m sorry. I’ve said I’m sorry a million times. It was a temporary freak-out.” She reached for Fern’s hand and Fern didn’t pull away. That was a good sign.

         “We have a contract with our tenant. This is business,” Fern said. “What you did today undermined everything we’d agreed on.”

         Elise nodded. Starting Tea by the Sea was a risk financially, and renting out the house for extra income was insurance. They were already renting the building Tea by the Sea was in and working long hours there. It made perfect business sense to give up the house for the summer.

         Except Shell Haven was not business. It was personal. It had never been just a house. It was their first step toward starting a family.

         Their decision to move to Provincetown was not based on the natural beauty of the place or the fact that Provincetown was one of the country’s oldest artists’ colonies. It wasn’t that it had two bookstores within a mile of each other and a magnificent library in between. It wasn’t that Commercial Street had only one traffic light (if you didn’t count the flashing light where Commercial and Bradford merged). It wasn’t the literary festival or the film festival or the wildlife sanctuary or the lobster rolls at the Canteen.

         It was that they could live their life together without anyone raising an eyebrow. Ever.

         But while they succeeded in finding their dream home, one thing had not come easily. Their first attempt at IVF failed. Their second attempt worked but ended in a miscarriage, as did their third.

         Their fertility doctor, a specialist in Boston named Dr. Sparrow who was as tiny and birdlike as her name, tried to keep their attitudes positive. Elise clung to her words of encouragement like gospel. Still, it didn’t happen for them.

         Frayed from the hormonal roller coaster, Elise barely recognized herself. She felt betrayed by her body for failing to carry the pregnancy to term. As for her relationship with Fern, it became less like a love affair and more like a business partnership struggling to get a failing endeavor off the ground. They were miserable.

         “Enough,” Fern finally said after the second miscarriage.

         “We can take a break,” Elise agreed.

         “No,” Fern said. “Not a break. I’m done.”

         She didn’t even want to try anymore. At first, her decisiveness was a relief. Elise was too emotionally exhausted to make rational decisions.

         After a few months, when her head cleared a little, Elise thought maybe Fern could try to carry their child.

         “Elise, I meant what I said. We can’t keep going down this road. Financially, physically—it’s not healthy. We gave it a shot, it didn’t work, and we need to be happy with what we have. Each other.”

         “But we always planned to be parents,” Elise said.

         “It’s out of our control.”

         “You’re just giving up! What about what I want?”

         But Fern wouldn’t hear another word about it. The last conversation had been over Valentine’s dinner at Napi’s Restaurant; they’d ended the evening with an argument and went to bed without speaking. There was a time when it seemed they might break up over it. But they’d gotten past it. Now there they were, sleeping in their new bedroom above the tea shop. Surrounded by bright blue walls.

         “I’m sorry,” Elise said again.

         Fern hugged her. “For the record, I like the paint color. How can you go wrong with something called Sapphireberry? In fact, if we get a dog, I’m voting for that name.”

         Getting a dog had also been explored last year. Another consolation prize.

         Stay positive, Elise told herself. She leaned over and blew out the candle on her nightstand. “You know what I was thinking we need for this room?” she said. “We should buy a mosaic from Amelia.” See? She was invested in the new space. She was contributing ideas. She was on board.

         Fern smiled. “I have a better idea. You can take her class and make one of your own. It might be a good hobby for you.”

         Amelia Cabral taught mosaic-making out of the art studio on the third floor of the Beach Rose Inn, classes she’d started three years earlier, shortly after she’d been widowed.

         Yes, Elise would busy herself with the tea shop and maybe take a mosaic class. She would decorate and embrace her new temporary living quarters. She would move forward, not looking at what she’d left behind.

         She would do it for Fern.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         For her first night at Shell Haven, Ruth slept with the curtains open. She wanted to greet the day with a view of the water.

