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CATCH THIS ONE, Daze!” My older sister, Rose, pulled back her arm and tossed the Frisbee as far as she could. The bright orange disk sailed in my direction . . . sort of. Sprinting across the sand, I splashed into the water and jumped into the air, snagging the Frisbee before it could slice into the waves. Back on the beach Rose and her boyfriend, Stephen Mathias, clapped and whistled. “Nice catch!” Stephen yelled. I grinned at them and took a deep bow.

Just then my mother called out, “Food’s ready.” I lobbed the Frisbee to Stephen and jogged over to join my family. It was a warm August evening, and we were having a clambake at Kettle Cove, a little beach on the edge of town, to celebrate my sixteenth birthday. Balloons were tied to the picnic table, and lobsters, steamers, and ears of sweet corn had been roasting over a fire in a pit in the sand. Living in Maine is the best.

We started with paper plates piled high with steamers. I watched Rose take a ton of them. She has long blond hair and blue eyes, and she looked incredibly pretty in a lace-trimmed tank top and gauzy flowered skirt. No one looks glamorous eating steamers, though. “Yum,” she said, dipping a clam in melted butter and then popping it into her mouth.

My mom, Maggie Walker, tossed the salad while her friend Hal Leverett, our neighbor, filled plastic glasses with lemonade. Mom has short blond hair that she pushes behind her ears—she’s forty now, and she’s still the most beautiful woman I know.

We were all gobbling steamers—Mom too. Stephen watched my family eat, his arms folded across his chest, his own plate empty. “I still haven’t gotten over the way you natives put away clams,” he admitted, his brown eyes twinkling. “By the pound. And I bet you’ll devour a couple of lobsters apiece when you’re finished.”

Rose laughed. “It’s a Maine thing. You wouldn’t understand.”

Stephen turned to my twelve-year-old sister, Laurel, whose gold-streaked brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail. She had a lobster bib on over her usual grass-stained overalls. “How do you do it, Toad?” Stephen asked, using the nickname Rose gave Laurel a few years ago. “Clams and lobsters are your friends.”

Laurel considered this question thoughtfully as she wiped some butter off her lips with a paper napkin. She’s the animal lover in the family, but when it comes to clambakes, she’s as carnivorous as the rest of us. “It’s a food chain thing,” she explained to Stephen, “and we’re at the top.”

“Right,” I said. “Eating shellfish is our destiny.”

Mom passed out claw crackers for the lobsters. “They eat seafood in Boston, too,” she pointed out to Stephen, whose family moved up to Maine when he started high school at nearby Seagate Academy.

“In restaurants, mostly,” replied Stephen. “I never met a lobster in person before it ended up in a pot.”

Rose rested her head on Stephen’s shoulder, her blondness a contrast to his dark brown hair. “Aren’t we uncivilized?” she said happily.

My youngest sister, ten-year-old Lily, was buttering a hot ear of corn. “This is the best, Mom,” she said. “I’m going to eat until I burst.”

“Everything’s great,” I agreed. “Thanks, Mom.”

“A clambake cooks itself,” she said, brushing aside our praise with typical modesty.

“Hey, we almost forgot to toast the birthday girl.” Rose raised her glass. “I can’t believe you’re sixteen, Daisy. That means I’m really old!”

Rose graduated from South Regional High School last June—she’s eighteen. “Right, you’re ancient,” I kidded.

“No, but seriously,” said Rose. “It seems like just yesterday I was turning sixteen.” A shadow crossed her face, dimming her hundred-watt smile for a second. Rose’s sixteenth birthday hadn’t been such a happy occasion. Our father had died in a boating accident just a few months before the birthday. We were all silent for a moment, thinking the same thoughts, I guess. Then Rose’s face brightened again. “Remember back when Daisy liked baseball better than boys?”

Everybody laughed. I rolled my eyes. Just a few days ago my first boyfriend, Jay McGuigan, and I had broken up. I’d gone down to Boston for a Red Sox doubleheader with Tommy Bradford, this guy in my class whose dad coaches at the high school, and it was absolutely not a date, but Jay got absurdly jealous and we had a huge fight and that was that. “Last week I liked boys better,” I told Rose with a grin. “This week I’m back to baseball.”

