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EPIGRAPH


After a good dinner one can forgive anybody, even one’s own relations.

—OSCAR WILDE
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CHAPTER 1


Sophie Maxwell had not remembered it taking quite so long to reach the island. Darkness had fallen hours earlier, and now it was a dark only lonely roads in Maine produced.

The journey had started many hours ago. After an uncharacteristically panicked phone call from her mother, who was somewhere on a yacht in the Aegean with her third—no, wait, fourth—husband, Sophie had taken a train to Connecticut from Manhattan and a cab from the station to the house to pick up a car for the drive. She hadn’t been home for over a year, but she knew the keys would be in the same drawer as always. Mother changed mates but never her beloved 1892 Victorian that sat high up on a peninsula jutting out into Long Island Sound. The shingle and stone house had been a wedding gift from her parents thirty years ago when Babs had married her college beau Sandy Maxwell. Less than two years later she’d found a receipt for a diamond-studded Piaget watch with instructions for engraving in the pocket of one of her husband’s suits that she was taking to the cleaners. The initials weren’t Babs’s. They were his secretary’s. She was dumping him for adultery, she told her friends, but even more for a complete lack of originality—“tacky is as tacky does.”

There was no question about keeping the house. Over the course of his successors, Babs had added on and continued to restore the place until it became her own best jewel, one worth a cool ten million now.

There was also no question about keeping their daughter, Sophie—Babs demanded and got full custody. Despite her penchant for serial nuptials, no one could ever say Babs was not a good mother. Early on she’d decided Sophie was going to be her one and only child, directing her efforts toward her daughter’s appearance, manners, and even intellect—“You need to be smart, but you don’t need to flaunt it”—in much the same way she scoured the Connecticut countryside and auctions for the right salvaged chestnut to match the original flooring, the right dining room table and other furniture for the twin parlors with their ten-foot ceilings, and the right mantels for the six original fireplaces.

Thoughts of her mother had crowded Sophie’s mind as soon as she’d unlocked the front door (bright red with a lion’s head brass door knocker). It was impossible not to think of Babs when every inch of the house reflected her perfect taste and something more—something antiques dealers referred to as “an eye.” You couldn’t learn it. You had to be born with it. So far Babs’s only lapse in visceral judgment had been Sanford Maxwell, but she’d told Sophie that was why she never drank gin. “TMI,” Sophie, sixteen at the time, had told her. It did still bring a smile to her face, though, especially as her mother had always made sure that Sophie understood she was well worth the slip. Babs wasn’t demonstrative—she was a New Englander after all—but she loved her daughter. And she loved her house. It had six bedrooms, six full baths, two halfs, assorted other rooms including a conservatory, and of course a state-of-the-art kitchen that Babs had remodeled every four years.

Sophie loved the house, too, but her room in the turret at the front of the home was her favorite, and she headed straight for it. Although it was not as large as the other bedrooms, she preferred her own private tower room, resisting her mother’s attempts to get her to move as she got older. Babs had had a curved window seat installed under the windows that looked straight out to the water. Built-in bookcases that curved as well still held Sophie’s books charting her progress from girlhood through adolescence—Anne of Green Gables to The Bell Jar. Sophie greeted the volumes like the old friends they were as she dug out a large suitcase and a duffle from the closet. She didn’t know how long she’d be staying in Maine, but she knew that even in July she’d have to bring some warm clothing.

Mother’s current housekeeper had unpacked what Sophie had dropped off before she’d left for England and after she’d returned to New York in late spring. She’d been bunking with a friend from law school until she could find a job and there had barely been room for her interview outfits in the apartment, a studio on the East Side. Closet space had been sacrificed for a doorman and a tony address. Almost everything she owned was here in Connecticut.

“Why shouldn’t I spend the night?” Sophie’d muttered to herself as she added a rain jacket to the pile. She had gotten in the habit of softly talking aloud to herself as a child and it had stuck, unlike the nail biting that Babs soon put a stop to by painting her daughter’s fingernails with something so foul Sophie gagged just looking at them. Babs took her for a manicure and had the salon paint tiny daisies on Sophie’s nails. Worked perfectly. The daisies were so pretty Sophie couldn’t bear to destroy even one.

“I could get up early and be there by midafternoon tomorrow,” she said a little louder, addressing the warm burgundy-colored walls. She knew she was trying to convince herself and knew she wouldn’t, but it was such a temptation. The room had always served as a refuge, and she had never needed it more than now.

She looked up from her packing. The window seat was beckoning. Donna Tartt’s The Goldfinch was in her bag. She could run to the Firehouse Deli in Greenwich, get one of their delicious, humongous Reubens to go, and given that the house had a well-stocked wine cellar courtesy of spouse number three, she could curl up and read, drowning her sorrows while clogging her arteries.