         At dawn, she pulled on her robe and walked to the window. The sky was cerulean, and the houses across the street appeared to be lit by a pale pink glow. She had long remembered this about Provincetown, the spectacular, almost otherworldly light.

         Despite the scenery, Ruth could not stand still for long. Always in motion—her blessing and her curse. She headed down to the kitchen.

         Yesterday, following her very bumpy arrival, she’d managed to stock the kitchen with essentials (of which coffee was at the top of the list) and unpack a few of the boxes that she’d sent ahead.

         The house was in a prime location with gorgeous views, but the kitchen had sealed the deal for her. It had a French Country feeling, with long shelves of unfinished wood filled with mismatched bowls, white subway tiles on the floor, a white hutch displaying a collection of tin plates, glass-fronted cabinets, and a rustic wood table that could seat six to eight. Clifford Henry told her it had been made by an artisan in Provence. The wide windows overlooking the back patio and the garden were clearly a modern addition.

         Ruth made her coffee, then sat at the table and contemplated the day ahead of her. Six months after selling her company, she still felt the occasional moment of panic at the seemingly endless stretch of free time ahead of her. Think positive, she told herself. Retirement wasn’t an ending. It was a beginning!

         And yet, last winter, she’d been reminded that it wasn’t that simple. Her newfound leisure time became a minefield when she decided to go for a manicure.

         It started out fine. Inside the salon she was greeted by a familiar—and gratifying—sight: a wall of narrow white shelves filled with bottle after bottle of the nail polish she’d created thirty years ago, a brand she’d named Liv, after her daughter, Olivia.

         When Olivia was small, she’d happily answered to Ruth’s nickname for her. As a teenager, she insisted on Ruth using her full name. Now the only trace that remained of Liv the sweet toddler was the label on the bestselling nail polish in the country.

         Ruth had scanned the shelves of Liv bottles meticulously arranged by color and shade. She searched through the deep reds, looking for her signature color—the first she’d put on the market—Cherry Hill. She looked and looked, moving farther into the purple shades, thinking it might have been misplaced. No luck.

         She asked a technician for help finding the color and was told, “Oh, that’s been discontinued.”

         Discontinued? Impossible. Cherry Hill was a classic. Ruth insisted there had to be some mistake. The woman told her that she was not the first to request the color, and when they’d called their distributor, they’d been told no more bottles would be shipping.

         Cherry Hill was the most perfect red, a true red, not too orange, not too pink. It flattered every skin tone. It was a perennial bestseller. But more significant, it was her sentimental favorite. How could the new owners of the company do such a thing?

         This discovery accelerated her growing sense that selling the business had been a colossal mistake. She had signed on the dotted line, believing the buyers’ promises about an ongoing consultant role—and then never heard from them again.

         She tried not to think about it, tried to accept it, but if the new owners would do something like discontinue Cherry Hill, the day might come when her brand, her baby, was unrecognizable. And there was nothing she could do about it.

         This was the realization that had sent her looking for something else to put her energy into. She’d turned her attention to the new phase of her life with fresh vigor. And now, six months later, there she was in Provincetown. And yet…

         Ruth got up from the table, leaving her coffee, and walked up to the second floor, where there were a few remaining unpacked boxes. She knew that buried somewhere inside one of them were the last remaining bottles of Cherry Hill. It suddenly felt very important for her to find them and make sure they had weathered the move.

         Her approach to packing had been as ordered and methodical as her approach to everything in life, so she easily found the box labeled BEAUTY/SUPPLIES. She sliced through the tape.

         On top, protected by bubble wrap, was a cosmetics mirror. It was the type sold at any high-end drugstore, with a metal stand and a rotating mirror that was magnified on one side. But this particular model was nearly fifty years old. It had belonged to her mother.

         Ruth had vivid memories of her mother sitting in her bedroom in front of her vanity performing the morning ritual of “putting on my face,” as she called it. In the 1960s, this entailed making the eyes as big as possible with heavy, winged black eyeliner, pale blue eyeshadow, and false eyelashes topped with gobs of mascara. Ruth would watch with fascination, certain her mother was the most beautiful woman in the world.

