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For all my tennis girls. I am forever grateful for the fierce friendships I’ve made through this sport, both on and off the courts.




Prologue

Balboa Island, California, 1956

Balboa Island, tucked neatly inside California’s Newport Harbor, might just be the most charming little beach town you’ve ever seen. With a perimeter of less than three miles and sandy shores lapped by waves with no breakers, the island’s front doors are flung open, letting the breeze flow through fairytale-like cottages painted in bright colors on streets named after gemstones. Automobiles approach by crossing a four-hundred-foot bridge from the east or gliding on a ferryboat that plies the bay from the west. To look out from the man-made island at sailboats and canoes putting out from the shore and drifting lazily by is to float in a dream of repose, watching the world pass by—an invitation to join in or to escape.

On an evening stroll down Coral, Ruby, or Amethyst Avenue, you might hear the laughter of freshly bathed children or the clink of knives and forks as families sit down to dinner. The last golden beams of sun make their final glowing performance, showing off sailboats moored in the bay in their most flattering light, and one might assume that life on this magical island is dreamy and perfect. But don’t get too comfortable, because behind those white lace demi-curtains, things may not be quite as they seem.




CHAPTER ONE

March 1956

MILLY

At a little past six on a Wednesday evening, after fixing her hair into a smooth S-wave and slipping into her canary-yellow dress with the sweetheart neckline, Milly Kincaid picked up one of her slingback pumps and hurled it down the hallway as hard as she could. Its heel lodged into the wall of her brand-new house on Balboa Island, and it stayed there. She picked up its mate and launched that one too, watching with dissatisfaction as it thumped, sadly, to the floor. She considered grabbing another but stopped and froze, staring at the damage she had caused, and wondered what she’d tell her husband. Only then did she allow herself to acknowledge the feeling that had nagged at her all night as she’d tossed and turned alone in their bed: the feeling that she had made a terrible, terrible mistake. They should never have moved to this godforsaken island.

Her husband Lloyd hadn’t been home for three nights, and fifteen minutes earlier they were supposed to have arrived at the house of their new neighbors, the Johnsons, for a welcome dinner. Despite leaving numerous messages with Lauralee, Lloyd’s secretary, Milly had no idea if he would actually show his face.

Leticia, the new babysitter, who barely spoke a word of English, was in the yard playing with the children, and Milly didn’t know which would be worse—to cancel last minute and make a terrible first impression with her new and rather fabulous neighbors, or to go alone and risk starting rumors about her shaky marriage. Balboa Island was a small community; people would talk, people would gossip, she was sure of it. She had no choice but to face the evening alone.

She powdered her nose, reapplied her Cardinal Red lipstick, and regretfully collected her shoes, dislodging the one wedged in the wall and picking up the other from the floor.

When she reached over the white picket fence and unlatched the gate at the house on South Bay Front, just a short walk from hers on Amethyst Avenue, her hand was shaking slightly. Milly and Lloyd were the new couple in a new town. Having Lloyd by her side gave her stability, comfort, someone to lean on to ensure they came off as a couple worthy of an introduction. As a television executive, Lloyd had far more impressive things to talk about than Milly did. What could she possibly converse about? How Debbie had been crying herself to sleep each night because she missed her old friends, what Jack ate for dinner, or how overwhelmed Milly felt by the sheer magnitude of unpacking an entire house alone? What a bore!

The table on the Johnsons’ front patio was already set with a red-and-white-checkered tablecloth, white china plates, and pale-blue rolled napkins. A bowl of fresh strawberries caught the late afternoon sun, and the whole scene had a casual elegance to it, like something out of a magazine. If Milly had been the one inviting the new neighbors over, she would have been a frantic mess, scrambling to get dinner on the table, tidying up the house, and making sure the children were presentable. But Milly could tell even after meeting her hostess only a few times that Sylvia was the kind of self-assured woman who made entertaining look like a breeze.

“Milly!” The front door swung open, and Sylvia sashayed out in a full-skirted royal-blue dress with a pale-pink bowknot collar and a matching pink apron tied around her tiny waist. Her auburn waves caught the sun and looked as if she’d just walked out of the beauty salon. She placed a bowl of melon balls on the table, then leaned in for a kiss on the cheek. “I’m so glad you’re here. Where are those adorable ankle-biters of yours?”

“They’re at home. I’m trying out a sitter, Leticia. It’s so much more relaxing without the children,” Milly said, not feeling relaxed at all—worrying if Debbie was missing her, worrying if Jack was acting up, worrying if Lloyd would make an appearance.

“I don’t envy you,” Sylvia said. “Those early years are exhausting. You need all the help you can get.” She smiled, and Milly wished she could be her for a moment, standing there in front of her perfect house, with, no doubt, a perfect, happy family inside. “My Walter will be out in a jiffy. Is Lloyd joining us?”

Milly’s stomach clenched. “He’ll be here any second,” she said an octave too high. “He must be stuck in traffic.”

