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Praise for Three Good Things

“A toothsome tale . . . a debut as light, sweet, and fluffy as Danish pastry dough. Culinary romance lovers—fans of Sharon Boorstein, Susan Mallery, and Deirdre Martin—will devour it.”

—Library Journal

“Like gossip over morning coffee in the kitchen . . . warm and comforting.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Three Good Things is a flavorful tale of sisters and second chances, fresh starts and sweet surprises. Wendy Francis has written a rich debut, sure to delight the lucky readers who discover her here.”

—Barbara O’Neal, author of The All You Can Dream Buffet

“There are so many good things to say about Three Good Things. It’s a warm, witty, and wise story of sisters on their journey through love and life. Wendy Francis’s new novel is as delicious as the kringles made in Ellen’s bakeshop.”

—Susan Wiggs, author of The Beekeeper’s Ball

“Wendy Francis’s Three Good Things is as sweet, rich, and comforting as a Danish kringle, spiced with lots of good surprises.”

—Nancy Thayer, author of Nantucket Sisters

“A lovely story about people you wish were your next-door neighbors. I wish, too, the kringle shop were next door, because I loved the mouthwatering descriptions of its treats. Curl up with this book, along with a cup of tea and a kringle (what else?) and lose yourself in a world you won’t want to leave after you turn the last page.”

—Eileen Goudge, author of The Replacement Wife
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For my mom and dad, both gone too soon


The mess is holy. . . . There is beauty in what is.

—DANI SHAPIRO



JULY
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Maggie

The salty Cape air blew in through the window, and Maggie listened to the steady thump of blinds hitting the windowsill. The spot next to her in bed was empty, the sheets dimpled. Mac must have already gotten up to fetch the paper and coffee at the Blueberry Bagel down the road. It was one of her favorite things about their annual month on the Cape: iced coffee waiting for her on the kitchen counter when she managed to pull herself out of bed. For eleven months of the year, she was the one in charge, responsible for waking the kids, making sure they were dressed before they climbed on the bus, packing their lunches, ferrying the twins to dance, soccer, drama, and entertaining baby Luke. Of course, Luke was no longer a baby. He’d be entering kindergarten in the fall.

But in July everything shifted. Mac was home, and at last, Maggie had some precious time to herself when she could sit in the sun or nurse a glass of wine after dinner, looking out over the ocean without a care. Or, at the very least, she could pretend she didn’t have a care. In July, Mac turned off his scanner, and the office knew better than to bother him unless a case turned up that only his expertise could unriddle. Maggie had understood it wouldn’t be easy being married to a Boston cop when she walked down the aisle fifteen years ago, but she wasn’t prepared for the constant worry of whether her husband would return home at the end of his shift. The worry had nearly driven her crazy during the first years of their marriage, but then the twins were born and a whole new host of concerns emerged. Her fears about Mac had faded to a low-grade hum that played in the background of her days. On the Cape, however, for this one precious month, the family had Mac all to themselves. Safe was all she could think. Happy was what she felt.

She rolled over and felt the heat drifting in like sheets on a breeze. The sun pooled on the wide plank floors of the master bedroom. The house was quiet. Either Mac had taken Luke, her usual first riser, to the coffee shop with him or Luke was still asleep like his sisters. They’d arrived last night—a jumble of bags, canvas totes, coolers, and inflatable water toys—as the sun was starting its descent in the sky. The drive, normally an hour and a half, had unspooled into nearly three with the vacation traffic. The kids’ iPads and I Spy had entertained them for the first hour, but eventually the children had whined with impatience. Maggie could hardly blame them.

They inched their way through the Hingham merge, where traffic always slowed, then past Marshfield and Duxbury. The giant wind turbine spun up ahead, a towering white knight in the evening sky. When at last they reached the Sagamore Bridge, she silently thanked the heavens. Greeting them, as it did each summer, was a sign from the Samaritans that asked in bold letters, ARE YOU DESPERATE? with a number to call posted underneath. It always gave her a perverse chuckle. How did they know, Maggie wondered, that carloads of parents were ready to jump off the bridge at this precise moment?

The shock of verdant green that met the eye as they topped the bridge surprised her each July. On either side of the canal, blue and purple hydrangeas dotted the roadside and swayed in the cool evening breeze, as if waving to them in greeting. In this final stretch, Maggie exhaled and finally allowed herself to enjoy the familiar mix of humanity around them. Rickety pickup trucks packed with lobster crates rode bumper-to-bumper with expensive convertibles on their way to catch the last ferry to the Vineyard or Nantucket. Plenty of SUVs, like theirs, were loaded to the top for a summer’s escape.

In some ways, the house on the Cape felt more like home to Maggie than their rambling Victorian on Boston’s South Shore. The summer house, where she and her sisters had been coming since they were little girls, held some of her most precious memories: fireworks on the beach, late-night s’mores, her first kiss, her first heartbreak, and the day she and Mac were married under a big white tent on the sand. Her dad had been down in May for a general check of the place, but a musty smell, coupled with something sweet, like air freshener, greeted them when they pushed open the front door. Maggie pulled back the heavy curtains and threw open the windows in the common area, then shooed the kids upstairs to do the same. She tugged the dusty sheets off the couches and hung them on the deck to air. Eventually the lights flickered on (though it was always a wild card as to whether the electric company had actually turned on the electricity on the date they’d requested) and the water began gurgling up through the pipes. Ah, summer, she thought. At last.

