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Prologue

“There is a small problem with your credit card,”

the hostess, Angelique, said to Emma.

“A problem?” Emma echoed.

“Yes,” Angelique replied. “It was turned down.”

“There must be some error,” Emma said confidently.

“Certainly,” the hostess agreed diplomatically. “Do you have another?”

“Of course,” Emma said.

Angelique ran the new credit card through the approval machine. Rejected, read the message.

They tried another. Rejected.

“As you say, there must be some error,” the hostess said coolly. “But surely you will settle the matter.”

Emma’s heart was pounding. Oh, my God, she thought. She actually did it. My mother canceled all my credit cards!
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ONE


“I’m in heaven,” nineteen-year-old Samantha Bridges said with a sigh as she closed her eyes to kiss her boyfriend, Presley Travis.

“I thought you hated camping,” her best friend, Carrie Alden, teased her as a thin pillar of smoke rose from their campfire and twisted into the night Maine sky. “I thought you said you were allergic to fresh air and marshmallows.”

“Right,” her other best friend, Emma Cresswell, joshed good-naturedly. “Didn’t you tell me that the only time you’d sleep on the ground would be when you were six feet under it?”

All six of the girls and guys sitting around the crackling campfire—Sam and Pres, Carrie and her boyfriend, Billy Sampson, and Emma and her boyfriend, Kurt Ackerman—cracked up. Carrie and Billy were sitting side by side, while Emma and Kurt were stretched out on their stomachs, their legs intertwined. It was past midnight, but none of them wanted the evening to come to an end.

“See, this just shows I’m having a positive effect on you,” Sam retorted. “You’re developing a sense of humor. The old Emma was humor-free.”

“That’s probably true,” Emma allowed. She looked lovingly at Kurt, whom she had almost lost forever. “But that’s because I wasn’t very happy then.”

But I’m happy now, she thought, her eyes shining. I’m so happy that I never want this moment to end.

Sam leaned her head against Pres’s shoulder. “Do you believe in fate?”

“Whoa,” Pres said in his melodious east Tennessee drawl. “Are you gittin’ philosophical on me?” He ran his fingers through Sam’s long, thick, wild red hair.

“Nope,” Sam stated, “but I’m getting the oddest feeling.”

“What’s that?” Emma asked as she pushed another twig into the campfire.

“That the six of us were meant to be together and live happily ever after,” Sam said. Then she planted a loud smack right on Pres’s lips.

“I’ll kiss to that,” Carrie said, and she leaned over to kiss Billy.

“Kurt,” Pres said, “you sure do know how to pick a camping spot.”

“We aim to please,” Kurt declared.

Right now, Emma thought as her friends continued to joke and goof around, my life could not be better. I’m with people I love, with the guy I love, in a place that I love. What more could I want?

Once again, her thoughts drifted back to the incredible circumstances that had helped her, Sam, and Carrie to become best friends, and her and Kurt to go from strangers to almost-marrieds to the brink of disaster and then back to boyfriend and girlfriend.

First, Carrie and Sam and me, Emma thought. Each of us decides she wants to work as an au pair for a summer. Then we meet at the International Au Pair Convention in New York. Then we all get jobs here on Sunset Island! I’m working for the Hewitt family, who are the nicest; Sam’s stuck with Dan Jacobs and his impossible fourteen-year-old twins; and Carrie’s working for a rock star and his family!

I’d never even have met them anywhere else but here, Emma told herself. Not Sam, the wild and crazy tall girl with the wild and crazy red hair, who never fails to check out the guys wherever she goes and who was raised on a farm in Kansas! Not down-to-earth Carrie, with her pediatrician parents back in New Jersey and her ambitions to be a photojournalist.

And they’d never have met me, Emma ruminated. Not the girl Sam calls the Ice Princess because I’m rich, blond, petite, and blue-eyed and wear designer clothes.

But now we’re best friends, Emma thought. And they are the closest and most important friends I’ve ever had in my life. We’re here on fabulous Sunset Island, the famous resort island in Casco Bay off the coast of Portland, Maine. In the fall I have a zillion decisions to make, and I never, ever want this summer to end. What am I going to do when it’s over?

“Hey, Emma,” Kurt whispered softly to her. “What are you thinking so hard about?”

Startled, Emma jumped. She glanced around and saw that Billy and Carrie were involved in a whispering conversation of their own, and that Sam and Pres were kissing again, oblivious to everyone else.

Emma smiled and sat up, hugging her knees to her chest. “Oh, just everything,” she said softly.

“Good thing to be thinking about,” Kurt replied, scootching over next to Emma and putting his left arm around her. “Chilly?”

“No,” Emma answered softly, “but don’t move your arm.”

“What do you think of Dry Island?” Kurt asked, making a sweeping gesture at their surroundings.

“I love it!” Emma said. “Do we really have to go back tomorrow?”

The six of them had motored over to tiny Dry Island-so named because the island had no natural source of water—in a couple of Boston Whaler outboard boats earlier that day. All three girls had managed to get the weekend off from their jobs, and were free until Sunday night.

Kurt, who had grown up on Sunset Island, was the one who had organized the expedition; a couple of Maine lobstermen he knew had dropped them off, along with a large tent, camping equipment, and lots of water.

Dry Island was about three miles from the east end of Sunset Island, and Emma could just make out some of the lights flickering on the island she called home for the summer.

It does feel like home, Emma realized, looking out at the lights. It feels more like home than Boston ever did.