But her mother had been adamant that Sophie get to Sanpere Island as soon as possible. Sooner. It was a ten-hour drive with no stops, and she’d be lucky to get to The Birches by one in the morning. She sighed and continued tossing clothes into the luggage.

When she’d seen her mother’s name on the cell display, she’d almost let the call go to voice mail. It was the realization that Babs was many, many miles away that had made Sophie pick up. Had Mother been in the same time zone, Sophie was pretty sure the call would have been one of the all-too-frequent ones she’d been getting since her return from London. “How’s the job hunt? Where have you applied?” and so on. And so on. It had to be something more important if Babs was interrupting her trip. Her mother had cut straight to the chase.

“Sophie, you have to get up to Sanpere right away. You’ll have to go to the house first. There’s a ten thirty out of Grand Central. Don’t take any of the other cars. Be sure to take the Lexus. You’ll need to pack a few things. I don’t know how long you’ll be staying. I can’t get there for at least three weeks. You probably don’t have any cash. I’ve wired some to your account, so stop at an ATM. God knows you won’t find one on Sanpere. You’ll get there late, but they know you’re coming.”

Sophie had finally been able to get a word in. Two, in fact.

“What’s happened?”

Her mother’s annoyance reached all the way across the globe. “It’s been over a year since Aunt Priscilla died, but Uncle Paul is just now getting around to telling us her last wishes. Not just wishes, but instructions—instructions about The Birches. As in who gets it.”

“Why do I have to be there? She surely didn’t leave it to me.”

“Of course not,” Babs had snapped. “If she was going to specify anyone, it should have been me.”

“So who is it going to?”

The Birches had been built by Sophie’s great-grandparents, Josiah and Eleanor Proctor, as a summer “cottage” in the late 1800s. It was an ark of a place on Little Sanpere Island, connected to its larger neighbor, Sanpere, by a now well-paved causeway and to the mainland by an elegant suspension bridge, a WPA project that some on Sanpere continued to regret. “Got everything I need right here,” Old Joe Sanford said. He had never been over the bridge in all his ninety-four years and didn’t intend to make the trip ever, even in a pine box. The Sanfords got planted almost in Joe’s backyard and he’d saved room in the family plot for himself and his wife.

The Proctors had been “rusticators,” joining other wealthy Bostonians and New Yorkers in pursuit of the simple life. Bracing swims at dawn in Maine’s frigid waters, sailing in the same, hikes on Mount Desert Island or climbing Mount Katahdin farther afield. The simple life didn’t extend to cooking one’s own meals or washing one’s own clothes. An army of servants accompanied their employers on the two-day steamer journey from Boston, longer from New York.

The Birches was situated at the end of a point overlooking Eggemoggin Reach. Its rocky beach was home to a lighthouse, and over the years the owners of similar houses on adjacent lots—The Pines, Eagle’s Nest, Ferncroft (those owners claimed Scottish ancestry)—had constructed several docks. Now a flotilla of pleasure craft bobbed at moorings that were passed down as carefully as the family silver.

Sophie’s great-aunt Priscilla had been the youngest of her generation and her death marked the end of an era in some ways, but not in others. Just as Priscilla and her siblings had grown up at The Birches, spending their days on the water or in it, collecting and identifying flora and fauna, doing jigsaw puzzles or reading the slightly musty books that had accumulated from generation to generation, so had Sophie and her cousins. The family prided itself on lack of change. Inevitably the twentieth and the twenty-first centuries had crept in through the screen doors that always banged shut and the windows, swollen from the damp, that didn’t. There had always been indoor plumbing—there was a limit to roughing it but electricity replaced gas and a furnace was added. A telephone was the first real thin edge of the wedge, with a TV following, and Sophie had heard that her uncle Simon had installed Wi-Fi so he could telecommute.

Babs was the oldest in the next generation and Sophie knew she loved The Birches, and not only because of her love for a whole lot of pine beadboard. It was a love for the entire island as well. Babs Proctor Maxwell Rothenstein Williams Harrington had spent every summer on Sanpere until she went off to Wellesley, returning for only part of the summer until Sophie was born, and then she began to stay until Labor Day again. Sophie had never given much thought to what would happen to The Birches in the future. She vaguely knew that Aunt Priscilla took care of things. She was the one to whom you went when you found things like a leaky pipe or hornets’ nest under the eaves. The Birches was just there and always would be.

“You are wasting precious time!” Babs had snapped in answer to Sophie’s question, rapidly adding, “She didn’t leave it to anyone but instructed Uncle Paul to get family members interested in the place to come for July. At the end of the month, he’ll announce who will get it.”

Aunt Priscilla and Uncle Paul were childless. “Why can’t it just go to the three of you?” Sophie suggested.