The Cape house was cozy, manageable. A common room filled with well-worn couches opened onto a deck with stairs that led directly down to the beach. An antique chest of drawers housed the board games played over the years—battered boxes of Yahtzee, Monopoly, Life, all with missing pieces. Upstairs was a modest master bedroom, a guest room with a double bed, and the kids’ room, with three bunk beds and barely passable rows in between. The kitchen, with its 1950s linoleum floor, was stuck in time, but Maggie thought it charming, especially the wallpaper with its happy yellow roses. From the kitchen, she could see the dining area, where a long wooden table served as both their supper table and late-night game console, scattered initials carved into it from when they were young. Coming here was like falling into the arms of a comfortable, familiar lover.

She’d had a slight scare, though, when she flicked on the downstairs bathroom light last night and discovered the bottom window transom broken, a few pieces of glass punched out. A swirl of dark dots lay splattered across the white tile floor like chicken pox. She bent down to touch them, then pulled her hand away. Was it blood? Dried blood?

“Honey? Can you come here?” she called out. Had someone broken in? Were they still in the house? Her thoughts raced to the kids upstairs. Mac arrived to investigate.

He checked the window, the blood on the floor. Peeked in the medicine cabinet, still flush with Tylenol and cold medicine. “I don’t think we had an intruder,” he said, reading her mind. She appreciated his use of the past tense. Had. “If we did, there would be more glass on the inside.” He tried opening the window, but the sash was jammed. “When did you say your dad was down again?”

“In May?” She grabbed her cell phone and punched in Arthur’s number. At first, her dad had pretended not to know what she was talking about. “What? A window? Where?” But after Maggie described the damage, he grew frustrated. “Why didn’t you say the bathroom window? Yes, yes, that was me. Broke the damn thing trying to open it. Forgot to call Jay.” Jay was the family’s handyman on the Cape.

“Okay, I’m just glad someone didn’t break in. We’ll get it fixed. Are you all right? It looks like you might have cut yourself.”

“Of course,” Arthur said curtly. “Pricked my hand on the glass. No big deal.”

But the conversation had nagged at her last night.

“Don’t you think it’s weird about my dad and the window?” she asked Mac in bed. He was nearly asleep, weary from the long drive and a few double shifts the week before.

“Weird?” he mumbled from his pillow.

“Like he didn’t want to admit he broke it.”

“Maybe he was embarrassed. Or maybe he forgot. He’s not getting any younger, you know.”

But it wasn’t like her dad to let something like a broken window go. That he’d let it sit unattended for two months was almost unthinkable. Maybe, she reasoned, he felt silly when it happened and then guilty about not getting it fixed. She decided to let it slide. This was her month not to worry! Besides, she felt guilty herself for not checking on the house all spring. She could hardly jump on Arthur for having done just that.

She stretched her body down to her toes and fingertips, arms out at the sides. Today they would put in the dock. The pieces to it lay under a tarp in the backyard, and every year on the first day of vacation, they assembled the various sections that hooked together like enormous Lego blocks. Jess and her family would be arriving later this afternoon, and between the four adults—Mac, Maggie, Jess, and Tim—they’d manage during low tide to lay out piece by piece the modest dock that provided a jumping-off point for the kids all month. For Maggie, putting in the dock marked the official start of summer.

She thought back to when she and her sisters were kids, how she and Jess would race to be the first ones in the water as soon as the car pulled into the driveway (they’d insist on wearing their bathing suits for the ride down). She could almost smell the scent of lavender in their freshly dried beach towels. Honestly, where had the time gone? Her parents had been so happy then. And life so much simpler. Now everything was endlessly complicated. Virgie lived on a different coast. Jess was drowning in her responsibilities as a high school principal. The sisters hardly got a chance to see each other outside of their one idyllic month on the Cape. And Arthur and Gloria had been divorced going on a year and a half now.

Yes, life was more complicated, Maggie thought. And probably in no small part because she was a mother herself now. But July was her month to relax. Que sera, sera. It was one of her mother’s favorite sayings at the beach house, so much so that the words hung on a plaque in the front hallway. Right next to ABSOLUTELY NO WHINING! VIOLATORS WILL BE CHARGED 5 CENTS.

Maggie kicked her feet under the sheets. This summer would be just like old times. She could feel it. She would make sure of it.

Only a handful of things waited on her to-do list to ready the house for her sisters: a quick dusting downstairs, fresh sheets on the beds, and a run to the corner market to pick up a few items (they’d already packed the car full with staples, like cereal and chips). For supper tonight, they should have something that would appropriately mark the start of vacation. Perhaps a fresh sea bass or some haddock.

She slipped into her shorts and a white T-shirt (her uniform during the summer) and a pair of pink flip-flops. Every summer, each child got a new beach pail stuffed with a towel and flip-flops. This, too, had become part of the Herington tradition (a summer without new flip-flops would hardly count as summer at all!). The one year she’d neglected to buy them in advance, Maggie and the girls had raced out to the nearest shop and paid three times the price she typically shelled out at Target. She hadn’t forgotten the flip-flops since.

She stood at the bathroom sink and splashed cool water on her face, relieved to see the water gush from the old spigot. Last night, when the water had trickled out, she’d worried that the pump from the well wasn’t working properly. But any kinks seemed to have resolved themselves overnight. She traveled down the hall and poked her head into the kids’ room. Their duffel bags lay unopened on the floor, their clothes from yesterday strewn across the room like tossed cards. Luke was gone, but the girls still slept sprawled on top of blue cotton quilts. Only eleven, they looked so angelic when they were sleeping, their long corn-silk hair splayed across their pillows. Some days, Lexie (the girl who would surely push Maggie to the edge) already acted like a teenager, full of snide comebacks and rolling eyes. Last night she’d announced that the Cape was “boring” and insisted on asking why they couldn’t do something different. As if every child were lucky enough to have a summer house to visit!

