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Whether you love a mother, lost a mother, are a mother, or never got the mother you deserve, this book is for you.

Thank you for letting me share my Rose with you.

And, most of all, to Mom, who is better than fiction.





Now they were as strangers; nay, worse than strangers, for they could never become acquainted.

—Jane Austen, Persuasion
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Chapter One Lottie

October 11, 1998—Nantucket Island

Regret isn’t passive. It’s not something you can stuff away, suppress deeper and deeper. The less you tend to it, the more it grows.

I know a thing or two about regret. Life has been as good to me as it could bear to be—better than most fared, surely—but I still have had my fair share of disappointments and mistakes, secret hopes dashed before they could get running.

None of that compares to what I feel right now.

The letter arrived this afternoon. The return address marked as from California, the postage stamp featuring the Golden Gate Bridge against a sparkling navy sky. The words are wobbly at times, as if the writer was rushed or emotional, but the message is clear as a bullet.

It’s too late.

“I appreciate your reaching out,” it begins. “And I deeply regret disappointing you.”

I thought that maybe if I contacted him now—if I confessed I was to blame for everything—there would still be a chance to make it all right side up again. I was wrong.

I read the letter again, three times, hoping the content will magically change. I can hear my husband stirring in the bedroom. It’s October and our small beach town—thirty miles out to sea—is in hibernation. Only the locals pocket the streets, occasionally bumping into the phantoms of summertime. I once read that paranormal activity increases around the coast. Something about the fog and the dense ocean air making energy linger.

I’m not sure I believe in any of that, but the past does feel ever present on this island, like multiple timelines are existing at once. We’re constantly stumbling into long-gone versions of ourselves.

“Are you coming to bed?” calls my husband, Charlie, from the other room.

He can’t know about this. “In a moment!” I strain to sound cheery.

I read the letter once more. I could tell Rose, but what good would that do now? Telling her would only appease my own guilt. She and her baby girl, Lily… only a year old. They are going through enough already. She doesn’t need this, too.

No, this secret is mine alone to carry.

“Lottie?” Charlie calls again.

The old, warped floorboards creak. I see my husband rounding the corner. I’m standing by our fireplace: The floor-to-ceiling bookcases he built for me years ago are to my left. In a rush of instinct, I take the letter and tuck it into a small, hidden compartment behind the shelf.

“What are you doing, honey?” my husband asks moments later, placing a hand on my shoulder.

“Nothing.” I smile. “Just picking out a novel before bed.”

“Okay, dear,” he says, kissing my cheek. “Choose wisely.”

I wait until Charlie heads back to the bedroom before I settle down on an old armchair. Oh, Charlie. What would he think if he knew what I’d done?

The fire crackles. I look back at the bookshelf. I know the letter is tucked in there, but right now, it blends in like it never existed at all. Maybe that’s for the best. What’s done is done. All that’s left to do is live with the weight of my guilt and hope it doesn’t grow.

But then again, it’s easier to rationalize a regret when it’s not your life you ruined.
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Chapter Two Lily

May 28, 2022—Nantucket Island Twenty-Four Years Later

Regret is a strange emotion to feel in the ice cream aisle of the largest grocery store on Nantucket Island, but there it is anyway, nestled between the lemon sherbet and the peanut butter swirl.

It’s Memorial Day weekend. I just returned to the island yesterday morning for the summer. I’m twenty-five years old, and my life feels like one long, bad turn.

The grocery store is unreasonably cold, and I shiver in my thin yellow sweatshirt, bending to read the labels. A group of young girls walk by, laughing in hushed voices. I can tell they’re likely under twenty-one by their outfits: They’re wearing tank tops and jean shorts despite the temperature outside. I can also guess what they’re doing here: waiting out the line at the Chicken Box across the street, still the biggest and most popular dive bar on island.

On a typical summer weekend, the line winds all the way to the Stop & Shop parking lot. There’s a chance they’ll get in, but more likely than not, they’ll be turned away and have to go to one of the notoriously underage spots downtown. Luckily, the Box rarely confiscates fake ID’s, and half the fun is trying to sneak in anyway.

“Lily,” my mom says, appearing behind me. “Are you ready?”

“I’m still deciding,” I tell her.

“It’s ice cream. There are no wrong choices.”

Easy for you to say, I think. Perfect Rose Gardner, who has never made a wrong choice in her life, except maybe the one that led to my birth. Dating my father was, by all accounts, a mistake, but even that one feels slightly like my fault.

An older woman shuffles by, leaning on her cart as if it’s a substitute walker. She’s wearing a red shawl that looks almost like a cape. Long, mismatched turquoise necklaces hang from her neck, knotting together like roots of a tree. She winks at me as she scoots down the aisle, stopping to buy a bag of frozen cherries three doors down.

I freeze, panicked. Does this strange woman somehow know me, or is she in the habit of winking at strangers? Regardless, I look away. The last thing I need is to run into someone I know. The only people I want to see tonight are Ben & Jerry, and even them, only in passing.

I grab a mint chocolate chip container from the freezer and absentmindedly scratch lines into the frost on the lid with my thumbnail, a nervous habit.

“Okay,” I say, letting out a breath. “Ready. Let’s get out of here. Quick.”