         Joan Goldberg had been a loving mother but a very unhappy woman. Her life advice to Ruth? “Don’t start cooking dinner every night. Then it will always be expected of you.”

         Her mother received a weekly allowance of ten dollars from her husband; she had to save up to buy things. Ruth decided early on that she would not live like that. She would be financially independent of her husband—if she bothered to get married at all.

         And then, when she was just eighteen years old, she met Ben Cooperman. They were engaged one month after his college graduation.

         Ruth placed the mirror to the side and continued digging. As expected, she found a small cardboard box, a six-pack of Cherry Hill. She opened it and shook one bottle into her hand. How painfully ironic that the product that had changed her life was the first thing to go. It was like the universe was telling her: You’re really done. There’s no looking back.

         And yet here she was, her life packed up in boxes, sitting alone in a beautiful home that was not hers. It was difficult not to look back. At her age, you were left with the results of decades’ worth of decisions, large and small.

         The doorbell rang. Ruth looked up, startled. She closed the box, brushed the dust off her hands, and descended the stairs to the front hallway. She peeked out the window. No one was there. She unlatched the door and opened it. An infant car seat had been left on the doorstep.

         With a sleeping baby inside.

         
              

         

         The string of small bells above the Tea by the Sea front door heralded the arrival of customers; this time, it was a family of tourists. The parents gravitated to the shelf of tea tins while the teenage girls stood in front of the window taking selfies with the backdrop of the bay.

         Elise breathed deeply as she watched Fern explain their different blends and open a few tins so the customers could experience their aromas. Elise was filled with gratitude—for her marriage and for the wonderful shop, which really was a dream come true. She had to let the other stuff go.

         The big decision they had to make at the moment was whether or not to hire part-time help. Elise and Fern vacillated between feeling they could go it alone and wanting the insurance of a third set of hands.

         “I think we should offer the job to that Cynthia Wesson woman,” Elise said after the family of tourists left, briefly looking up from the tin she was filling with loose-leaf, custom-blended tea. When two ounces of tea had been measured out and dispensed into a tin, Elise labeled it with three stickers—the name of the blend on the front and top, the brewing time and temperature on the bottom—and finished it off with a navy-blue ribbon. It was a time-consuming but wonderfully meditative task. It reminded her of what she enjoyed about tea in the first place, the way it encouraged you to slow down. “She seems genuinely interested in tea and she’s been visiting P’town from Chatham her whole life.”

         The front door’s bells chimed again. This time, the arrival was a petite middle-aged woman. She had thick dark hair with a white stripe on one side and blazing black eyes.

         “It’s the Wicked Witch of the West End,” Fern muttered. “When did she get back to town?”

         “Be nice!” Elise whispered. Louder, she said, “Hi, Bianca.”

         The woman squinted up at them. “My sister-in-law told me about this place. I walk up and down the street and there’s so much change. And not for the better!”

         “Welcome back. At least you were able to escape the cold by spending the winter in Florida. Where are you staying?” Elise asked pleasantly.

         “At the boatyard,” the woman said. “Since you two got your hands on my daughter’s house, where else would I stay?”

         Elise and Fern exchanged a look. “Pilar was happy to sell to us, Bianca,” Fern said.

         When they’d first moved from Boston to Provincetown, finding a single-family house to buy seemed too much to hope for. Very little real estate was on the market, and most of the living quarters for sale were condominiums made from large houses divided up for multiple owners.

         That first summer, they’d sublet the bottom floor of a Victorian just off Conant Street and begun the search for a forever home. How bad could sharing a cottage with a few other couples be?

         As it turned out, pretty bad. Their upstairs neighbors rolled in from the A-House or the Crown and Anchor in the earliest hours of the morning, blasting music and treading on the hardwood floors like a herd of elephants. The afternoons weren’t much quieter.