Maggie headed downstairs just as Mac and Luke burst through the front door.

“Mommy, we saw a raccoon!” Luke cried.

“You did?” Maggie grabbed the iced coffees from Mac and gave him a kiss. She cast a wary glance his way, as if to say, Raccoons? Already? They were a nuisance, varmints as far as she was concerned. They would have to be sure to keep the trash covered this year.

“He was pretty big,” Mac confirmed as he set the bagels and newspaper on the kitchen counter. “About the size of a bear, wouldn’t you say, buddy?”

Luke opened his mouth, about to object, then caught his dad’s drift. “Maybe not a bear, but at least a pig. Definitely a big pig.”

“Uh-oh.” Maggie laughed. Luke had become strangely obsessed with pigs in the last year. He drew parades of pigs, had a collection of stuffed pigs, knew all sorts of random facts about them. For example, the world’s largest pig weighed six hundred pounds. Maggie prayed it was just a phase. He tugged on her shorts. “Mama, can we go swimming now?”

“In a little bit, hon. Let’s wait for the girls to wake up, okay?” She sipped her coffee and skimmed the headlines. “I need to run to Sal’s to pick up a few things anyway.”

When Luke started to protest, Mac interrupted his whining. “C’mon, buddy. We haven’t even had breakfast yet. Let’s go sit on the deck and eat our bagels.” With a wink, he coaxed Luke outside.

Maggie finished her coffee, grabbed her wallet and backpack, and headed out to the shed. A rusty padlock hung on its latch. She twirled the numbers, the code memorized by heart, and pulled open the door, searching for the rickety three-speed that she rode each summer. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust before spying the Schwinn in back. Carefully, she navigated a path around a wagon, a line of terra-cotta pots, a Hula Hoop. A plastic baby swimming pool rested against the bike. Only last summer, Luke had liked to splash around in it when the ocean waves grew too strong. Would he still use it this summer, or had he gotten too big? she wondered. She moved the pool over so that it listed against a wall, then brushed the cobwebs off the bike’s handlebars. Slowly, she inched the bike out of the shed, careful not to knock loose the wicker basket, and added a few puffs of air to the tires before hopping on.

Her dad used to ride this very Schwinn when Maggie was little. And, at the thought of Arthur, her stomach tightened again. Was it possible that the last time they’d seen him was over Christmas at their house in Windsor? She shook her head as if to clear a foggy memory. But no, that was right. They hadn’t seen her dad for six months. She knew Virgie called Arthur every Sunday, but Maggie had let even her phone conversations with him slide. They were uncomfortable, odd little exchanges where she struggled to fill the space with stories about the kids. She always hung up feeling deflated and disappointed, as if she should be a more interesting daughter and Arthur a more engaged grandfather.

And now, this most recent conversation had gotten her mind spinning.

Arthur had sounded, well, off. She couldn’t think of better way to describe it. As if he couldn’t imagine why she’d be calling him in the first place or what on earth she was talking about when she mentioned the window. Perhaps she’d woken him or caught him in the shower? Whatever the reason, it was unsettling. She’d feel better, she told herself, once he was here and she could lay eyes on him.

Yes, it would be good for everyone to fall back into their summer routines: the kids swimming till their eyes stung from the salt water while the adults shared a cocktail or two on the deck. Maybe this would be the year Luke dove off the dock (he’d gotten so close last summer!). And maybe the twins would master the backflip. In the top kitchen drawer of the summer house, Maggie kept a spiral notebook for recording just such milestones and funny quotes from the kids, updating it each July. The first summer the twins rode their bikes without training wheels! Lexie swam out to the jetty and back. Luke walked across the kitchen all by himself! She’d always meant to transfer the scribbles to an electronic file, but there was something pleasing about seeing first her handwriting and then the girls’, their tilted capital letters giving way to more precise lowercase, then loopy cursive. On the front, Sophie had scrawled, The Book of Summer.

Maggie was looking forward to catching up with her sisters, maybe playing a few rounds of poker or gin rummy. And thank goodness Arthur and Gloria were coming for separate weeks this year. After a tense summer last July when everyone tiptoed around them both, the wounds of the divorce still raw, Maggie had made certain that her parents were slotted for different weeks this time. Maggie McNeil at your service! she had thought, as she toggled back and forth between them on the phone. Let me pencil in your reservation!

She followed the soft curves of the bike path, the sun warming the back of her neck. Sweeping ferns lined either side, and every so often a honeysuckle or a cape rose poked its head out. Maggie threw her hands in the air like a child and shouted, “Heeeello, summer!” No one was around. She could be carefree and thirteen again. How she’d imagined this feeling a thousand times, nurtured it as if it were her own exquisite orchid, in the depths of winter. The thought of the Cape house was the only thing that made Boston winters bearable, with loads of laundry to do and the kids climbing the walls. Just wait, she’d tell herself. Before you know it, you’ll all be back at the summer house.

Eventually, the dirt path turned to pavement and wound past the charming post office (white with blue trim), the town library, an ice cream shop, a handful of quaint shops, and at last, Sal’s Market. Maggie leaned her bike against a post. Like everything else in town, Sal’s looked more or less the same and still sported its cherry red door and gray cedar shingles.