Though it had been a calculated decision to move, the fifty-mile stretch of road between his work in Hollywood and their new home on Balboa Island was beginning to feel precarious, like a piece of bubblegum stretching out between them, growing thinner and thinner, threatening to break at any moment. She never knew when to have dinner on the table or what to tell the children when he didn’t come home. In the last two weeks since they’d moved in, he’d barely spent any time with them at all, and his absence made her increasingly anxious.

“Is there anything I can do to help?” Milly asked, trying to change the subject.

“It’s all under control.” Sylvia pulled out a chair for Milly, then sat across from her. “The food is almost ready. My daughter Judith is upstairs in her room listening to records—‘Heartbreak Hotel’ over and over again.” She rolled her eyes. “He is a peach though, don’t you think?” Sylvia fanned herself dramatically with her hand. “That Elvis Presley.”

“Oh, sure,” Milly said. “Actually, Lloyd was in the same room as him at CBS when he was on Stage Show a few months back.”

“Do not tell my Judith that; she’ll never leave your poor husband alone, pestering him for information.” She laughed. “But, more importantly”—Sylvia leaned forward and gave Milly a wink—“it’s cocktail time.” Sylvia stirred an etched-glass pitcher with a long silver spoon and began to pour the bright red concoction into two tall glasses. “I hope you like a Rangoon Ruby. It’s Ocean Spray cranberry juice, vodka, soda, a squeeze of lime, and a sprig of mint. I got the recipe from a bartender in San Francisco, and it’s perfect for these gorgeous spring days.”

Milly took a long drink. It was exactly what she needed.

A full forty-five minutes later Lloyd entered through the gate, and Milly let out a sigh of relief.

“Sorry to keep you all waiting,” he said, looking as dashing as ever, not a hair out of place. “The studio kept me late, but I insisted I had to leave, told them I had a very important dinner.” Milly was shocked that he’d come, and angry that he hadn’t bothered to let her know, but mostly, she was just grateful not to have to squirm through the evening alone making excuses for his absence.

“Oh, Lloyd, we’re so happy you’re here.” Sylvia opened the door and called inside. “Yoo-hoo, Walter darling, Lloyd has arrived.”

She started mixing two Manhattans at a wheeled bar cart. “Milly and I are drinking Rangoon Rubies, but I’m assuming you need something stronger.”

“Bourbon’s great, thank you,” he said.

Walter emerged from the house looking serious, and for a moment Milly thought she might see annoyance or anger on his face. Maybe Sylvia planned dinners like this every night of the week. But, as if stepping into a role on a TV show, he cracked a smile and reached out to shake Lloyd’s hand.

“Great to meet you, Lloyd. Sylvia tells me you’re a Hollywood man.”

“I work in television,” he said.

“Good business to be in.”

Lloyd nodded. “It’s certainly a busy time; everyone wants to watch the box. We’re trying to provide longer shows, but we can hardly keep up with the demand.”

“Exciting times,” Walter said. “And this must be your lovely wife,” he said, turning his attention to Milly. “Sylvia’s told me so much about you.”

Milly couldn’t imagine what she could have told him, but she smiled anyway. “You have a beautiful home,” she said.

Walter was in his mid-forties, and Sylvia was at least ten years younger. He was tall and well-built with some wrinkles forming on his tanned face, but he was a handsome man, and it was easy to imagine what had drawn Sylvia to him. Sylvia reached for his hand, pulled him in. “There you are, darling,” she said, handing him his drink.

“Thanks, Lamb Chop,” he said, giving her an unabashed smooch before getting comfortable in his chair. “So, how are you two settling in on the island?”

“We’re having a ball,” Lloyd said, putting his arm around his wife. “Right, Milly?”

She almost laughed. He’d barely set foot on the island since they’d moved in, let alone been around long enough to have any kind of fun. He hadn’t taken even one day off to help unpack. He just went to work as usual and left her to make all the decisions on how the furniture should be arranged and which cupboard should house the plates and dishes and which should house the glasses. She’d rushed to unpack the children’s boxes so they had something to wear to their new schools and something to keep them occupied when they got home, but the rest sat untouched. It was a miracle she’d met any of her neighbors at all. In fact, she wouldn’t have met Sylvia if she hadn’t shown up on Milly’s doorstep to introduce herself the first day Milly had arrived, with a casserole and a bottle of wine in hand. The only good thing was that the house they’d bought was reasonably sized and somewhat manageable, unlike Sylvia’s, which was easily four times the size, pristine, and beautifully decorated, sitting on a double lot overlooking the bay.

Lloyd squeezed Milly’s shoulder, coaxing her to respond. “Oh, yes,” she said, nodding. “We came here on our honeymoon several years back. We just loved the calm bay beaches and the quaint cottages. Oh, and the main street is adorable with all the little shops.” Milly thought back on that time and tried to remember if they’d been happy then, just days after their wedding, but she couldn’t recall; it all felt like a blur.

“It’s really something, isn’t it?” Walter said, proudly.

Milly smiled. “It’s like being on vacation every day.”

The truth was, she was miserable.

She had no idea what her husband was up to in Hollywood, and trying to set up a new home and a new life on the island without him was overwhelming. It made it hard for her to even catch her breath, let alone enjoy anything that her new hometown had to offer.