As soon as the words were out of Sophie’s mouth, she knew why. Babs and her brother, Simon, a year younger, had never gotten along. The idea of their sharing even a peanut butter and jelly sandwich was impossible. In turn they both loathed their cousin Sylvia, who had never moved on from her infatuation with all things tie-dyed and infuriated Babs with constant exhortations to “Stay loose.” Sylvia’s father had been the middle Proctor son, Babs and Simon’s the oldest. Priscilla had been the only girl.

Her mother didn’t even bother to answer Sophie. “Just get up there and stake a claim. I want you there before the Fourth. It’s always a big deal at The Birches. I can’t cut the cruise short. It’s not the money, but—”

This time Sophie had been able to squeeze in a few words.

“Admit it, Mother. You want to stay. You’ve fallen for real this time. Ed is more than a nice guy. He’s a keeper. ”

Babs had, of course, managed to have the final word. “Not that you’d recognize one. Now, get going. Uncle Paul always liked you. So did Aunt Priscilla.”

The words had stung. Not the last part of the sentence, but the first. Stung like an entire hornets’ nest.

Sophie had stopped at the Firehouse Deli for a sandwich to go, and she ate it at the first rest area in Maine near Kittery, getting out so she would be sure to keep the Russian dressing from dripping on the SUV’s leather seats. As she’d driven, she’d cataloged the number of relations who might be turning up at The Birches, or were already there.

Paul McAllister was Aunt Priscilla’s second husband. Her first, George Sloane, had died before Sophie had been born. With no children of her own, Priscilla’s nieces and nephews, and eventually their offspring, were much doted upon substitutes. Sophie was the oldest in her generation by a few months, but it had always been her cousins, Simon’s twins Forbes and Felicity, who decided what they and the kids from the other houses on the Point were going to do each day. Although both lived in Manhattan, Sophie hadn’t seen them in a year or more. Neither was married yet, but Felicity was engaged, which currently seemed to be her full-time job. Like Sophie, Forbes was a lawyer. Only he was steadily making his way up the rungs to partner, while she had jumped off the ladder.

“Jumped.” She whispered the word aloud. One summer when she was ten, Forbes had decided the boathouse roof would make a swell diving board at high tide. He’d put a ladder up and declared that Sophie should go first, since she was the oldest. It was lucky she hadn’t killed herself on the submerged rocks, only breaking her ankle. It wasn’t until many years later that she realized just what Forbes had been doing: seeing if it was safe before he tried it. Aunt Priscilla had made Sophie a nook in one of the rooms off the kitchen, where she’d slept until her ankle was healed. Sophie had spent her days reading Priscilla’s old books—A Girl of the Limberlost, Daddy-Long-Legs—and learning to knit. It turned out to be one of the happiest summers ever.

Surely Forbes wouldn’t be able to get away from his job for more than a few days around the Fourth, which was a relief, and Sophie doubted that Felicity would be there. She’d long ago made it clear her idea of a beach was one in the Hamptons or the Caribbean. Maybe the South of France, but then there was all that smelly cheese and suspicious animal organs, plus garlic.

Which left Simon and his wife, Aunt Deirdre, plus Simon and Babs’s cousin Sylvia, who might or might not be with someone at the moment. It was hard to keep track of free-spirited Sylvia’s status. She had three children who were Sophie’s second cousins or cousins once removed? She had never mastered these genealogical distinctions. Sylvia’s oldest, Autumn (better than “Fall,” but Sophie still felt sorry for her, saddled with the name, no way to shorten it even), was only a few years younger than Sophie, but seemed much younger. Partly because Sylvia believed in “letting children be children,” a philosophy that translated to something others might call benign neglect. The last time Sophie had seen Autumn, she’d been wearing a Raggedy Ann outfit, with the striped tights and all, but very little else. The pinafore and dress were so sheer that had she a little pink heart tattooed, it would not have been hard to spot. Autumn’s brother Rory was twenty, several years younger, and Daisy was the baby at twelve. Despite the fact they all had different fathers, they looked identical—strawberry blond with china blue eyes. Sophie wondered if they’d be there “auditioning” along with their mother. Sylvia lived out on the West Coast in Marin, but she was a fixture each summer at Sanpere and had acquired a local reputation as the woman who was always first in line at any yard sale no matter how early it started.

Sandwich finished, Sophie made a quick stop at the restroom, did some yoga stretches, and got back in the car. Although she’d crossed the border into Maine—THE WAY LIFE SHOULD BE the billboard announced—she tried to keep herself from thinking she was almost there. The island was still a very long way away.

“I don’t like it.”

Ursula Lyman Rowe; her daughter, Pix Miller; and Faith Fairchild, their friend and neighbor both on Sanpere Island and, in the inclement months, in Aleford, Massachusetts, were all sitting in Bar Harbor rockers on the front porch of The Pines, a summer retreat that had been in Ursula’s family for generations. It was a grande dame of a cottage, the term a misnomer for what easily slept ten with cots on the sleeping porch for others.