When she swung open the screen door, four tidy rows of supplies greeted her along with the smell of basil and an assortment of freshly picked produce, including fat, gorgeous blueberries and strawberries the size of walnuts. She gathered up a wire basket, threw in two pints of berries and a clutch of basil, and began combing the aisles for the items on her list. She pulled a carton of farm eggs and milk from the refrigerated section, then headed to the deli and fish counter. A small line had formed and Maggie took her place behind a woman in a faded pink sundress and floppy straw hat. Probably a year-rounder, she thought wistfully. When it was her turn, she stepped up and grinned at Sal, who was busily wiping the counter. A white deli hat sat perched on top of his sandy curls, and his butcher’s apron already reflected a swift morning’s business. When he glanced up and saw her, his face beamed.

“Maggie, girl! Welcome back! I was wondering if you all would get in this week.”

She tugged a stray piece of hair behind her ear. She loved that Sal never failed to make her feel like a pretty teenager all over again. “Thanks, Sal. It’s good to be back. You know we wouldn’t miss July down here if we could help it.”

“I always know it’s summertime when the Herington girls are back. The whole gang with you?”

“You bet.” Maggie eyed the specials on the blackboard behind him: STRIPED BASS; BLUEFISH; SCUP; TUNA; HADDOCK; HALIBUT; COD.

“Well, you’ll have to bring those gorgeous girls by the store. And Luke! How old is he now?”

“Just turned five,” Maggie confirmed. “Kindergarten in September.”

“Wow.” Sal’s face softened. “They grow up fast, don’t they?” Maggie nodded. “Are your sisters headed in, too?” She grinned. She knew that Sal had a soft spot for Virgie.

“Yep. Jess should be here today with her family. Virgie gets in on Wednesday.”

Did Sal’s face light up just a tad or was it Maggie’s imagination? He cleared his throat. “That’s terrific. So, what can I get you today?”

“How’s the striped bass?”

“Delectable, as always.” He reached to pull a few fillets from a tray. “How many would you like?”

Maggie did the quick arithmetic in her head for her family and Jess’s. “A baker’s dozen? And a pound of ham and turkey each, please.”

“You got it.” He tugged off a sheet of waxy paper and tossed the fillets on it, then sliced the deli meat and wrapped it all in a tidy bundle. “Enjoy.” He handed it over. “Say hi to everyone for me.”

“Thanks. Will do, Sal.” She made her way over to the checkout counter, taking a quick inventory of her basket to make sure nothing would be too heavy to lug back on the bike, and paid. She was stuffing the groceries into her basket outside when a familiar voice called out: “Maggie, is that you?”

Maggie turned and smiled. “Gretchen! How are you? I almost didn’t recognize you.”

Gretchen had been coming to the Cape for summers nearly as long as Maggie and her sisters. She and her husband had two kids, and occasionally the families would get together for a beach day and cookout. Maggie noticed that her friend had gone blond this summer.

Gretchen ran her hand through her hair self-consciously. “I know. A bit of a shock, right? But I needed something to get me through middle age.” Maggie laughed as she leaned in to give her friend a hug. “It looks great. How are the kids?”

“Good,” said Gretchen. “Really good. Except for the times when I want to strangle them, of course. Jasper is eight going on four, and Anna is fifteen going on twenty.”

Maggie hopped on her bike. “I know what you mean. Lexie and Sophie are in those fun ‘tween’ years.” Gretchen groaned sympathetically. “We’ll have to get together. How long are you here for?”

“Three weeks,” answered Gretchen. “We head back for the kids’ camp in August.”

“Give me a call on my cell.” Maggie waved over her shoulder. “We don’t have a landline at the house anymore.”

“What?” Gretchen called after her in mock surprise. “You finally got rid of that vintage rotary phone?” Maggie grinned. Gretchen’s summer house was nothing like hers. A colonial with five bedrooms and three baths, it was a restored sea captain’s mansion that they’d bought when the market was down. There was nothing “camp-like” about it, but Maggie knew that was how her friend liked it. If she couldn’t find luxury living along the beach, Gretchen wouldn’t have deigned to come to the Cape in the first place.

Sparrows chirped in the old oaks and pines that flecked the town square. Maggie inhaled as she rode along, a mix of salt and pine stinging her nose, and felt curiously free. Only a few summers ago she’d fretted she would never escape the days of diapers and binkies and then potty training with Luke. And that cumbersome car seat! It drove her crazy, how Luke would howl about the seat belt cutting into his chest. Until one day, she glanced in the rearview mirror and saw all three kids buckled into their seats, the diagonal strap crisscrossing Luke’s shoulder, and Luke uncomplaining. A small miracle! There were so many milestones like these, Maggie thought. They seemingly happened overnight after she’d waited forever for them to occur.

She pulled up to the house and parked the bike. When she stepped inside, all was quiet, the girls still asleep. She set the groceries on the counter and wandered onto the deck, shielding her eyes from the sun with her hand. There. About a quarter mile down the beach, she could make out the profiles of Mac and Luke. She let herself out the gate and went down the steps to the boardwalk, the sea grass tickling her calves as she pulled off her flip-flops. At the shore line, the icy cold water lapped at her toes, but she knew from years of summers that it would grow warmer as the day went on. She was about to call out to them, but something stopped her.

On the horizon, white fleecy clouds hung in a sky that was colored a perfect robin’s-egg blue. The bright sun danced on the water. Above her, gulls dipped and soared, calling out to one another. Maggie inhaled the salty air and dug her toes deeper into the sand. She was searching for the right word to describe the shimmering world before her. Then it came to her: hallowed. This was hallowed ground, the place that gave her the most peace, her own private retreat.