At night she lay in bed, dog-tired from all the cooking and cleaning and organizing and corralling the children into bed one at a time, then she’d stare at the ceiling, unable to fall into the sleep that her body desperately needed, instead making mental lists of all the things she still needed to do. It had occurred to her around four that morning that her fretful focus on what to do next—which box to put where, who to call to fix the hallway light switch—it was all irrelevant if her husband never came home. There was no handyman to call to fix a broken marriage.

“Well, you’ve made friends with the right gal,” Walter said. “Sylvia knows everyone around here; she can introduce you.” He swigged the last of his cocktail and gave the ice cubes a shake. Sylvia stood to fill his glass.

“It’s true, I do know a lot of people,” she said, flashing a grin. “I can tell you anything you could possibly want to know about anyone on this island … and plenty that you’d rather forget.”

Milly laughed.

“How did you two end up on the island?” Lloyd asked.

“Walter’s family was one of the first to buy property here, and I was Miss Balboa in 1938,” Sylvia said proudly.

“Miss Balboa?” Milly asked.

“I won the Balboa Bathing Beauty Contest—and guess who was judging.” Sylvia nodded to her husband.

Walter shook his head, “I wasn’t the only judge. Everyone agreed you were the hottest barbecue in town, and I didn’t need any convincing.”

Sylvia smiled. “Walter’s family has been putting on the Bathing Beauty Contest since it started back in the twenties; it’s an island tradition,” she said.

“That must have been fun!” Milly said, trying not to let her mind wander to the glamour girls Lloyd mingled with on set day in and day out. But she couldn’t help herself. There was one actress, Beverly Douglas, from that daytime show The Light Within, which Lloyd had been working on recently, whom he seemed particularly enamored with. She was a gorgeous, slim brunette who, he’d told Milly many times, was a sensation and very demanding of his time. Everyone loved her. Was it Beverly who was luring him away? So clichéd, she thought—a beautiful actress ensnarling a television executive in a tryst to get ahead. Milly forced herself to come back to the conversation.

“I tried modeling after that, but I made a terrible mess of it!” Sylvia laughed. “They said I couldn’t stop running my mouth long enough for them to get a decent picture. I found all the posing and primping so dull. I like people, I like chatting. I don’t like sitting still, what can I say?”

“She was a stunner,” Walter said. “Still is. And I like hearing what you have to say.”

Lloyd and Walter got along famously at the dinner table. Afterward, Walter offered Lloyd a cigar. “Do you play tennis, Lloyd?”

“I used to, a little, but not much.”

“I just opened up a new tennis club last year, The Island Club. It’s just across the bridge.” He nodded to Milly. “There’s swimming too for the ladies and children.”

Sylvia smiled and rolled her eyes, leaning in toward Milly. “He’s just trying to get you to join,” she said and laughed, putting her hand on Milly’s arm. “But I must say it’s quite a fun way to meet people. I’m happy to give you the grand tour.”

“There are two yacht clubs in the area if boating is your thing,” Walter went on, “One’s right next door to ours, but I thought we men needed a club where we can knock a ball around, you know, take our frustrations out on the court.”

“I happen to take tennis lessons there too,” Sylvia chimed in.

“Yes,” Walter said. “But you only go in the morning when no one else will see you.”

“That’s because the coaches don’t think I’m trainable; I think they’re embarrassed by me,” she said, laughing. “Though they might be right. I have two left feet. Milly, you should join me sometime.”

“Oh gosh, I don’t know if I even remember how to play.” Milly hadn’t played since high school, and even then it had only been to get out of taking gym class, but she liked Sylvia. She was so different from her—outgoing, carefree, and confident—all the things Milly wanted to be.

“Perfect; then you’ll make me look good!” Sylvia said. “And from what I’ve heard, it’s like riding a bike—you never forget.”

“All right,” Milly said, feeling a tiny ripple of excitement at trying something different with this new acquaintance, or maybe it was the cranberry Rangoon Ruby going to her head.

“How about Friday?”

“Sure,” Milly said. “I’d love to.”

The next morning it was still dark out as Milly stood at the kitchen counter pouring the boiling water into the coffeepot. She watched the grinds settle, letting the steam warm her face, knowing she’d only have the chance to gulp down a quarter cup of coffee, half if she was lucky; then she had the sudden urge to take her husband’s keys, get into the car, and drive far, far away. It was a shocking thought, one she regretted instantly as she heard Jack and Debbie singing along to “Zip-A-Dee-Do-Dah” as they came downstairs. The moments of peace and harmony were blissful and she should be more grateful, she scolded herself, but they were far outweighed by the spells of chaos.

The night before, when they got home from Sylvia’s house, Debbie was still awake, hours past her bedtime, struggling with her reading. She stayed up until almost eleven o’clock in tears attempting to finish the first few pages of a book she hadn’t taken out of her book bag until it was time to brush her teeth and put on her nightgown. By the time Milly left her daughter’s room, shuffled Lloyd from where he was snoring on the sofa to the bedroom, it was almost time to do it all over again.