         Fern and Elise found escape by renting a sailboat and mooring from Barros Boatyard. Marco made it easy for them to get set up on the water. His father, Manny Barros, had run the boatyard for fifty years, and he’d taken it over from his own father. Marco had also started an oyster farm on the two-acre grant of intertidal water that his paternal uncle—and godfather—Tito had given him.

         Fern and Elise spent so much time at the boatyard that they struck up a friendship with the Barroses. They were invited to the Fourth of July party at their house, then to a few Sunday-night barbecues. They met Manny’s wife, Lidia, and his sister, Bianca. And that summer, Bianca Barros’s daughter, Pilar, was looking to sell her home.

         Fern made a deal with Pilar over oysters and gin on Manny’s deck. That’s how things happened in Provincetown real estate—through a friend of a friend of a friend. The right place, the right time.

         “You got that place for a steal,” Bianca said now, glaring at Fern. “And I do mean steal.”

         Fern shook her head. “Can I offer you an iced tea? On the house, of course.” She winked at Elise.

         “I heard a disturbing rumor I hope you can put to rest. You didn’t rent out the house to a summer person, did you?”

         Elise and Fern looked at each other. “Yes, we did,” Fern said.

         “That is an outrage. An affront to me and my family and everything that house has ever stood for. My great-great-great-grandfather built that house!”

         “Bianca, with all due respect, it’s our house now and there’s nothing wrong with renting it out for the summer.”

         “You would say that—you’re barely more than tourists yourselves.” She peered up at the menu and clucked with disapproval. “You think you can get away with charging that for an iced tea?” She stormed out.

         “See,” Fern said with a pointed look at Elise. “That’s what happens when you don’t let things go. You turn into a Bianca.”

         “Very funny,” Elise said.

         The shop phone rang, and she reached for it. “Tea by the Sea, Elise speaking.”

         “This is Ruth Cooperman. I don’t know what’s going on here, but I need Fern to come back to the house right away.”

         “What’s the problem?” The last thing Elise wanted to think about was Ruth Cooperman at Shell Haven. She sighed impatiently. “Is the key not working? Sometimes the back door gets stuck in the heat.”

         “The doors are not the problem. The problem is that someone left a baby on your front porch.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         Ruth had not held a baby in almost thirty years.

         Ruth guessed the infant—a girl, judging from her pink knit cap—was about two weeks old. She was small enough that Ruth would have been nervous handling her, and so she didn’t. Swaddled in a standard-issue hospital receiving blanket, the baby appeared to be no longer than Ruth’s forearm. Ruth left her in the car seat.

         Whoever dropped the baby off at the house had also left a diaper bag filled with Pampers, two bottles, a few cans of Enfamil, and a pink carrying sling. Fortunately, she was asleep, and Ruth did not need to use any of the supplies. Fern Douglas would hopefully arrive before that changed.

         Ruth took the car seat into the living room. She turned the air-conditioning on and sat on the edge of the couch. Someone had felt comfortable leaving the baby unattended, but Ruth couldn’t, in good conscience, leave her alone in the room. Truly, this town might be more than she had bargained for. It was one thing to leave keys in a mailbox. It was quite another to leave a baby on a front porch.

         She stood and paced, looking at her phone. Shouldn’t Fern be here by now?

         The baby stirred. Oh no—sleep. Sleep!

         Her tiny rosebud mouth was puckering even though her eyes were still closed. And just like that, Ruth recalled her own newborn baby’s phantom sucking from long ago, how, even half asleep, her daughter would root around for her breast. It was all so primal, so different from the way everything else could be scheduled and tamed. Ruth had been shocked by it. She’d thought she could manage motherhood the way she’d planned her career; with enough discipline and hard work, things would run smoothly. She could keep it all under control. What no one told her, what perhaps she should have guessed ahead of time, was that becoming a mother was all about letting go of control.

         She heard the back door open, then footsteps in the kitchen. Finally!