Each summer, she resolved to toss out her to-do lists, lengthy spools that ran through her mind like ticker tape most days of the year. After years of self-recrimination, she’d resigned herself to the fact that she liked things to be just so. Type A, Mac called her. But in a way that I love, he reassured. But was it really so bad? So what if there were individual cubbies for the kids in the mudroom? So what if the kitchen in Windsor had a whiteboard with the children’s activities detailed in color-coded marker? And her linen shelves were methodically labeled: GIRLS’ SHEETS, LUKE’S SHEETS, M&D SHEETS, PILLOWCASES, EXTRA BLANKETS ?

She kept things organized. She kept the family running. They needed her.

But on the Cape, there was no need for such charts. Because everything was already as it was supposed to be. Que sera, sera. And if anything were amiss, if Arthur, for instance, was acting a little odd, well, it would be righted at Pilgrim Lane. That was what the summer house was for. Standing on the beach, she was also struck with the realization that this was the place (the summer house, of course! ) to tell Mac what she’d been dreaming about the last few months, an idea she desperately hoped he’d be open to. Time would tell.

Slowly she lifted her right leg up, toe pointing toward her knee, and swept her arms above her head. Her Tree Pose. She pressed her fingertips together and inhaled, willing her body to remain balanced on one foot. Yes, she thought. She could feel some of the tension slipping away, feel her heart opening to the possibilities of summer.

Until, that is, Lexie shouted from the deck, “Mom! Sophie took my towel!” Followed by a wail, which Maggie was quite certain came from Sophie.
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Virgie

Virgie watched Thomas pace back and forth across Larry’s office, his gestures growing more animated by the minute. It wasn’t hard. Larry had raised the blinds that divided the glass window of his office from their cubicles. When they were on the outside, looking in, the journalists joked it was because Larry wanted to keep an eye on them. But when someone else was on the inside with Larry, looking out, it was a different story. A closed door with the boss meant a colleague was getting fired, being promoted, or being handed a coveted story. Whatever it was, it rarely meant good news for those outside the fishbowl.

Virgie was playing Candy Crush on her computer, pairing colored jelly beans while she snuck looks. She had a pretty good idea of what was happening. Thomas had been itching for a big story for months and had stumbled upon the same one she had: Liz Crandle, a prominent Seattle attorney, was accusing a partner at her firm of sexual harassment. Allegedly, the partner had offered more compliments on her breasts than her legal briefs. The story probably meant a gazillion dollars in a settlement since it was evident the firm was eager for the whole mess to disappear. But Virgie had an “in” and Larry knew it. She and Liz bought their morning coffee at the same shop down on the pier. They’d exchanged hellos a few times, even commiserated over bad hair days together. Virgie was pretty sure she could scoop an exclusive before the other local stations got wind of it.

She shook the tingles out of her hands. Lately, all the caffeine she’d been drinking was giving her the shakes. She knew she had to quit, but her job demanded constant focus. If she ever wanted to get promoted to anchor desk, she couldn’t afford to miss a beat. It felt like ages since she’d had a good night’s sleep; insomnia had become her new bed partner. Of course, some of that sleep deprivation was due to Jackson, and she felt herself flush at the thought. Jackson, Jackson, Jackson. She wanted to write his name in big, loopy letters on her notebook as she had done with her high school boyfriends. She and Jackson had been dating for only three weeks, but Virgie couldn’t stop thinking about him. It was almost refreshing to be dating in her thirties; there was no need to play it coy. No wondering whether the object of her affection would call. No games, no secrets, they’d told each other on their third date. And Virgie had thought, Finally, someone who gets me.

As if Jackson had felt his ears burning, her cell phone chimed with a text. Dinner tonite?

She picked it up off her desk. “Yes!” She began to text back immediately, before downgrading the exclamation point to a period. Then: Where?

A minute later, his reply: Romeo’s? Seven?

She smiled. Romeo’s was a cozy little Italian place perched on a corner with a view of Elliott Bay. Chic without being pretentious. She texted back: Perfect. See you then. She and Jackson had dined there once before, when Virgie pronounced the scallops and fettuccini worth dying over. That and the enormous decanters of wine that sat on each table easily made it her new favorite place.

She checked her watch. Already 3:30 and she was still waiting for Larry to tell her the story was hers. What was taking him so long to break the news to Thomas? She wanted to get a four-mile run in before dinner. She looked up at Larry’s office. Any minute now. Thomas stood at the door, his hand resting on the handle. A moment later, he exited and cast a glance her way before hurrying toward his cubicle. If Virgie had read the vibes right, the story was all hers.

Larry stood in the doorway of his office. “Virgie, can I talk to you for a minute?” She tried her best to act surprised. A few colleagues smiled and gave her a thumbs-up. Larry was a smart guy. He knew better than to hand a sexual harassment story to a male reporter. It should be a woman—someone who would be sympathetic, someone whom Liz Crandle would want to spill her heart out to. Heck, Virgie even knew what kind of coffee she liked. Actually, it was tea. Chai tea, extra foam. Virgie was already considering where the interview should take place. Liz’s home? Or maybe she should suggest a more neutral setting. Perhaps the coffee shop.

She shot Larry an assured smile and breezed into his office. She was glad she was wearing her red Jimmy Choo pumps since now they would be forever linked to the day she’d caught her big break.

Larry shut the door behind her and gestured to a chair across from his desk. “Have a seat.” He cleared his throat and shuffled the papers on his desk.

“What’s up?” She aimed to sound cavalier.

“Listen, I know you’re keen on the Liz Crandle story—” he began.