From their perch overlooking the waters of Penobscot Bay, the women had not been watching the sailboats and an occasional windjammer as they tacked down the Reach, but another sort of human activity. There had been a steady stream of arrivals at The Birches, located down the hill and on the other side of a birch grove, hence the name. It was visible to the naked eye of its lofty neighbor, but for good measure, Ursula had her binoculars out.

“Don’t like what?” Faith and her family had a summer cottage that really was a summer cottage across the causeway on Sanpere itself. Little Sanpere and Sanpere had a year-round population of 2,400 that doubled in the summer—quite a few of the locals considered this yearly onslaught worse than that of the blackflies.

The Fairchilds—the Reverend Thomas Fairchild, Faith, fifteen-year-old Ben, and twelve-year-old Amy—were adding a much-needed extension onto the original small house they had already remodeled once and had taken Ursula up on her offer to stay at The Pines, at least until all the walls were intact.

“Sorry, dear,” Ursula said. “We were talking about something before you came and it was still on my mind. Always annoying to walk into the middle of a conversation you don’t know anything about. I’ll start from the beginning. Pix won’t care.”

“I’ll get a pitcher of iced tea,” Pix said, getting up. “Spying on the neighbors is thirsty work.”

“I hid some of the brownies I made yesterday from the kids. They’re in an old Bremner Wafers tin in the pantry.” As a caterer, Faith’s thoughts were never far from food. “Now, tell me everything, Ursula. When I got here, your binoculars were trained toward The Birches. Is that what this is about?”

“It is. Although Priscilla died over a year ago, Paul has waited until now to carry out her wishes regarding the property.”

This sounded intriguing, Faith thought to herself. Last wishes. Inheritance. It had all the makings of a page-turner. Aloud she said, “I was sorry to hear of her death. How is Paul doing?”

“Pretty much the way any man who is widowed does. Still inundated with food of every kind and invitations of every nature from dinner to marriage.”

Faith laughed. “It’s the same way on the rare occasion I go out of town. Suddenly all Tom’s handmaidens of the Lord line up to bring dinner and provide I dare not think what kind of other distractions. When he’s away, it’s me, the kids, and a chick flick DVD once they’re asleep.”

“Paul is no fool. It would take more than tuna noodle and a Merry Widow to trap him. He adored Priscilla and she him. It was a second marriage for her—she’d been widowed young—but a first for him, and they never had any children. Plenty of nieces and nephews, younger cousins, too. I have the feeling we’ll be seeing each and every one of them before long.”

Pix emerged from the house with a tray, which she set down on a sturdy wicker table. All the furniture at The Pines was sturdy, having stood the test of time. Plus the wicker had been repainted so often the paint itself would have supported a skyscraper let alone a tray with iced tea and brownies, even brownies laden with walnuts and dried cherries.

“What did I miss?” she asked.

On Sanpere, Pix and her family lived a few coves over from the Fairchilds. In Aleford the Millers were next-door neighbors as well as parishioners at First Parish. Pix and her lawyer husband, Sam, were older than the Fairchilds, with their children, Mark, Samantha, and Dan, well positioned over the years to be Fairchild babysitters. Pix was also Faith’s guide through the labyrinth known as parenthood, as well as life in the small suburb west of Boston. Faith’s own childhood had been spent in the Big Apple. The more bucolic orchards of New England, her husband’s native land, continued to baffle her periodically.

When Mark, the Millers’ first child, was born, they decided to buy their own place on Sanpere rather than live at The Pines with its steady stream of guests. Ursula and her husband had always filled the place with friends and relatives, especially ones that sailed. Pix’s late father, Arnold, considered an entire day on dry land a day wasted.

Pix handed her mother a glass of tea. Faith noted with approval that she’d gone to the garden behind the house for fresh mint.

“Thank you, dear. Perfect timing. I’d just gotten to Priscilla’s last wishes. All spelled out and notarized by the way, not that Paul would have disregarded them, but she apparently didn’t want him to have to deal with any objections. The long and the short of it is that Paul was to summon all those relatives interested in inheriting The Birches to visit during or for the entire month of July, after which time he is to select the legatee. And to repeat myself: ‘I don’t like it.’”

“I can see why you might not like to see him put in the position of ultimate decider—is that the word I’m looking for? It somehow rings the wrong bell. Well, judge, authority, and so forth. But other than that, why?” Faith said.

Pix put her glass down. She shook her head and sighed audibly.

“Oh, Faith, I thought after your years here—and in Aleford—you’d know what this sort of thing can lead to. At best, people stop talking to each other. At worst—”

Her mother interrupted and said grimly, “It can be murder.”

Miles away from both The Pines and The Birches and many hours later, Sophie felt as if she had been driving for days. She’d stopped in Bucksport for gas, knowing from experience that it was the last available. The convenience store with the pumps was the last anything until places opened very early in the morning—4 A.M. on the island for the fishermen.