         But it was not Fern Douglas. It was the unpleasant strawberry blonde from yesterday. She rushed into the room, her hair clinging to her forehead and neck in damp tendrils. “I got here as fast as I could,” she said, barely glancing at Ruth. Her eyes locked on the car seat. She approached it slowly, almost reverently, and knelt down, peering at the baby.

         “And…you are?” Ruth said.

         “Elise Douglas. Fern’s wife,” the woman said. “I’m sorry. We got off to a bad start yesterday.”

         That was an understatement. But in the spirit of moving things along, Ruth was willing to let bygones be bygones. “Yes, well, there is a more immediate problem at hand. I guess your friend or whoever dropped her off here didn’t realize you rented out the house for the summer?” Ruth said. Elise did not respond. It was like Ruth wasn’t even in the room.

         The baby stirred. Elise reached into the car seat and pulled the small bundle into her arms, murmuring something that Ruth couldn’t quite make out.

         She shifted impatiently on her feet.

         “Okay, well, you should probably…take her back to her house. I don’t mean to be rude, but I really would like to get settled,” Ruth said.

         Elise finally looked at her. “I don’t know where to go. I don’t know whose baby this is.”

         What?

         The baby began to cry. At first, it was just a squawk, like a bird, but it quickly escalated into a wail. How could such a tiny thing make so much noise? There was something impossible to endure about a baby’s cry. As a mother herself, Ruth was hardwired to respond.

         “Perhaps you should call Fern and see if she knows. Or, better yet, take her to the tea shop and discuss it there.”

         Elise shook her head. “I’m sorry, Ms. Cooperman. I have to figure this out, obviously. But I can’t take the baby anywhere.”

         “Well, you can’t keep her here.”

         “What if the person who left her here comes back? Just give me time to sort this out.” She looked down at the baby and then back at Ruth. “And please—don’t mention this to anyone.”

         Who would she mention it to? Ruth thought. And why the secrecy? She sighed and looked out the window. It was a gorgeous day.

         “I’m going out for a bit,” she said. “I expect to return to an empty house.”

         
              

         

         Olivia could not imagine a worse time to have the flu. She’d never taken a sick day, and now—bam! She’d been in bed for three days straight. The optics were bad. It looked like she was sulking over the account she hadn’t been awarded.

         The truth was, she’d run herself down by working eighteen-hour days to keep her mind off her recent breakup. The irony was that her job was social media, and while doing her best not to think about Ian, she’d stumbled on a photo of one of her very attractive clients at a lavish black-tie fund-raiser—on Ian’s arm!

         For the past few nights, Olivia had tossed and turned, her body seemingly unable to regulate its temperature. Hot and then cold, she opened and closed her bedroom window as her mind ran around in circles wondering if she’d made a terrible mistake letting her relationship languish. Digging deep, she had to admit that she probably was not in love—had never been in love with anyone. Maybe she was meant to be alone.

         That left the worry about work. Now that she had so much time to think, the significance of being passed over for the new account really hit her. If she wasn’t getting the big clients, it was only a matter of time before she was phased out.

         It was time to leave, to go out on her own.

         She’d been preparing for this day, debating whether she should stay with HotFeed and take her chances or start her own company. She would be leaving the security of her steady paycheck and her roster of clients, but she’d put out feelers and knew at least one client would leave with her. April Hollis was a thirty-something reality-TV star turned shoe designer whose every move, purchase, and thought was followed by eighteen million people on social media. When Olivia had met her six years earlier, she’d been a real estate broker in Hoboken spending her days off going to casting calls.

         Olivia had already reached out to her.

         “Whatever you need, doll,” April had said.

         Still, the logistics were daunting. At HotFeed, she had a copy writer for the content and a person who created and managed a calendar of posts and made sure the posts went live and were properly tagged. She had someone who scoured the internet, found mentions of clients, and replied to the commenters. And the company had an analytics team to see what content was getting the best results. She would not have all this support as a one-woman operation. It would take time to build her staff. But she would manage in the meantime.