“That’s right,” she interrupted. “We get coffee at the same place. I’m sure I could get an exclusive with her before KCB swoops in.” KCB-TV was their archrival. KCB’s newscasters were sharp, slick reporters, and they’d been beating up her station in the ratings for the past five years.

“I’m sure you could.” Larry hesitated. “But it turns out that Thomas’s brother-in-law is running buddies with Miss Crandle. He’s already made the case to Liz as to why she should talk to Thomas.”

Virgie felt a tickle in her throat and coughed. “You’re joking, right?”

Larry shook his head. “I’m afraid not. I’m sorry. I wanted to give this one to you, but Thomas is having none of it. He refuses to step aside.”

A flush of anger flickered up her neck. She could feel red splotches blooming on her skin. “You don’t really think Liz is going to confide everything to a guy about this story, do you? That’s just bad judgment.”

“You’re probably right. But she seems to have made up her mind. I have to at least give Thomas a shot.”

Virgie stood up, clasping her notebook tightly. She didn’t want to turn around and face her colleagues, who were undoubtedly watching her through the glass now.

“This was my story, Larry, and you know it.” She frowned when her voice cracked.

“I’m sorry.” He took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “I’ll make it up to you. You’ll get the next big one.”

“Right.” She couldn’t help herself, the sarcasm cutting through the air, even though they both knew that Larry could fire her on the spot.

“Virgie,” she heard him begin, but she couldn’t stay in his office a moment longer for fear she might say something she’d regret. She marched back to her desk, her skin burning. She jammed her notebook and cell into her gym bag, shut down her computer, and told her assistant that she was heading home to review notes for a story. It was a lie, but no one would miss her today; it wasn’t as if she had an anchor spot on the six o’clock news after all. She was only in charge of her show, Verbatim with V, which ran twice a week. It was mostly fluff, but it got her face time on the air.

The elevator pinged down twelve floors, Virgie cursing under her breath. To be honest, she didn’t care that much for the Crandle story, but it smacked of high ratings, the kind that got producers’ attention. She knew if she did the story right, it would be a feather in her broadcasting cap. Well, screw you, Larry, she thought. She winged through the revolving door into the bright, sunny day. If her boss was too big an idiot to see what a bad call this was, then the station didn’t deserve her. She fantasized about who else she might work for in the Seattle area. Maybe Channel 7? PBS? Surely, they didn’t play favorites like this. But something else was bothering her.

She couldn’t tamp down the feeling that Larry had passed her over for another reason. Maybe he was afraid that the story would hit too close to home. More than once, he’d tried to convince Virgie to go out with him; more than once, she’d declined. Maybe he worried talking to Liz would get her thinking about her own workplace environment. Of course, that was preposterous. Virgie knew Larry was harmless in the way that most overweight, balding, forty-something men were. Virgie wasn’t threatened by her boss in the least.

Only in the sense that he held the keys to her career.

As she walked along Twelfth Avenue, she realized that the day had settled into a beautiful warm afternoon. Bright red begonias blossomed in storefront window boxes, and a mild breeze floated off the water. When she first moved here, seven years ago, she’d worried about the rain. She thought maybe she was one of those people who needed sunshine to be happy. And while it was true that Seattle had more gray than sunny days, the summers had turned out to be surprisingly pleasant. She’d quickly fallen in love with the place and its clean streets, its environmentally conscious people, its tie to the San Juan Islands.

Her phone chimed in her bag, and when she retrieved it she saw Jackson’s text: Can’t wait. Ah, Jackson, she thought. Sometimes you just make the world a better place.

At the club, she changed into her workout clothes and headed for the treadmill. It felt good to let her mind wander as she ran. If she wasn’t going to be Seattle’s most successful news journalist, she reasoned, at least she could be its fittest. She still had her figure from college, tall and lean. She drank an ungodly number of green toxic-looking shakes for breakfast; she used more skin creams than should be allowed; she whitened her teeth every few years; she got Botox injections like the best of them. After all, thirty-five could be said to be past your prime if you were a woman in the news industry. On television. Not the same for gray-haired wise men like Peter Jennings or Walter Cronkite. But Virgie wanted to be the next Barbara Walters, the next big thing.

Too bad she got thwarted at every big break.

Gradually, her breath found its way into an easy rhythm. She thought ahead to a few days from now and felt a stab of giddiness. Just her and her sisters at the summer house! And their families, of course. She’d get to play with her nieces and nephews, get tipsy with Maggie and Jess, beat Mac and Tim at cards, soak up the sun. She hadn’t invited Jackson. It felt premature. And, yet, a part of her was disappointed that he wasn’t coming. If he joined her, Virgie wouldn’t be the odd girl out for once, the single sister. Maggie and Jess had always shared the impenetrable, maddening bond of twins. Plus, they were eight years older than Virgie. And now that they both had their own families, the gap between their lives and Virgie’s single life seemed even bigger, deeper. A chasm.

Would they like Jackson?

Probably, though they wouldn’t take him seriously. Just another one of Virgie’s guys, they’d think. Virgie imagined them shooting judgmental glances at each other across the dinner table. Everyone knew Virgie was married to her career. Even as a little girl, she’d loved playing newscaster, reporting her school’s daily news at the dinner table. Maybe one day she would want a family, but not now, and certainly not like Maggie and Jess had done it. Maggie and Mac had gotten married soon after college, and once the kids arrived, Maggie’s life had revolved solely around them.

And then there was Jess. Poor Jess, as Virgie thought of her, practically one word: poorjess. As far as she could tell, Jess’s life was a mess. Every time Virgie called, Jess was either coming from or going to work. The kids were constantly shouting in the background. And Tim (such a bland guy when Jess first married him) had not, alas, turned out to be any more interesting over the years. And, honestly, how interesting could an accountant be? Like warm milk, Tim was comforting at first but turned sour when left to sit too long. No, Virgie had learned from her sisters’ mistakes. She would marry when the time was right, when the guy was right.