She’d woken to the sound of Jack calling “Mommy” over and over again, followed by questions from Debbie that she didn’t really need help with: “Should I wear this white dress with the yellow sash, or the red one with the white collar?” If Milly gave her opinion, Debbie would undoubtably choose the other. Jack had demanded he have marshmallows for breakfast, because Leticia had let Debbie eat two for dessert the night before and he hadn’t had any. For a brief moment he forgot about the marshmallows and put on his new Flash Gordon sunglasses—the red ones with the yellow Flash mask in the center and the two tiny rockets on the side—only to have Debbie come along and snatch them off his face, saying, “Can I try them on?” sending Jack into a screaming frenzy, all before the sun was even up.

Lloyd emerged clean-shaven and gleaming, smelling like Gillette shaving foam and pine-tar shampoo. He grabbed his hat, briefcase, and keys from the kitchen table, kissed his children on their heads, and made a beeline for the door.

“What time will you be home?” Milly asked.

“Not sure.” He came back and kissed her on the cheek. An afterthought. “Bye kids. Be good for your mother.”

“Yes, Daddy,” they said in unison, then they ran to the front window in the living room to watch him drive away.

He’d have the send-off of a king, kisses blown, cheeks pressed up to the window, dramatic waves goodbye from the living room, followed by an hour of peace, cruising along the coast in his Oldsmobile, with no whining, crying, complaining. He’d roll the windows down and listen to the Chordettes or the Penguins, and he’d arrive at his office refreshed and calm and ready to take on the world. Milly resented him for that.

She smeared peanut butter and grape jelly onto white bread and crammed it in Debbie’s metal lunch box.

“I don’t like that lunch box,” Debbie began.

“What’s wrong with it?”

“Hopalong Cassidy is a boys’ lunch box.”

“All right,” Milly said, dumping the sandwich and a cookie into a paper sack and adding a small Tupperware container of fruit salad. “Take this instead. I’m sure Jack will happily have it.”

“Don’t give it to Jack,” she whined.

Milly took a deep breath, walked to the bedroom to get herself dressed, and counted down the minutes until the school bus would arrive.

It had been Milly’s idea to move. She’d insisted, in fact, that they get out of Hollywood, away from the traffic, the pollution, the hustle and bustle of Los Angeles, where Lloyd was constantly being pulled back to work long after he’d left the office. They’d be at dinner and he’d run into another studio executive or a director, and next thing you knew, Milly would be finishing the last sip of her drink, and Lloyd would be ushering her into a taxi and kissing her goodbye. “I won’t be late, I promise,” he’d say. “We just need to talk business; you know how it goes—you’d be bored out of your mind.” And she’d give him her cheek, and later she’d climb into bed alone only to hear him creep in at four or five in the morning or sometimes not at all.

She was surprised that he’d agreed to the move. Two months earlier they’d spent the weekend on Balboa Island for their anniversary, peeking into windows filled with charm and home-cooked meals and families of four sitting down together for dinner. “It would be good for you,” Milly said at the end of the weekend before they drove home. “You could leave all the stress of work behind and come home to this at the end of each day,” she said as she looked out to the yachts sailing by, the children building sandcastles by the water’s edge, the Balboa Pavilion across the bay silhouetted against the setting sun.

She had thought that if they lived here, an hour south of all that lustiness that Hollywood had to offer, a place where it was picturesque, patriotic, with clean, salt air, then he’d have less time to indulge in all that perfidy. They put down a deposit on a house on Amethyst Avenue, they enrolled Debbie in school, and found a nursery school that would take Jack for two hours in the morning three times a week. They packed up their house in Hollywood and had everything delivered to the new house on Balboa Island. But now, instead of pulling him away from the temptations of Los Angeles, she’d simply taken herself out of the equation, making it easier for her and Lloyd to be apart. She’d had a plan, a grand plan, but she was becoming very concerned that it had backfired.

She had to do something to bring Lloyd into their new life on the island. She had to find a way to entice him to her, to ground them here, to make this new life permanent. And she had to do it fast.




CHAPTER TWO

SYLVIA

Sylvia opened her eyes in the darkness and reached over to Walter’s side of the bed. It was empty. Had he fallen asleep on the couch again? He’d been drinking too much lately. That night, she noticed him refill his whiskey glass three times after dinner. He hadn’t been in a talking mood; instead, he’d sat, stoically staring out of the window to the bay, rubbing his finger around the top of the glass. Eventually she left him with the bottle and went upstairs to bed. And two nights earlier, with the new couple, she’d watched him swill six Manhattans over the course of a few hours. Lloyd and Milly must have noticed.

She didn’t care so much if he wanted to go out with the guys and have his fun now and again, which he’d done the week prior and the week before that—he always regretted the headaches that followed after a night of excess—but she did wonder if he was slipping into his old habits. They were the Johnsons, for goodness’ sake; she didn’t want people to talk. And she worried about his heart. The doctor said he had to take it easy, consider giving up smoking and booze, something they both knew he’d never do, but he definitely shouldn’t be careless about his health. They had too much to look forward to.