“You’d better hope my friends come back and pick us up tomorrow,” Kurt joshed, brushing his light brown hair out of his eyes.

“You mean they might not show up?” Carrie asked.

“Good,” Sam murmured. “I didn’t want to go back, anyway.”

“The last group my friends brought over here to go camping got marooned when the guys forgot about them,” Kurt said.

“Are you serious?” Emma asked skeptically.

Kurt smiled. “Believe that,” he said, “and I’ve got some oceanfront property in Arizona to sell you.” He pulled Emma into his arms.

“Right now,” Emma said softly, “I’m ready to buy it, for the right price.”

“How’s this?” Kurt asked. He kissed her softly.

“I don’t know,” Emma whispered. “I’ll think about your offer.”

“I’ll bid again,” Kurt said, his deep blue eyes shining in the firelight. And when he kissed her this time, the kiss seemed to go on forever, and Emma felt as luminous as the stars that twinkled down on them.

“Well, good morning,” Kurt said as Emma approached him. He was standing on the rocky beach, casting a fishing lure into the eddies of the incoming tide.

“Hi.” Emma smiled warmly and gave Kurt a quick kiss.

“How’d you sleep?” Kurt asked.

Emma stretched to get the kinks out of her muscles. “You ought to know. Your sleeping bag was right next to mine.”

“You snore,” Kurt said.

“I do not!” Emma cried, playfully hitting Kurt’s arm.

“Okay, I lied,” Kurt said with a laugh. “But Billy snores something fierce!”

“I know, I heard him,” Emma said with a smile. “Maybe next time we should try three separate tents instead of one big one.”

“Hmmm, privacy, I like that idea,” Kurt agreed.

“Did you catch anything?” she inquired, looking out at the water.

“Just a sculpin,” Kurt replied.

“Never heard of it.”

“Watch,” Kurt said. He reeled the diamond-shaped lure up to the tip of his fishing rod, and slung it out toward the left. Then he started reeling fast. Instantly the rod doubled over. Kurt winked at Emma and kept on reeling. Moments later he pulled a fish up out of the water.

“Yuck!” Emma exclaimed. “That’s the ugliest fish I’ve ever seen.” Covered with bumps, and with protruding eyes and big flapping fins, the fish struggled to free itself from the hook.

“I’m sure he doesn’t think you’re too pretty either, though I don’t imagine he has very good taste in girls. Want to take it off the hook?” Kurt asked, a twinkle in his eye as he held the fish out to Emma.

“I’ll pass,” Emma said daintily, sitting down. Kurt took hold of the sculpin, unhooked it, and tossed it back into the murky green ocean.

“Enough fishing for one day,” Kurt declared. “What time is it? You eat breakfast?”

“Almost eleven,” Emma answered. “And yes, I ate.”

“How was it?” Kurt queried.

“Don’t let Sam get near a fry pan.” Emma grimaced. “And next time, pack some tea for me.”

Kurt sat down next to Emma, and together they stared off into the distance, each lost for the moment in private thoughts and dreams.

I can’t believe that earlier this summer we weren’t even talking to each other, Emma thought. We almost lost each other forever. We both made a lot of mistakes. But I really do believe Kurt’s changed, and so have I.

“It’s amazing we’re here,” Kurt said quietly, “after, well ... after ... you know.”

“Not just us,” Emma said. She brought her knees up to her chin and wrapped her arms around her jean-clad legs. A fairly stiff onshore breeze was starting to blow. “Billy and Carrie, too.”

Earlier that summer, Billy’s father had had a terrible accident in his auto-body shop in Seattle, and Billy had had to leave Sunset Island to go home to help out. Leaving the island had meant not only that he had to leave Carrie behind, but also that he had to leave his band, Flirting With Danger, for which he was the lead singer and which he had started with Pres years before.

He only got back to the island a week or so ago, Emma realized with amazement.

“Sam and Pres, too, for that matter,” Kurt noted. “That’s pretty amazing. Considering her track record with guys.”

Emma had to agree. Sam and Pres were in the second summer of their on-again, off-again relationship, and Emma had to admit that the off-again times were almost always caused by Sam’s flirting with other guys. Recently, though, her friend from Kansas had really started to act a lot more serious toward the Flirts’s handsome bass player.

“We’re the most amazing,” Emma said softly, so softly that she could barely be heard over the ocean lapping at the nearby rocks.

“That’s true,” Kurt agreed. “I was a jerk.”

Emma looked at him with surprise. “Do you really believe that?”

Kurt nodded. “I just couldn’t accept the fact that you’re rich and I’m poor. I really gave you hell over it.”

“I made a lot of mistakes, too,” Emma said. “I never should have said I’d marry you when I wasn’t ready to.”

Kurt grinned at her. “So, here we are, older and wiser, right?”

“I think so,” Emma said.

“My father thinks I’m an idiot,” Kurt said matter-of-factly.

Emma groaned. Kurt’s father, a roughhewn Mainer with an inherent dislike for summer people, and particularly for multimillionaire summer people like Emma, had always been tough for her to deal with. After she and Kurt had had their terrible split-up earlier in the summer, Kurt’s dad had even sent her a vicious letter accusing her of purposefully having taken advantage of his son.

That was so terrible, Emma recalled with a shudder. I made some big mistakes, but he had no right to accuse me of those things, either!

“What do you think?” Emma asked.

“I think it’s not so easy for me to be at home now,” Kurt declared. He ran his fingers over the two-day growth of beard
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