“Let’s all tell one thing we like about Daisy,” Lily piped up suddenly, waving a lobster claw for attention.

“Oh, please,” I groaned.

“That’s a nice idea,” Mom said, smiling at Lily. “You want to start?”

Lily nodded, her short blond hair bouncing. By the way, I should note here that my youngest sister was wearing a satin, twenties-era flapper dress topped off with a feather boa. To a beach party. That’s Lily in a nutshell. “What I like about Daisy,” Lily informed the group, “is that she hardly ever gets mad at me even when I really bug her.”

“Except that time you lost my autographed David Ortiz baseball mitt,” I reminded her.

“I said hardly ever,” Lily said.

“I like Daisy because she’s always in a sunny mood,” Rose contributed. “Of course, that’s also what I don’t like about her because whenever I’m trying to enjoy a good sulk, Daisy always talks me out of it. How about you, Mom?”

Mom shook her head, smiling. “How can I pick just one thing?”

“You have to,” Lily pressed.

“Okay. I like the way Daisy picks up around the house without being asked.”

“Mo-o-om!” Lily complained. “That’s a boring thing to like.”

“Well, it’s true,” Mom replied, winking at me.

“My turn,” said Stephen. “I like how even when she was a kid, Daisy could beat me at hoops. She taught me humility.”

“How about you, Laurel?” Rose prompted.

Laurel gazed at me with shining eyes. “I like how Daisy is good at everything she tries. How she gets all A’s at school and is the star of the soccer team, and how she’s so pretty but she isn’t at all vain. I want to be just like her,” she finished softly.

“Kiss up,” muttered Lily.

Laurel scowled at Lily. I reached across the picnic table and punched Laurel lightly on the arm. “Thanks, Toad,” I said.

Just then Mr. Leverett cleared his throat. “Well, I—,” he began.

Before he could continue, I jumped to my feet. “Anyone for more lemonade?” I asked.

As I circled the table refilling glasses my mom threw me a questioning glance, but I ignored it. Maybe I’d been rude, cutting Hal off. But what’s he doing here, anyway? I asked myself.

All at once my throat tightened with unexpected tears. I’d spent the picnic trying not to think about my father, but now I couldn’t help it. If Dad were still alive, Mom wouldn’t be bringing Hal to family parties, I thought. I didn’t care if he was just a friend—if any man was going to be at my birthday party, I wanted it to be Dad.

I’m not the gooey sentimental type, but I know when I’m about to burst into tears. “Be right back,” I muttered, depositing the lemonade jug on the table with a thud. Turning away from the others, I strode off across the sand.

I hadn’t gone ten yards when I heard a voice behind me. “Daze, wait for me.”

I stopped. Rose jogged after me, her skirt fluttering and her expression worried. “Are you okay?” she asked. I shrugged wordlessly, my hands stuck deep in the pockets of my shorts. “Thinking about Dad?” Rose guessed.

I hate falling apart—I almost never cry—but my voice cracked with emotion. “He should be here today.”

“I know,” Rose agreed.

Side by side, we walked along the water’s edge. For a few minutes neither of us spoke. I knew we were both remembering the day two and a half years ago when we learned that Dad’s fishing boat had been lost in a sudden storm at sea.

“I think you miss Dad the most,” Rose ventured at last. “I mean, I miss him, too, but you and he were the closest. You were his favorite.”

“Dad didn’t play favorites,” I said, but in a way I knew what she said was true. Dad had loved us all, but I was the one who’d liked going out on the boat with him. Back on land, I’d help him mend his nets and then we’d play catch on the lawn for hours until Dad was satisfied that I could throw as far and straight as a big leaguer. I look like him, too—I have his eyes and his height and his smile.

And his upbeat attitude . . . usually. Now I struggled to get back in a positive frame of mind. “Dad would be proud of how well we’re doing on our own,” I said as Rose and I hit the end of the beach and turned around.

“We’ve gotten our lives together,” Rose agreed. She laughed dryly. “Not that it wasn’t an uphill fight. Remember how mad I was two summers ago when Mom made me get a job? And when we had to use food stamps for a while—that freaked me out.”