She bought a Coke and some granola bars. Even if the coffee sitting on the hot plate hadn’t looked like something that might be found under the hood of a car, she didn’t want any. She’d had so much today, it would be a while before a cup of joe would appeal to her. There was no point in pulling over for a nap. The caffeine would prevent sleep, and it was also impossible to see whether she’d be pulling onto a shoulder or into a ditch.

The radio signal had turned most broadcasts to static and she’d gotten tired of trying to find a station that wasn’t a call-in or not her kind of country music. She hadn’t thought to check whether her mother had CDs in the car, and now she didn’t want to stop and look. After all, she had her thoughts for company. Too many. They crowded unbidden and unwelcome into her mind as she drove through the darkness. It had all started last September . . .

Meeting Ian Kendall had been a fluke. The law firm where she worked was huge, occupying many floors in the Citigroup Center on Lexington Avenue. Intellectual property, Sophie’s specialty, was geographically far away from mergers and acquisitions, Ian’s.

The chance encounter was a Meg Ryan movie moment. Pretty girl dashes for the elevator, the doors close in her face, and a handsome stranger appears at her side, commiserating, “I hate when this happens.” He had a warm smile, thick well-cut ash-blond hair, Paul Newman blue eyes—and a British accent. Roll credits.

By the time the next elevator arrived, they had agreed to meet after work for a drink. He didn’t know the city well. Would she be willing to act as his guide? Happy to oblige, she’d responded.

Back in her office, as she’d opened her e-mail, one part of her mind was registering the fact that besides being attractive, he was significantly taller than Sophie. Everything she looked for in a man on the surface. Especially the height. In middle school she had shot up alarmingly, like Alice after sipping from the DRINK ME bottle in Wonderland. Sophie wasn’t just the tallest girl in her class, but the tallest student period. When Babs wasn’t around she slouched. In high school the boys and some of the girls caught up; at the same time Sophie’s braces came off; she stood up straight and stopped feeling like the ugly duckling.

Since then she’d never lacked for male attention, but there had never been anyone who’d swept her off her feet. Maybe it was all of Priscilla’s happily-ever-after books at The Birches or a penchant for movies like The Holiday, but Sophie was a hopeless romantic under her Armani power wardrobe. She wanted a man who would knock her socks off, not just remove them—although that was nice at times. After all, a girl well shy of thirty couldn’t live like a nun.

And Ian had done both. He was in New York representing a UK company in a complicated merger with a U.S. one represented by Sophie’s firm. The drink—Sophie had taken him to the St. Regis King Cole Bar for Manhattans—had turned into dinner. That night, and every night thereafter, except for the ones both had to work, which was more often than not. It was good to be with someone on the same insane schedule. Sophie’s promotion a year earlier had included her own office, albeit not a corner one. The first thing she had done was move in a couch she could sleep on. It was rare for her to leave work before midnight and often easier just to sleep there. One desk drawer held some toiletry essentials, and she kept a change of clothes in a coat closet that held an unsurprising number of her colleagues’ spare outfits as well.

Despite their hectic agenda, she did manage to squeeze in tours of her NYC favorites for Ian—including a trip on the Staten Island ferry and one to the top of the Empire State Building, this last at his insistence when she confessed to never having been there. In turn he promised to take her to the Tower of London, which he hadn’t gotten around to in like fashion.

Ian, like Sophie, ate everything, and they hit Michelin stars one night and hole-in-the-wall places another. He didn’t send flowers but instead sent thoughtful gifts like a pair of earrings she’d admired in the museum shop after they’d seen an exhibit at the Metropolitan and funny little windup toys for her desk. And once a gorgeous rainbow silk infinity scarf he’d seen at Barneys that he told her was “her.” They loved the same music, the same books, the same artwork. And eventually they loved each other. Sophie had read The Rules and a bunch of other advice books for singletons, but more to the point she’d lent a sympathetic ear and a shoulder to cry on too many times after a friend had blurted out “I love you” only to hear he wasn’t, in the classic phrase, “all that into her,” before departing at the speed of light. But Ian said it first. Said it and repeated it while holding Sophie in his arms. He gave her a ring that had been in his family—a Victorian flower ring, one perfect pearl surrounded by turquoise and garnet “petals.” Babs had declared it “very sweet” and suggested Sophie walk Ian, whom Babs had met and liked, past Tiffany’s windows if not for what she considered a suitable replacement for “at least, darling, something to sparkle around your neck or wrist.”

The only hitch was time. Ian would be returning to London just before Christmas. Their days—and especially their nights—took on a new intensity as November became December.

“I can’t bear to leave you, my love,” Ian had said over and over. “Why doesn’t your firm have a London office? Surely you can arrange one,” he’d added with that smile. That totally captivating smile.