She pounded out four miles, then showered and dried off. In the mirror, she could see the jeweled flecks of cellulite where her toned thighs used to be. The small creases hovering above her nose, once obvious only when she scowled, had become deeper, permanent fixtures. Even the parentheses around her mouth had grown more pronounced in the last few months. Unlike the women she read about in magazines who claimed to have worse self-images than were actually warranted, Virgie had the opposite problem: she had an inflated self-image. She thought she looked better than she actually did. Shit.

She’d have to book her next Botox appointment soon.

She got dressed, dried her hair, and quickly applied a faint blush and mascara. She wasn’t going to let a few jiggly bits and lines stop her today. She had Jackson to meet! How he had managed to make his way into her heart so soon and so easily, she couldn’t fathom. He was a little bit geeky after all—a nurse who could perform metric conversions in his head. Not one iota like the guys she usually dated, a sea of bankers and stockbrokers with egos that matched the size of their wallets. But that’s what made Jackson so refreshing. She didn’t have to get dolled up to see him. She could just be, and it felt strangely, wonderfully liberating.

She walked the few short blocks across town and ducked over to the street with Romeo’s. When she got a glimpse of Jackson through the restaurant’s paned glass doors, she smiled. There was his tousled brown hair, his tanned skin, his khaki pants, and a blue shirt that she knew without looking highlighted his blue eyes, a shade of seaglass, above a slightly hooked nose. Just seeing him made her relax, a tight coil sprung.

As she drew closer, he turned to her and his smile lit up. He pushed open the door and said, “Right on time. I like that in a woman.”

“Hi there, stranger,” she said, though it had been fewer than twelve hours since they’d been curled up together in her bed. His hand touched her on the back, gently guiding her forward, and sending a small shiver up her spine. The bad taste of the afternoon’s events began to slip away. In fact, she didn’t know if she’d even bother telling Jackson how shabbily Larry had treated her. Why spoil an otherwise promising evening? They followed their hostess to a table in the back near a window looking out over the bay. The evening sun glinted off the water in slender shards of light.

“Ah, perfect,” Jackson said, pulling out her chair. Virgie was thinking exactly the same thing as she sat down and unfolded the crisp white napkin in her lap.

For a few hours at least, she could stop worrying about what she didn’t have and enjoy what she did.
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Jess

Jess placed a folded pair of Superman underpants on the laundry pile as Tim walked into the family room. She was finishing packing for the trip tomorrow. A crime show played on the television, and a glass of white wine sat on the coffee table. After much pleading to stay up late, the kids were finally tucked into bed and asleep.

Even though she knew it wasn’t necessary, Jess still lay down with Teddy at bedtime, waiting for his short breaths to register the slow, even cadence of sleep. She couldn’t help it; she loved their late-night talks before he drifted off. Tonight everything had centered on what they would do at the Pilgrim house, as he called it. Now that he was four, he could anticipate his time on the Cape, and excitement radiated from his small body like sound waves. He worshiped Luke especially, who was a year older and, therefore, the ultimate of cool.

Seven-year-old Grace had fallen asleep first tonight, exhausted from a day of swimming with her friends. Her curly brown hair spilled over her pillow. She and Teddy still shared a room, but Jess knew that sooner or later they would need to clear out the home office and reconfigure it into a bedroom for Grace. Right now the kids were so close, it was as near perfect as it would ever be. It made her wish that she could freeze time, keep her children right where they were.

She sipped her wine and watched while a forensics officer culled evidence at a crime scene. Somewhere, on the periphery, she registered that Tim had sat down next to her, a beer in hand. Had he sighed as he sank into the worn red cushions?

“Finished packing?” he asked, without making a move toward the pile of rumpled clothes in the basket.

“Almost,” she said. “Just a few more things I had to wash.” She focused on the show, not looking at him. In the past year, Jess had given up trying to get her husband to help. After nine years of marriage, she’d begun to suspect that Tim was not her soul mate after all. If someone asked her to put her finger on when things started to go wrong, she would be hard-pressed to say. The troubles in her marriage felt like a snowball that had been building over the last year, a hard icy little ball that had turned into a boulder tumbling downhill. They had tried counseling, but each session only succeeded in pushing her husband further away. Tim didn’t think their marriage was unraveling. In his mind, Jess was making a big deal out of nothing. He worked hard; she worked hard; they had two great kids. The American Dream. When she pointed out that they hardly spoke to each other anymore, he stared at her blankly. Their therapist removed her glasses and pinched her nose, as if listening to them gave her a headache.

And so now, more often than not, they left Post-it notes for each other. It began as a way of communicating when their schedules required hurried exchanges. She would hand off the kids to Tim as she headed out to night school for her master’s. On the refrigerator, she would leave notes: Brush kids’ teeth; don’t forget bedtime story; put wash in dryer, please! But when graduate school ended, the Post-it notes continued and the pleases and thank yous fell away. “Why do you and Daddy leave so many notes for each other?” Grace asked over dinner one night when Tim wasn’t home. Jess was torn. Should she tell the truth and say that she and Daddy communicated best by Post-its, or should she pretend it was a game? She opted for the latter.

“We like to leave little messages. Like a treat. You know, like when I put a note in your lunch box that says ‘I love you.’ ” But even Grace appeared unconvinced, her delicate eyebrows arched into tiny upside-down Vs.