         Her doorman buzzed up on the house phone.

         “Hello?” The single word triggered a coughing fit.

         “Ms. Cooperman? Your father is here.”

         She should have known he’d show up even though she’d spent the past two days assuring him she was fine. When she was growing up, it had been her father who bandaged a skinned knee, who ministered to summertime bug bites, who counseled her over teenage heartbreak. Her mother was always traveling for work.

         She opened her front door and found her father holding two bags from the Second Avenue Deli.

         “Dad, really, you didn’t have to,” she said, overwhelmed by how happy she was not only to see him but to have company. Sure, she had friends in town. But they were people she went out with, networked with, had fun with; they were not people to sit on her couch and watch Netflix with.

         “I wish you would find a lasting relationship,” he said a few minutes later over their matzo ball soup. “I don’t want you to spend your life alone.”

         “Dad, I wish you would meet someone. I don’t want you to spend your life alone.”

         Her parents had divorced when she was in middle school. The divorce had been difficult on them both—both meaning Olivia and her father. Ruth hadn’t seemed to miss a beat. Unlike most of her friends whose parents split up, Olivia ended up living primarily with her father, who kept the house in Cherry Hill, New Jersey, while her mother moved to a condo in Center City, Philadelphia, just across the Ben Franklin Bridge.

         Over the years her dad had had a few girlfriends, but nothing stuck. Olivia was afraid that the divorce had left him wary of investing in someone emotionally. How else to explain his persistent single status? Her dad was—her own bias aside—a catch. He was a respected anesthesiologist, had a remarkably full head of silver hair, and kept in shape by playing tennis year-round; his only vice was rich food.

         Once again, she tried to push him on this, and once again, he turned it around on her.

         “I had my time being married and I have you. What’s your excuse?”

         “Did you ever consider that I like my freedom?” she said. It was partially true; she liked the excitement of meeting someone, the thrill of the chase or of being chased, that first-night discovery of a man’s touch. As far as Olivia was concerned, it was all downhill from there. Clearly, judging from the tenor of her breakups, she wasn’t able to give enough. Maybe she never would be.

         At a conversational impasse over their personal lives, they finished dinner in easy, companionable silence. Afterward, her father stuffed the empty soup containers and corned beef sandwich wrappers into the empty takeout bags and carried them to the hallway garbage room.

         Olivia retrieved a pint of Emack & Bolio’s raspberry chip ice cream from the freezer. The two of them curled up on the couch, Olivia on one end, a blanket over her outstretched legs and remote in hand, her father on the other.

         “A fine pair we are,” she said, smiling at him.

         “I’m just happy to see you’re on the mend.”

         She nodded. “I think I’m finally kicking this thing. Definitely going back to work on Monday.”

         “Getting the flu in May might be a sign you should slow down a little.”

         “Yeah, that’s not going to happen. In fact, I’m planning on leaving the company and starting my own.”

         As she’d anticipated, her father looked dubious. A physician, Ben Cooperman didn’t understand the vagaries of the corporate world. Yes, medicine had its own politics. But her mother was the one she really should talk to about this. Olivia simply had no interest in making that phone call. She prided herself on not needing her mother. She was an independent woman—independent financially and emotionally.

         “Are you ready for that?”

         She nodded. “More than ready.” No need to tell him she felt pushed out the door.

         “You’re young—you should be enjoying yourself a little. You can’t be all work and no play.”

         “It will be fine,” she said confidently.

         “Olivia,” her father said, patting her leg over the blanket, “I admire your ambition. I’m proud of you. But I have perspective that you don’t. Life goes fast. Before you know it…well, I worry that you’re going to miss out on the things in life that will make you happy. The things in life that are important. I don’t want you to…”

         “What, end up alone like my mother? Trust me, I’m nothing like her,” she said, reaching for the thermometer.

         Just one fever-free day, and she would be back in the office.
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