Of course she couldn’t, but what she did do was ask her boss for a leave of absence.

“I wish I could, Sophie, but we’ve just put a new policy into effect. I know you’d come back, but too many people haven’t. Of course if there’s a”—he coughed—“physical reason . . .”

Sophie had blushed furiously. “No, no maternity leave required.”

Finally, despite his admonitions—“I can’t tell you in all honesty that you could walk back into your job even in a few days. You know what it’s like . . . ,” as well as a strongly worded appreciation for her work and plea not to go—Sophie resigned.

That night she booked a table at The River Café on Water Street in Brooklyn and prayed for a table by the window overlooking New York harbor and the Manhattan skyline. It had all worked out, even the stroll there in unseasonably mild weather across the Brooklyn Bridge, the one very romantic and quintessential city experience she hadn’t fit in so far. Over champagne and oysters she told Ian what she had done.

“You’re mad, utterly mad,” he had said, immediately getting up and enveloping her in his arms before kissing her to the applause of the adjoining tables.

Babs was not as enthusiastic, especially as Sophie couldn’t sublet her rent-controlled West Side apartment and had to give it up.

“Burning one’s bridges is never a good thing,” she’d said crossly. “Pay the rent and leave it empty. I wish you had talked to me about this. You could have taken vacation time until after New Year’s and then decided.”

Instead Sophie packed for what she knew would be a typically British rainy winter, purchasing a new Burberry in anticipation and following her besotted heart, moving into Ian’s spacious Kensington flat off the High Street in time to celebrate the holidays.

London at Christmas! The decorations throughout the city and especially on Regent Street made New York’s appear in need of higher wattages. The tree in Trafalgar Square, a gift from Norway, dwarfed poor Rockefeller Center’s. Sophie and Ian drank mulled wine, ate mince pies, skated in the flooded courtyard of Somerset House and at a smaller rink by the venerable Science Museum on Exhibition Road. At the nearby Victoria & Albert they asked a perfect stranger to take their photo in front of Helen and Colin David’s Christmas installation, “The Red Velvet Tree of Love.” It seemed as if everywhere she turned, there was another good omen.

Sophie had always liked London, happy when work or a vacation took her to the city, but now she was on her way to truly being a Londoner, with a “myWaitrose” card for the upscale grocery and one for Boots, the chemists—she’d had no trouble switching from “drugstore” to the British word. Just as she also switched from Clarins to Molton Brown, coffee to tea, all for her new home. All for love . . .

Ian’s family lived in Kent. Sophie had spent a weekend with them. The house was everything she’d imagined: the British equivalent of shabby chic except it was authentic. The furniture had been in the family forever and the Colefax and Fowler was vintage. A trio of King Charles spaniels had greeted her uproariously. Their owners less so, but as the weekend wore on, Sophie thought she had made a good impression, especially when Ian’s mother had pressed a jar of locally made gooseberry jam into Sophie’s hand when saying good-bye.

Sophie had assumed they would be spending Christmas in Kent, but the “mater and pater” Ian had told her would be going to his sister’s in Yorkshire and he wouldn’t inflict that on her “for the world.” Sophie had thought Christmas in Yorkshire had an enticing Ye Olde English ring to it, but then thoughts of the Brontës intervened, and on Christmas morning she was glad to be in Ian’s warm flat next to the tabletop tree she’d decorated, opening gifts ranging from Agent Provocateur lingerie—“I rather think these are for you, Ian darling”—to a gold bracelet from Links of London—“If it’s good enough for the Duchess of Cambridge . . .” he’d said.

New Year’s Eve had been wonderful beyond imagining . . .

After the stop for gas, she’d soon left any semblance of main roads. The shape of a dark cluster of trees loomed up in front of her as she took a curve too fast. She slowed down and tried to keep her thoughts on what was in front of her. What she could see of it, that is. Not only was it dark but also foggy, and it didn’t seem to make a difference whether she used high or low beams. Or the fog lights. Sophie began to switch among them, yet even that activity couldn’t keep her from revisiting what had been the happiest night of her life. December 31.

“We’re going to meet some of my mates at Babylon to watch the fireworks,” he’d told her. It was amusing the way these Savile Row–clad men referred to one another as if they were getting together for a pint and darts, she’d thought more than once. She’d liked Ian’s friends and they had accepted her as one of them, even offering advice about how she could get a job with a firm based both in the United States and the UK. Though Sophie did notice that all the women who had jobs seemed to be doing something vague for a magazine or dropping by “to mind the till” in a Mayfair boutique. A few of Ian’s friends were married, and those women weren’t working at all, busy doing up the flat and giving little dinner parties to help their mates, as in husbands, get ahead.