How had it come to this? Jess asked herself this question often, maybe twenty times a day. She’d be talking with a student about her failing grades and suddenly a little alarm would go off in her head: Warning! Marriage in trouble! She never thought they would be one of those couples who needed therapy. It had taken arm-twisting, cajoling to get Tim to the counselor, and after eight sessions, the therapist admitted even she couldn’t help until Tim was willing to admit there was a problem. Tim rested his hands in his lap, his fingers tightly steepled. And so they’d tabled the discussion. To be continued, thought Jess.

Now when she cast a glance his way, she saw that her husband’s shirt strained against his waistband, his belly plunging over. On nights when he missed dinner, he was more often than not out with his buddies, drinking. His sandy blond hair, which had been thick when they first met, had thinned considerably. And while it had never bothered Jess before that her husband was on the shorter side, it did now. It was as if his body had grown out of proportion, a lopsided tree, his top heavier than the bottom.

Sometimes she wondered if she gave him a little push, would he topple off balance?

That Tim did little to ignite passion in her these days could hardly be considered a fault. Married couples, she understood, eventually reached a certain comfort level where emotions found their balance, like groundwater settling at its natural level. When she first met Tim in a bar in South Boston, he had been sweet, handsome, a cut above the rest. The two big dimples that danced on either side of his grin immediately caught her eye. He told her he’d majored in literature, but his day job was accounting. She was charmed. A literature major who made money? It struck her as a win-win: they could discuss Shakespeare while they counted their hundreds in bed! The courtship sparked quickly. Was it because she’d never had a serious boyfriend in college? Or was she simply flattered that someone was finally interested in her and not in her more beautiful twin, Maggie?

Of course, Maggie was married by then. But still.

They married in Boston’s Trinity Church on a balmy spring day with three hundred guests in attendance. Jess’s mom had spent two years planning and organizing, right down to the lavish bouquets of white calla lilies that arched like swans’ necks across the aisles. Jess’s wedding would not be the slipshod affair that Maggie’s had been, if their mother had anything to say about it. Maggie and Mac had insisted on a small, informal family gathering at the Cape house, and Gloria Herington seemed to interpret her oldest daughter’s decision as a personal slight. Well, she’d made up for it in spades when it came to planning Jess and Tim’s big day.

Lately, though, Jess felt a distinct prick of dissatisfaction whenever she shared a room with her husband. There was such a vast disconnect between the way she had imagined her life would be—one filled with passion, heady discussions, a surplus of cash—and the way it had turned out. Sometimes it startled her, and she felt sick to her stomach. She couldn’t recall the last time Tim had picked up a book or suggested they see a movie. His desk at home was a mountain of spreadsheets. Where were the trips to the museum or the symphony? The dinner parties with friends? The vacations they’d dream up on lazy Sunday mornings in bed, the paper strewn about the sheets after they’d made love?

“You talked to Nancy? They’re moving out the end of the month.” Tim interrupted her thoughts.

Jess sighed. “Yes. It’s too bad. They’re good kids.”

Tim sipped his beer. “We’ll have to find some new tenants.”

“Yes.” Her voice grated. She understood why the couple who lived upstairs, both students at Northeastern, was moving out. They needed to live closer to campus. But the news delivered earlier this morning had dropped like a plate on her foot. It would fall to Jess to find new tenants—and soon. One more thing to add to her never-ending to-do list. Add it to the microwave that still awaited fixing. And the ice dispenser in the fridge that made little clicking noises but no ice.

She longed for a free night when she could climb up to their bedroom, crawl into bed, and read for an hour uninterrupted. No laundry to fold, no bills to pay. The truth of it was, though, that by the time Teddy fell asleep, Jess was completely drained. And while school work always slowed down during the summer months, Jess still had responsibilities. There was a small group of summer students that needed tending to and a host of discipline and scheduling issues that inevitably crept up.

“So, how was your day?” Tim asked.

She knew she should count it as a victory that her husband was asking her this one small question, a question he’d been unable to ask her over dinner because he was not yet home. That it was not written on a Post-it note. She considered giving a thoughtful reply, but then stopped herself. They were beyond that. To tell him that, at work, she’d had to break up a fight between two girls and only barely missed getting punched herself, seemed beside the point. Or, to tell him the sillier, but equally depressing thought that she’d noticed her thighs were touching again, which surely meant she’d gained back all the weight she’d struggled to lose last fall, was similarly out of the question. No, they were beyond that. Tim didn’t expect a real answer.

“Fine,” she said instead. She shook out his cotton button-down shirt, advertised as wrinkle-free in the catalog but irritatingly crinkled in her hands now.

“Mmm,” he uttered.

“I thought we could shoot for leaving around ten tomorrow morning. What do you think?” She was trying her best to act civil, normal. She was hoping against all hope that she might get her marriage back this vacation. That something would change in her, in Tim. Something. A magic spell, perhaps, that the sun and the beach air might cast upon them, melting the deep freeze of their marriage.

“Sure.” He rested his feet on the coffee table and reached for the clicker. Did the man really have nothing to do before they left tomorrow for two weeks of vacation? Jess studied her to-do list, which had at least ten uncrossed items on it.

“Could you put a hold on our mail before we go?” She paused. “You can do it online.”

“Sure.” His eyes stayed on the television.

She regarded his bare feet on the table. They were a pasty white, even a few weeks into summer. And they were pudgy. Her husband had developed pudgy feet. Unlike her sister’s husband, Mac, who seemed to grow more robust with each passing summer, Tim appeared to sink more deeply into himself, a mollusk without a shell.
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