But things had changed. These days Rose was acting in summer stock theater—musicals mostly, because she loves to sing. In the fall she would start classes at the local community college and continue working part-time at Cecilia’s, a boutique in downtown Hawk Harbor. That was the first job Rose got, back when she was sixteen. Mom had started a catering business about a year after Dad died and she was doing well, but money was still a little tight, so we’d all found ways to pitch in this summer vacation. I baby-sat and did yard work. Laurel ran a dog wash with her friend Jack Harrison in Jack’s backyard. “We’re a lot more independent than we used to be,” I concluded.

“You were always that way, though,” Rose said. “You didn’t whine, like me and Laurel and Lily.” She laughed again. “It used to drive me crazy!”

I shrugged. “I just felt like I had to do whatever it took to hold our family together.”

We were back at the picnic table. “Just in time, Daisy Claire Walker,” Mom called. “We can’t cut the cake without you!”

Mom had baked a triple-layer carrot cake piled high with cream cheese frosting—my favorite. As she lit the candles everyone began singing “Happy Birthday to You.” Rose snapped her fingers and threw in a bluesy harmony—she has a great voice.

“Make a wish, Daisy,” Lily shouted when the song was over.

I closed my eyes. What should I wish for? A million dollars? A new car? An unbeaten season this fall with the South Regional High varsity girls’ soccer team?

I want us all to be safe, I wished silently. Just the way we are right now. No more changes.

I opened my eyes again, and as my sisters cheered I blew out all sixteen candles on my cake.

HAWK HARBOR IS a small town on the coast of southern Maine. I was born here and so were all my sisters—our parents grew up here, too. When I was younger, we lived in a big Victorian house on Lighthouse Road that had been in the family for generations, but after Dad died, we had to sell it. Now we rent a two-floor apartment in an old brick building on Main Street above Wissinger’s Bakery.

A week after my birthday I spent the afternoon baby-sitting: Then I stopped at our old neighbors, the Schenkels, to mow their lawn and clip their hedges. By the end of the day I was pretty tired, so I pedaled home more slowly than usual. Going through the center of town, I waved to Mr. Appleby, who was out in front of his hardware store, putting sale tags on a display of plastic lawn furniture—his daughter, Cath, is one of Rose’s best friends. Half a block farther along I hopped the bike onto the sidewalk so I could shout hello through the open door of Cecilia’s to my sister, who was behind the cash register.

Reaching the bakery, I squeezed the hand brakes. Before pushing my bike into the storage room in the back of the building, though, I stood for a minute, looking toward the sea. Old fishing boats and sleek yachts motored in and out of the busy harbor, summing up my town: part blue-collar New England town, part upscale summer resort.

Mom was in the kitchen when I went in, slicing vegetables. “Something smells good,” I said as I rummaged in the fridge for a snack.

Mom nodded in the direction of the industrial-size oven she’d installed when she quit her old job to cater full-time. “Appetizers for the Nickersons’ anniversary party tomorrow night.”

I pulled up a stool and another cutting board so I could help her chop. As I took a seat Mom looked at my necklace. “That looks nice,” she said.

I put my hand to my throat. I was wearing my sixteenth-birthday present, a gold chain and an antique charm from my great-grandmother’s bracelet. The charm was shaped like a seashell—Rose got one that’s a rosebud for her sixteenth birthday. “A little fancy with a T-shirt and cutoffs, huh?”

She smiled. “I think it’s the first jewelry I’ve ever seen you wear.”

“I like it.”

“So, how are Vera and Gil?”

I filled her in on the neighborhood gossip I’d heard from Mrs. Schenkel and told Mom that the weeds were really high in front of our old house. “Whoever bought it isn’t living there.”

“Probably someone planning to fix it up for a summer house,” Mom speculated.

“An inn,” a voice called from the living room. “The owners want to open an inn.”

Hal’s here again, I thought. For some reason my mood turned instantly grouchy. Lately he’d become a fixture at our dinner table. Couldn’t he ever cook for himself?

“An inn,” Mom mused. “Well, it’s a big enough house, I suppose. And they could renovate the barn . . . .”

“So, Mom,” I said, changing the subject, “I started looking for a part-time job today.”

She stopped slicing mushrooms. “What?”

“Now that I’m sixteen, I want to make more money than I can from baby-sitting,” I explained. “That way I could help with some of our expenses.”