The Roof Gardens at Babylon were located a few blocks from Ian’s flat on the top of what had been a department store in the 1930s. Sir Richard Branson purchased it in the 1980s, transforming it into a restaurant and private club. The rooftop, a hundred feet above the High Street, sported seventy full-size trees and three resident flamingos, an oasis in the middle of London. Sophie tended to forget how temperate the climate was when confronted by palm trees and palmettos amid the oaks.

It had rained most of that last day of the old year—had rained almost continuously since Sophie had arrived in the city, not that she minded. When it appeared to be letting up, they had taken the Underground to Holborn and Lincoln’s Inn Fields, deserted with not a lawyer in sight. The sun came out, a long low late-afternoon light that made the grass emerald and the Tudor brick buildings look like a stage set. They strolled up to St. Paul’s and then down along the Embankment before the crowds made it impassable. For a brief moment, Sophie had wished they weren’t going to a party but could stay and be part of the throng watching the fireworks quayside. Just the two of them. But back at the flat, she changed her mind when she saw the look on Ian’s face after she emerged from the bedroom dressed in the posh frock she’d splashed out on at Harvey Nichols.

It was like nothing he’d ever seen her in. Nothing she’d ever owned, in fact. For one thing it wasn’t black or gray, but hot pink. Very hot. It was an Alice and Olivia lacy cocktail dress (she’d been amused that the department store had a whole department for “le cocktail”). The fabric hugged her body like a glove, and the dress had a low but not plunging neck in front. The wow factor came when she turned around—a keyhole back open to the waist. Ian had pulled her close, running his hand appreciatively over her bare skin, then lower.

“No bra I can tell,” he said. “No knickers . . . ?”

“No knickers,” she whispered in his ear.

“Maybe we should stay in,” he said.

Sophie had been tempted, but the dress was having an interesting effect on her, too. It had started when she’d put it on and stepped out of the dressing room to look in the three-way mirror. The saleswoman had gasped. A customer had said, “Luv, whatever it costs, get it.”

Her dark hair—thick and shiny—was longer than it had been since she was in her teens and it almost brushed her shoulders, the ends curled under. The dress was short. Her legs seemed to go on forever; especially with the strappy high-heeled Jimmy Choos she’d bought in the shoe department after she realized the all-purpose black pumps she’d brought with her would kill the effect. She’d tried the whole outfit on back at the flat and instantly felt sexy, desirable—like a whole new Sophie. New year. New girl.

No, they didn’t stay in but went off to Babylon where she’d lost count of how much champagne she’d had and afterward only recalled the feel of Ian’s lips on hers at midnight as the fireworks went on and on and on.

A week later she found a part-time job in an antiques store while she continued to apply to firms with offices in both countries. Ian took her to Paris twice through the Chunnel, easier than getting from Manhattan to Brooklyn—and shorter than that trip during rush hour. Babs called less frequently and Sophie was both relieved and disappointed. It had been annoying to have her mother constantly ask when she could send out Save the Dates, then when she stopped asking, Sophie felt her mother was giving up on her. Ian started to work even longer hours than usual, which she understood all too well from her lawyer days. His parents had gone to Spain to escape the weather and he promised when they returned he’d talk with them about a date. He’d shown Sophie his list, all in late June or early July. She’d called her mother to announce that they were getting closer, but Babs had been underwhelmed. “Just let me know, dear . . .”

Spring came in a rush. One day London was cheerless and wet, the next sunny and blooming. On such an afternoon, Sophie arrived at the flat, her arms filled with fragrant lilacs from the flower stall outside St. Mary Abbots at the start of Kensington Church Street. Letting herself in, she heard voices coming from the bedroom, which meant that Ian had come home early as promised and had the television on. He was a self-confessed news junkie.

Except the only news was the redhead in bed with him.

He’d smiled that smile. “Sorry you had to find out like this, darling.”

Only he wasn’t sorry. Not one little bit, she realized.

She’d bolted down the stairs, smacking into Gillian, who lived in the ground-floor flat and had just let herself in the front door. Gillian had taken one look at Sophie’s tear-streaked face and promptly steered her down a few streets to The Hereford Arms, guiding her to a booth in the back corner of the pub before going to get drinks.

“Gave you the push, right?” Gillian said when she’d returned with the glasses. Through the haze of her emotions, Sophie remembered they’d had drinks here once before—with Gillian and the man she called “my non-live-in lover.”

The venerable pub had been a haunt of Alfred Hitchcock’s when he’d lived close by, and the entire back wall was covered in posters from his movies. The more Sophie imbibed, the more she thought about adopting the techniques used in some of them.

“Okay, enough,” Gillian had said when Sophie had begun to get maudlin, reciting the names she had picked out for their first baby (Alistair if a boy, Sarah Jane if a girl). She had steered Sophie out into the cold night air and put her to bed on the sofa in Gillian’s flat.