She slipped out of bed, wrapped her silk robe around her, and tiptoed downstairs. She’d lure him back to bed, she decided. He’d been working so hard lately they’d barely had any chance to be romantic, and she was hoping to make up for lost time. She felt her way downstairs in the darkness, but her eyes adjusted and she made out his silhouette sitting at the kitchen counter.

“Walter?” she said. “What are you doing down here all alone?”

He grumbled, and she realized she had no idea what time it was. She walked up behind him and wrapped her arms around her husband’s chest, pressing her breasts against him with more than a hint of suggestion. But he didn’t turn and pull her toward him, as he usually would. This wasn’t like him. One touch of skin, even just a glimpse, and he was usually raring to go.

Feeling an unusual sting of rejection, she tried a different approach, squeezing herself between the counter and him. She took his hands and slipped them into her robe, wrapping them around her body.

“Want a little pick-me-up?” she asked as she landed his hands on her rear.

“Ah,” he screeched. “Damn it, Sylvia. Leave me alone, would you?”

“Walter, what is wrong with you?” She was getting angry now. Rejection was one thing, but blatant irritation with her was another. She moved out of his way to turn on the light. They both squinted at its harsh glow, and when he raised his hand to shield his eyes, she saw it immediately—the swollen purple pinky finger on his left hand, crooked and bending outward at a horribly unnatural angle.

She gasped. “My God, what happened?” She reached out to touch the mangled finger but he pulled it away. She searched his red, bloodshot eyes, noting his ashen skin and silver-streaked hair sticking up in all directions.

“I haven’t slept,” he said.

“But what happened to your finger?”

“An accident.”

“What kind of accident? Did you fall?” She rushed to the icebox and pulled out a box of frozen peas, and when she turned back to him, she realized he was still in last night’s clothes. “Did you go out last night after I went to bed?” She placed the peas on the counter in front of him. “You need to see someone; it looks broken.”

“It’s fine.”

“It’s not fine.”

He pushed his chair back with a screech, and when he stood abruptly the chair fell back and hit the ground with a loud crash. “I told you,” he growled loud enough to wake Judith, “it was an accident, that’s all. I don’t have to explain my every goddamned move to you.”

Sylvia stepped back. He’d never raised his voice to her, ever. It was so jarring, she felt as if she’d been slapped, and she didn’t dare move. After a long moment, Walter walked away, stumbling a little as he made his way toward the stairs. When she heard the bedroom door close, she forced herself to right the chair, then she sat in it and didn’t move until the sun came up.

She jumped when she heard a knock at the door, and she stared at the entranceway. Who could possibly be calling on them at 7 AM on a Friday morning? Another knock. Nerves already on edge, she marched to the door, irritated at the interruption, and swung it open.

“Yes?” she said, and as soon as she saw Milly standing there awkwardly in a pale-green sweater and what barely passed as a white tennis skirt, she remembered they’d made a date to walk to the club together and play tennis.

“Oh, did I get the day wrong?” Milly asked.

Sylvia had no makeup on and probably looked pale and distraught.

“No, no not at all,” Sylvia said. “I just need two minutes ….” It felt wrong not to invite her in, but she couldn’t risk her seeing Walter this way if he reemerged. The Johnsons were the fun couple, the happy couple, the couple everyone wanted to be around, the couple everyone wanted to be. Angry and arguing was not on the menu, and this whole encounter left her sick and unsteady. “Just wait, right there.” She had no choice but to close the door in Milly’s face, and she raced upstairs to change.




CHAPTER THREE

ADELE

Adele knelt in her front yard on Onyx Avenue, her orange silk headscarf tied around chin-length brown hair. With gloved hands she snipped the full, fragrant head off the stem of the rosebush with a pair of razor-sharp secateurs. She lay the flower in the wicker basket by her side, then she snipped the next, then the next.

Some might find it ruthless to decapitate a rosebush laden with early blooms, but Adele wasn’t sentimental about that type of thing. It could do better. She knew what it took to achieve greatness, and this bush wasn’t going to blossom to its fullest potential without someone raising it with a stern hand.

If it hadn’t been for Mr. Tucket, who owned the hardware and gardening store on Marine, she never would have guessed that something as fragrant and delicate as a rose would prosper near the ocean. He’d assured her, some twenty years earlier, that because Balboa Island was surrounded by a bay and was protected from the ocean by the peninsula, it meant that her roses wouldn’t get too much sea breeze, and as long as they were cared for and pruned properly, they would grow beautifully in her front yard.

She sat back on her heels and stretched her back. She started every morning this way, clipping and pruning or planting or weeding, depending on the season. She liked to enjoy the damp, salty air and the comfort her small but meticulous garden gave her, without busybodies looking her way. She’d been out here for an hour already, when the sun was barely up, trimming the eight-by-six-foot patch of grass with her old lawn mower. As she pressed her shoulder blades back and rolled her head a few times—the way she used to in the seconds before she began a match—she had to admire her handiwork in the garden. It had come a long way since she first bought the place over two decades ago. Back then, she’d used every penny she owned to buy the cheapest cottage she could find on the island. It had cost her $1,500 for a shoebox, really, with nothing but a worn-down pile of dirt out front. But she’d worked hard on that pile of dirt, and it had grown into something quite spectacular.