Mom shook her head. “You don’t need to do that. And with school starting soon, you won’t have time.”

“But Rose got a job when she turned sixteen.”

“Our situation was different then. You shouldn’t be worrying about money, Daisy.”

“I’m not worried. I just want to start saving for college, like Rose.”

Mom resumed slicing, the knife blade knocking rhythmically on the wooden cutting board. “Aren’t you already stretched too thin, honey? With soccer practice every day and games on weekends. You said you were thinking about running for student council, too. I’d hate to see your grades drop. You’re headed for class valedictorian when you graduate.”

“Just a few hours a week, Mom,” I said. “I promise I’ll quit if it gets to be too much.”

Hal chose that moment to come into the kitchen. He had a legal pad under his arm and a pencil tucked behind his ear. He’s tall and wears glasses—he’s an accountant, in his late forties, who got divorced a few years ago, right before we moved in next door to him. “Couldn’t help overhearing,” he began in a friendly manner. “You know, my office could use some phone and filing help. It might be just what you’re looking for, Daisy. If you want to come in and fill out an application, I could put in a good—”

“Thanks, anyway, but that’s not really the kind of job I had in mind.” I hopped down from the stool, avoiding my mom’s gaze. “I’ll be in my room,” I said over my shoulder as I left the kitchen. “Call me if you need me, okay?”

As I went upstairs I wasn’t sure why I’d responded the way I had to Hal’s offer. Answering phones would be fine, and Hal is a nice enough guy. He’s always been a good neighbor—he really comes through for us whenever there’s a clogged drain or a disgusting bug to kill. My sisters and I are always psyched when his cute college-age sons, Kevin and Connor, visit; they’re really nice. It just wasn’t his business, I decided. I was talking to Mom, not him.

I wouldn’t have held a grudge about it, but Hal just had to butt into every single conversation at dinner, too. I was still gritting my teeth at nine o’clock when Rose got home from her date with Stephen.

She and I share a bedroom, as do Lily and Laurel. Our room has tall, old-fashioned windows that make it seem bigger than it is. With two of everything in it—twin beds, dressers, night tables, and desks—it’s pretty cramped. We’ve each given it our own sense of style, though. Rose has put up posters of her favorite singers and actors, and she’s into incense and tapestries and flowering plants. My shelves are crowded with sports trophies, my baseball card collection, and odds and ends I saved when we moved out of our old house: some of Dad’s fishing tackle, a plaque the chamber of commerce gave him one year, his toolbox.

I was sitting on my bed reading Sports Illustrated when Rose flopped down on her bed with a sigh. “I’m going to wither and die when Stephen leaves for Harvard,” she moaned, flinging a hand to her forehead.

Rose can be pretty theatrical. “Are you doing Juliet?” I guessed. “Or Ophelia?”

“Seriously, Daze.” She sat up. “It stinks.”

Rose is always open with her feelings, and she’d been fretting for weeks over her upcoming separation from Stephen. He’d graduated from Seagate a year earlier, but since then he’d been in Hawk Harbor, working as a volunteer for county social services. He wants to be a lawyer someday, the kind who represents poor people for free. “He’ll come home for vacations,” I said.

“But it won’t be the same,” Rose despaired. “I mean, we’ve been like this”—she held up her hand with the index and middle fingers crossed—“for two whole years.” Rose quickly changed the subject. “So, Hal was over for dinner again, huh?”

“Yeah.” I frowned. “What’s with that, anyway? He’s, like, omnipresent these days. I mean, our other neighbors don’t come over every night.”

“I sense romance blossoming,” Rose said knowingly.

I blinked. “Mom? A romance with Hal? Are you kidding?”

“Why not?” she asked. “He and Mom have gotten to be pretty tight these past couple of years. Going out to lunch, lending each other books, that sort of thing.”

“Yeah, but—”

“He has a great sense of humor for an accountant, don’t you think? Nobody makes Mom laugh that hard. I think they make a cute couple.”

“A couple?” I stared at my sister in disbelief. “You mean like . . . .”

“Like who knows?” said Rose. “Maybe Mom’s ready for a boyfriend. Maybe she’ll even get married again someday.”

I shook my head emphatically. “Mom does not need a boyfriend.”

“Why not?”