As Sophie closed her eyes, trying not to see the image of Ian and the redhead in bed that was burned on the back of her lids, she’d wailed, “But he gave me a ring! His great-grandmother’s!”

“Oh, luv,” Gillian had said, tucking a duvet around her. “He has a drawer full of them.”

She got a plane out of London to New York the next day, but it had taken Sophie a week to call her mother, who—to her credit—had not said “I told you so” until after the first five minutes of conversation. Getting another job was not going to be easy in this economic climate, even with her credentials and experience, but Sophie hadn’t realized how bad things were. She had been in full panic mode for some time when Babs called, sending her on this odd mission to Maine. What exactly was it she was supposed to do on Sanpere to guarantee her mother as Uncle Paul’s choice?

A happy sight greeted her as she drove up and over one of the hills that she knew meant she was in Penobscot and not far from the bridge to Sanpere. She spotted taillights up ahead. Another human being. And what was more, a path to follow. She accelerated. She didn’t want to lose sight of them.

Suddenly they were too close for comfort. She hit the brakes but not soon enough, and felt a faint thunk. Seconds later a man bolted out of the car stopped in front of hers. He was shouting. She rolled the window down in time to hear the last part loud and clear.

“What the hell! You hit me!”

He was tall, dressed in dark clothing, and angry.

“What the hell were you doing stopping short in the middle of the road!” she retorted with equal vehemence.

“I don’t know where you come from, lady




















AUTHOR’S NOTE


I started this book with one of Oscar Wilde’s gems: “After a good dinner one can forgive anybody, even one’s own relations,” and families are what this book is all about, aside from murder and food, of course.

Families. So many possible configurations. So many complications. A dance that can be a waltz, a tango—or the twist. I find families endlessly fascinating, in fact and in fiction. Especially fact, as what goes on in a family is almost always harder to believe than any fiction. You cannot make this stuff up. Particularly when it comes to inheritance.

Since Esau, famished after a hard day’s work, sold his birthright to his twin, Jacob, who was second in line from the womb, for a mess o’ pottage in Genesis, and probably earlier, people have been at odds with their near and dear over who gets what. And the range in the sizes of legacy wrangling is enormous. Brooke Astor’s Mount Desert Island, Maine, estate was as large a bone of contention for her family and heirs—the end result prison for her eighty-nine-year-old son—as was the quarrel between the two brothers over a small cottage on “Sanpere,” with several acres mentioned in these pages (names and much more changed). When it comes to personal effects, an heirloom smaller than a bread box can cause not just estrangement, but also litigation. I know one family where a teapot truly caused a tempest. Years later, the two sides are still not speaking, despite regularly running into one another in the bank, at the market, and elsewhere.

With real estate, it may come down to money, but more often it isn’t about the money at all. Family summer places, the ones that have been handed down over several generations most of all, become family totems. These dwellings are the family for the siblings or cousins who grew up there, faithfully following the traditions established by the first rusticators. In Maine this means swimming in frigid water, reveling in the slightly musty odor of places closed up most of the year, and a cuisine that celebrates the fruits of the sea, but also items like Habitant canned pea soup and now sadly unavailable Crown Pilot biscuits. Even the youngest family members wear Mr. Bean’s Duck Boots, only a few pairs purchased in the twenty-first century. After all, if they need repair, just take them to Freeport 365 days a year, open twenty-four hours a day.

However grand, or minuscule, sharing the summer cottage can be murder. Drawing from a hat for dates. Figuring out who pays for what repairs. And hovering not far in the backs of the younger generation’s minds is the question “What will Mom and Dad do?” With its heartbreaking corollary “Who’s the favorite kid?”

There has been a spate of New York Times articles recently about this very thing—how an estate can divide a family. The Boomers are aging, even the ones who plan on not going. They have decisions to make, painful ones at times. Having to pick the child who can afford the upkeep over the child who loves the cabin, camp, cottage, yurt, warts and all, is wrenching. Parents in the process of these decisions were interviewed and their responses ran the gamut from “I’m not going to be here to witness the mayhem, so they can duke it out”—leaving the place to all the sibs—to a kind of King Solomon decision: “We’re selling it and leaving the money instead.”

In general, death is not a popular topic—many polls put the fear of death second after fear of public speaking. Speaking to one’s parents about their mortality with a “By the way, what do your wills say?” may rank third in the list. Somewhere there must be families like the one in the book who get it together and form an association or create a similar solution without rancor. I put that up there with the tooth fairy and leprechauns (maybe not leprechauns). For better or worse, richer or poorer, sickness and health, large or small, our families are with us for life. And at those moments when we feel they might be too much with us, there’s always that other quotation I considered using at the beginning of this book: “Friends are God’s apology for families.” Needlepoint or stencil it on a pillow. Once you’re done, punch it hard, and then go call your mother, father, sister, brother, son, daughter, aunt, uncle, cousin.
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