She’d settled on Balboa Island in 1932, when there were almost no permanent residents on the island. Back then people came for the summer and then vanished the rest of the year, leaving it empty and almost desolate September through April, just the way she liked it. At night, men still used to come in looking to wash away their cares, disappearing into taverns through the back doors. Plenty of steamers gambled their money away as law enforcement turned a blind eye, but by daybreak they were gone. Now, though, the secret was out. People had moved to the island in hoards over the past few years, away from the heat and hustle of the big cities. Beach cottages were being torn down, and in their place permanent homes were going in with heat and indoor showers.

She was about to start on the next rosebush when two women walked along the sidewalk with tennis rackets in hand, hardly even used, by the looks of things. She recognized the redhead, Sylvia Johnson; her husband owned the fancy new tennis club in town. The other one, a blond, slowed as she walked by.

“Oh my, your garden looks lovely,” she said.

Adele pressed her lips together and nodded, hoping they’d move on.

“We just moved in on Amethyst. Our garden needs a lot of attention, but it will have to wait until the inside’s all organized first. I’m Milly, by the way, Milly Kincaid,” she said.

“Adele,” she said quietly.

“Gosh you look so familiar,” Milly said, staring at her intently.

Adele clenched her jaw and kept her head down, busying herself with her gardening tools. She noticed out of the corner of her eye the way Sylvia took the woman by the elbow and nudged her on.

“Well, nice to meet you,” Milly called out as they began to walk away. “Maybe I’ll see you around.”

Once they were out of view, Adele took out the secateurs and severed the rest of the roses in a wild fury. It had been a while since someone had recognized her—years, in fact—and the encounter left her feeling irritated, jittery. She should lay low, Adele thought, but then scoffed at the idea: How much lower a profile could she possibly keep? She’d changed her name. She’d arranged her life to be bland, routine, predictable, to avoid such an intrusion, and it grated on her nerves that someone like that blond should waltz along and disrupt things.

She looked up and tried to take in the clear blue sky and wisps of clouds, hoping to shake her concerns. She shouldn’t worry so much; it was probably nothing, just a passing comment. She’d stay out of her way, that’s all, but she knew she couldn’t let it go that easily. She’d worked so hard to bury her past, and anytime someone so much as looked her way for a moment too long, she feared that they threatened to dredge things up again. She picked up her gardening tools and went back inside the house, trying to push those old familiar feelings of shame and humiliation down, deep down inside her, where they belonged.

She poured herself a cup of hot coffee and sat down, eyeing her old racket leaning against the wall. She envied the way those women had walked by with ease, likely on their way to the tennis club. They’d be warming up soon, feeling the vibration of the ball hitting the strings, softly at first to loosen up their arms and shoulders. But in fifteen minutes they’d be sending the ball soaring, corner to corner. Just the thought of it made her ache with longing.

She could still remember the feel of the racket the first time she picked up an old wooden Spalding, with peeling red-and-blue paint, from a crate next to the courts at the tennis club in Nice, France. She had been ten at the time and children were not supposed to be in the club, but her father had not been one to follow the rules.

“Can you teach me to play, Papa?” she’d asked her father when he stepped off the court, red-faced and perspiring in what had been pristine tennis whites just thirty minutes earlier.

“Pas maintenant,” he had said, pushing past her and dabbing his face with a handkerchief before rushing to shake his opponent’s hand. Adele followed him with a cup of water.

“Better luck next time, chap,” the man had said to her father. He was English, much younger, in better shape, and he hadn’t looked nearly as winded.

“Can you teach me to play?” Adele asked the man, standing at her father’s side. Both men laughed, but her father squeezed her shoulder tightly, suggesting she’d embarrassed him.

“I’ll teach you, mon chou, just as I promised,” he said as he firmly ushered her away.

While her father had lunch with a group of men, also in long white trousers and collared shirts, Adele couldn’t help but notice how majestic they looked together in their white uniforms of leisure. After she’d climbed all the trees surrounding the courts to give her shade from the midday sun and had drawn circles in the red clay of an empty court, she asked her father once more.

“Now Papa? Now can you teach me?”

He leaned back in his chair and stretched. “Fine,” he said, stubbing out his cigarette and knocking back the last of his brandy. “A few minutes while no one’s playing, and then we have to go home so I can take my sieste.”

Her father stood on the opposite side of the net and threw the white felt balls toward her gently. She swung and missed every ball at first, but then she turned her body to the fence, perpendicular to the net, and stretched her arms out like an airplane. When she swung that time, she made contact.

“Catch the racket,” her father said, showing her how to continue the swing up and over her left shoulder in one sweeping motion. When she swung the next time, she hit the ball over the net, and after that she sent almost every other ball over.

“Trés bon,” her father said. “Trés, trés bon.” Adele beamed when she noticed the surprise in his eyes.

Once she had grasped the basic movement, he taught her to step into an open stance as the ball approached, angling the racket face so it hit the ball slightly in front of her body, not behind. She had skinny arms and a pale, almost sickly complexion at that age, having been encouraged not to play outside too much as a child; but soon she was hitting the ball with a power that no one expected, and her cheeks flushed with color, her skin glistening in the afternoon sun. They stayed for two and a half hours that day and only left because the men had returned from their lunch and their naps.