“It’s only been two and a half years since—”

“Only two and a half years?” Rose broke in. “What, you don’t think that’s long enough to grieve? Mom should join a convent or something? She deserves to have a life of her own that’s not just work and kids.”

I fell back on, “Yeah, but . . . .”

“But what?” Rose said. “Don’t you want Mom to be happy?”

Of course I wanted my mother to be happy—that wasn’t the point. Turning my head away from Rose, I looked at the framed picture on my night table. My father smiled up at me from under the bill of a Boston Red Sox cap, his face tanned from spending his days on the water, his light blue eyes crinkled against the sun. I remembered that day as if it were yesterday. We’d all gone down to Boston, and he’d taken me to the game while Mom, Rose, Lily, and Laurel hit the aquarium and museum. Just him and me. We’d eaten three Fenway franks apiece. The Red Sox won in extra innings.

In the picture Dad looked so alive, and that was how I wanted to remember him. Am I the only person who’s still loyal to you, Dad? I wondered. “But nothing,” I said quietly.
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COME ON, GIRLS. Push it!” Coach Wheeler roared.

I sprinted across the playing field, arms and legs pumping, sucking air into my lungs as deeply as I could. Out of the corner of my eye I could see Jamila Wade and Kristin McIntyre also running their hearts out. They were my teammates and my best friends, but I didn’t intend to let them catch me. My muscles burned—I was going my fastest—but I made myself go faster still.

I didn’t slow down until I reached the end of the field. One by one the rest of the soccer team crossed the line behind me and collapsed, panting. Hands on my hips, I walked back toward Larry Wheeler. He coaches girls’ soccer and softball—two of my three sports—so he and I are pretty tight. He’s stocky, with sun-bleached hair and light blue eyes—he reminds me a little of my dad, especially the “push it” part. It was Dad who taught me to give a hundred and ten percent to everything I do.

Which doesn’t mean I don’t whine sometimes. Coach Wheeler can be a slave driver. “Tell me that’s the last wind sprint of the day,” I begged, pushing a sweaty lock of hair off my forehead.

“That’s it, Daiserooni.” He can be goofy, too, which also reminds me of Dad. “Hey, when do you start the job?”

“Tonight,” I told him.

“Good luck,” he said, patting me on the shoulder. Then he shouted so everyone could hear, “Nice practice. See you tomorrow morning.”

Jamila and Kristin fell into step beside me, and we headed to the South Regional High gym. When we walk in a row, Coach Wheeler says we look like a flag because we all have long hair and it’s like stripes: Jamila’s black braids, my bright blond ponytail, and Kristin’s deep red hair. The flag was drooping a little today, though.

“Wheeler’s more of a sadist than ever,” Jamila observed, wiping her face on the sleeve of her T shirt. “Double session preseason practices—does he think we’re bionic or something?”

“I didn’t work out all summer,” Kristin admitted, rubbing her quads. “Man, I’m hurting.”

I was hurting, too, but in a good way. “I like double sessions,” I confessed.

Jamila shook her head. “Are you crazy?”

“She’s crazy,” Kristin confirmed, her green eyes twinkling. “But we knew that.”

I grinned. “Come on. Doesn’t it feel good afterward?”

“Maybe a week afterward,” said Jamila, holding open the door to the gym.

“You forget Daisy thrives on pain,” Kristin kidded.

“And she doesn’t need sleep like the rest of us mortals,” Jamila added.

Inside the girls’ locker room we kicked off our cleats and stripped out of our grubby shorts and T-shirts, then hit the showers. “I’m not a masochist—I just like to win,” I reminded my friends as hot water ran down my body.

“It’s that simple, huh?” asked Kristin, her voice echoing in the shower stalls.

“Yep,” I replied.

I thought about the conversation later, though, as I strolled into the lobby of the community hospital to start my new part-time job as a receptionist. It had been Coach Wheeler’s idea—his wife, Nan, is an administrator there. I’d be working three nights a week plus Sundays, and what with school, soccer, homework, and chores at home, every minute of every day would be filled. And that’s the way I like it, I realized. I don’t thrive on pain, but I do like to be challenged. I like being tired at the end of the day, bone tired, so tired I drop right off to sleep. Too tired to think. Too tired to dream.
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