For the next several weeks, Adele’s father took her to the club early to watch the matches, and she listened intently as he analyzed the players’ strengths and weaknesses, commenting on their ground strokes, styles, and strategies. Eagerly, gradually, she began to make sense of his remarks. Some of the men at the club were experienced players, traveling for tournaments; others were on vacation from England and even America. Adele and her father studied them all.

She relished her father’s sudden interest in spending time with her. He insisted that she accompany him each morning to the club—she was the only child allowed in because of some arrangement he must have made—and then as soon as the sun got unbearably hot and everyone deserted the courts for lunch and shade, he’d take her out and work on drills.

They were not a particularly wealthy family, but when her father sold his horse-drawn-carriage business a few years prior, they were able to afford a small and rustic holiday home in Nice. They lived a comfortable, if frugal, lifestyle, her father often bargaining or negotiating for a deal. But the one thing her father was willing to spend money on was the Nice Lawn Tennis Club membership. On earlier visits to the South of France, her father had seen firsthand the popularity of tennis and how its star players enjoyed a privileged place in Riviera society. He had been mesmerized and wanted that life for himself, but he didn’t have the athleticism or the youth to excel in such an active pursuit. He was starting to realize, however, that his daughter might.

“Today, work on your forehand,” he said. “Tout de suite.”

“Again, Papa?” Adele groaned, they’d done nothing but forehand strokes for hours the day prior, and she was eager to learn something new.

He didn’t respond and simply began hitting the ball to her. After an hour of practicing the same exact stroke over and over again, he took his handkerchief and set it on the far corner of the court.

“Alors,” he said. “Aim for the target.” For the next hour he focused only on control and placement.

When her time was up, her feet throbbed and her shoulder ached from the repetitive movement. She could taste the dusty red clay in her mouth and feel it in her eyes. Her socks and shoes were orange and her skin felt gritty. But despite all that, she was walking on air because for seventeen of the last twenty shots, she’d hit the handkerchief, and then her father had folded it in half, and then in quarters, and only after she hit the square five times in a row did he finally let her take a break.

She wasn’t accustomed to this kind of hard work—sweaty, lung-burning work, running down each ball, but now she leapt and swung as if she were a ballerina performing at the Palais Garnier. Until then, she’d always been taught that her role as a young girl was to be reserved and ladylike, seen and not heard. Her mother had enrolled her in classical Greek dance classes and piano lessons, activities to be pursued with control and restraint. When she was younger she’d been told to sit quietly and read while her parents attended to their business. Now, suddenly, everything she had been taught was being unraveled and retaught.

At night she overheard her mother and father discuss their daughter’s new interest.

“It’s not graceful to leap the way she does,” her mother said, after she’d spent a few hours courtside watching the father-daughter display. “I see her bare ankles. It’s not ladylike.”

“She needs to be able to run, to leap,” her father said, fighting back. “Have you seen the way the men go for every ball?”

“She’s not a man. And that noise that she makes when she serves—it’s uncivilized,” she said.

“All right, I’ll tell her to control that,” he said. “But Anya, God has given our daughter a talent. I can help her polish it, and if she listens to me and does exactly what I say, I think I can make her a champion. Then, mon amour, we could have the life we always dreamed of.”

Adele had never heard her father speak about her in such a way, and hearing his words set a fire inside of her, making her desperate to succeed. In the coming weeks, months, years, his belief in her made her work harder, made her strive for more, made her desperate not to make a mistake—leaping, dancing, hitting, following through, shuffling. Prepare, hit, prepare, hit. While her father became obsessed with studying the greats and teaching their techniques to Adele, she became obsessed with being able to follow his instructions and impress him. She wanted to succeed and to be able to give him the life he wanted. If that meant becoming a champion in tennis, then that was exactly what she would do.




CHAPTER FOUR

MILLY

The following week Milly arrived at The Island Club with Debbie and Jack in tow. You just never knew how a seven- and four-year-old might behave, but Sylvia had insisted that Milly bring the kids and that the ladies would have lunch and afternoon drinks poolside while the children splashed in the water.

“Jack, Debbie,” Milly said, grabbing their hands as soon as they caught a glimpse of the turquoise pool ahead and tried to make a run for it. “We are guests here, and this club belongs to Mommy’s new friend, Sylvia,” she said. “Please be on your best behavior.” They lunged forward. “Did you hear me?” she said, halting them again.

“Yes, Mommy,” Debbie said. “We’ll behave.”

“Keep an eye on your brother, and stay in the wading pool.” Milly looked to Jack as if expecting him to respond to her reasoning.

“Swimming pool,” he said, pointing. “I want to go to the swimming pool.”

“I know, darling, but just hold on a moment.” She opened her large straw bag and pulled out a swim buoy that she’d bought from a store in town. Now that they lived near the beach and close to a swimming pool, she needed to travel with inflatable lifesaving devices. “Let me just try to inflate this thing.” She ripped it out of the packaging, turned it around, looking for the air valve as quickly as she could, knowing that she had mere seconds before the children would run off again. Jack was hopping back and forth from one foot to the other.

“Do you need to use the bathroom?” she asked.

“No! I want to go to the pool!”

Milly blew hard into the buoy several times and strapped the thing around Jack’s tummy. Standing up too fast, she felt dizzy and lightheaded.

“Mommy,” Jack said, pulling at the pocket of her capri pants.

“One second, sweetheart.” She placed her hand on the back of a chair to steady herself.

“Mommy,” Jack said, tugging at the fabric harder each time. “Mommy, Mommy, Mommy!”

“What, Jack?” she snapped, bending down to his level.

“Mommy, I love you,” he said, wrapping his arms around her neck, then kissing her bare shoulder. Then he took Debbie’s hand and the two kids started off.

“Let’s go,” Debbie said as they ran full speed toward the pool.

Milly took a moment to compose herself, regretting her impatience just minutes into what she expected would be a long afternoon. She adjusted the waistband of her capris, pulling it back to her natural waistline, and smoothed down the pocket that Jack had been tugging on. Shoving the packaging of the swim buoy into the depths of her straw bag, she walked toward the group of women sitting at a long table in the shade near the pool. She sighed with relief as she saw several other children playing in the shallow pool and a teenage lifeguard keeping watch over them.

Sylvia sat at the head of the table in a pastel-pink horizontal-striped dress. Everyone else seemed to be equally dressed up, and Milly instantly regretted her choice of cropped trousers and a sleeveless shirt that tied at the waist.

“Sorry, Sylvia,” she said in a low voice. “I thought it would be more casual since we were poolside, I didn’t realize …”

“Nonsense,” she said, “You are the picture of poolside elegance. Here, take a seat.” She pulled out the one next to her and began to introduce Milly to the women at the table—Betsy, Faye, Maureen, Joan, and Sadie.

“Milly here has just moved to Balboa from Los Angeles. She lives on Amethyst, and I’m trying to convince her to join the club,” Sylvia said.

“I don’t think it will take much convincing,” Milly said. “It’s beautiful here.”

“Your Lloyd would love it.”

He sure would, Milly thought. This was exactly the kind of wholesome family environment they so desperately needed.

“So,” Sylvia asked the ladies, “what’s everyone planning for Bal Week? It’s right around the corner.”

“We’re leaving town, going to stay at my in-laws for the week,” Maureen said. “I don’t mind it, but my husband can’t stand being here for all that craziness.”

“We’re renting out our two guest rooms to some girls from Manual Arts High School,” Betsy said. “We always get lovely girls from there.”

“How about you, Milly?” Sylvia asked. “Any plans?”

Milly laughed nervously. “I’m sorry I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Oh gosh, haven’t you seen the preparations already taking place?” Maureen asked. “How can you miss it? They remove the benches from the sidewalks to accommodate the crowds. It’s a madhouse.”

Milly felt embarrassed, as if she’d been so wrapped up in her own little world that she hadn’t noticed any of this going on around her.

“Bal Week,” Sylvia said. “Short for Balboa Week. Every year just before Easter, high school and college kids descend on the island and the peninsula for spring break. They rent out rooms, houses, guest cottages. They go to the Rendezvous Ballroom every night for live music and dancing, and they take over the beaches and the Fun Zone. The men, or rather the boys, cruise up and down the streets in their cars eyeing the girls in their swimsuits. It’s a little annoying for those of us who live here, but the amount of money it brings in to the area is immense. It’s a shot in the arm for the local businesses, so we all try to help out, open up our homes, and suffer through it.”

“Sounds fun … and hectic,” Milly said.

“You might want to let your husband know,” Sadie said from the other end of the table. “Most husbands can’t stand it and want to stay away.”

“And others want to stay and ogle the goods for themselves,” Maureen said, and everyone, except for Milly, laughed.

“So true,” Sadie said. “Funny how all the husbands come back in time to watch the Bathing Beauty Contest at the end of the week.”

“I heard Delores Mason is entering this year, Maggie’s daughter,” Maureen said, then she turned to Milly. “Maggie and her husband own the pharmacy. Her daughter’s been dying to enter for years—such a pretty girl—and she’s finally old enough.”

“Goodness,” Sylvia said. “I just know my Judith will want to enter once she turns sixteen. Already she and her friends want be part of all the fun, so I’m going to have to keep an eye on her.”

“Oh, Sylvia, I’ve been dying to ask,” Faye said, leaning in. “What are you doing with your house? I walked in on Teddy and Walter discussing it quite seriously.” Faye turned to Milly. “My husband Teddy works in real estate.” Then she turned back to Sylvia. “At first I thought they were talking about putting it up for sale.” She laughed. “And then I thought, goodness no, not Sylvia’s house! Where would we all play bridge? Are you considering renting it out for Bal Week?”

Milly noticed a look of confusion on her new friend’s face and a flush of color rise in her cheeks, but then Sylvia swatted the comment away. “No, you’re mistaken; I would never allow my Walter to rent out our house for Bal Week. Besides, we have
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