“You’re being so dramatic,” says Mom, but she’s smiling. She puts an arm over my shoulders, and the weight is comforting. Even still, she is taller than me.

“Don’t be worried if I suddenly sprint away. It’s just because I’ve seen someone I know,” I warn her as we walk toward checkout.

“You would really sprint out of here?”

“Absolutely. I’ll set a world record.”

Mom laughs. “You ran a fifteen-minute mile in your high school gym class. Sweetie, I love you, but you’re not exactly an athlete.”

“Well, that was before I had the motivation of avoiding further public humiliation.”

Mom rolls her eyes but I know she’s amused. She’s used to my dramatics, but this time, I’m serious.

In a town as small as Nantucket, the likelihood of bumping into someone familiar is high, and I cannot afford those odds right now. If I see someone I know, they’ll ask how I am, which will lead into one of two outcomes: me either lying or crying. I can imagine the conversation now.

How are you? “Oh, fine, I just decided to abandon my lease and crash with my mom all summer because my life is an absolute and total disaster!”

I lost my job in New York City two weeks ago. When I saw the email, I fainted on the subway. It was a real dramatic faint, too—cinematic even. I almost wish there was security footage. When I first moved to the city, I thought, like all young people think, that I was going to be something—make something of myself, become the “artist” I always dreamed of—but instead, there I was, passed out on the ground of the 4 train, my unconscious lips kissing the dirty ground.

I think about that moment now as we make our way to the front of the store. I’ve already recounted the story several times, smoothed it into a polished comedic bit.

“And that’s how I discovered rock bottom tastes exactly like the floor of the subway!” I said to Rose’s friends the night I arrived on island.

We were grabbing drinks at Cru, an upscale waterfront bar right on the docks downtown. The chilled white wine created a pleasant condensation on the glass. Everyone roared with laughter and I laughed, too. A light wind was blowing off the harbor, and I could hear the honking of yachts pulling into place. It was hard to feel the full impact of failure in a setting like that, with the breeze cooling my forehead, the wine warming my chest.

This is a skill my Great-Aunt Lottie taught me: “People can’t laugh at you if you beat them to it. The line between humor and tragedy is narrow, so for as long as you can, you might as well choose the funny story.”

However, today, it’s harder to find the humorous angle. Maybe that’s because Lottie isn’t here to remind me of it. The thought of her dislodges something heavy in my chest. We lost her a year ago, and yet sometimes it still doesn’t feel real. This is our first summer without her. She fought the cancer for six years. Still, it wasn’t enough.

Rose squeezes my shoulder, as if she can sense my train of thought. “I’m going to grab some detergent quick,” she says, starting to walk away. “I think we’re running low.”

“No!” I whisper-shout. “Mom, let’s get out of here.”

She turns to face me, already searching for the aisle. “You took ten minutes to pick out an ice cream flavor and I can’t stop to grab some basic household necessities?”

She’s right, of course. Rose is always right, but it’s hard to rationalize the panic radiating in my body. We planned to stop here briefly on my way to drop off Mom downtown to meet up with her friend. Despite her invitation to join them, I’ve decided to stay home and chauffeur her there and back instead. We only have one car and the cost of taxis is outrageous—sometimes up to fifty dollars for a fifteen-minute, seven-mile drive. My reward for my services is to buy myself a pint of ice cream with the leftover gas money. The grocery store is closing in ten minutes. Hence, this brief pit stop.

My eyes dart across the mostly empty aisles as I follow Rose. Whenever I have friends visit, they always marvel at how ordinary the grocery store is, as if something this common, this commercial, couldn’t possibly exist on an island thirty miles out to sea, amidst the sand dunes and pink flowers and manicured hedges. Chains were banned in 2006, so most of the other stores and boutiques on Nantucket are now independently owned.

Real tourism doesn’t start until July when kids get off from school and families swarm the island. The only reason there’s activity at all is that it’s Figawi weekend, a sailing race that begins in the Cape at Hyannis Yacht Club and loops its way to Nantucket and Martha’s Vineyard. Legend has it the regatta got its name in 1971 when a couple of friends had an impromptu race across the Nantucket Sound, and upon seeing the rainy, chilly, and notoriously foggy weather conditions, shouted, “Where the fuck are we?” which, with the winds and the accents, sounded a little like “Where the Figawi?”

Every other year, I would be participating in the festivities, but that was before I ruined my life.

I catch up to Rose in the cleaning aisle. She’s inspecting the shelf, looking for the fragrance-free brand she likes.

I spot a bag of pods on the lower shelf and grab them. “Here! Now let’s go.”

“It was your idea to stop at the store, Lily. And you know I don’t like the pods. The liquid detergent is better.”

“Mom, look at me.” I gesture to my outfit: old leggings, oversized sweatshirt, fluffy pink slippers. “Do I look like I’m fit to be seen in public?”

To make matters worse, my hair is pulled half back in a clip, and the curtain bangs I spontaneously asked for in the midst of my quarter-life crisis keep escaping from it, blocking my vision.

“I’m going through a personal transformation,” I told my hairdresser, pausing for dramatic effect. “I want my new hair to reflect that.”

“Okay,” she said, and then proceeded to ruin my life.

She wielded her scissors as if they were garden shears until all that was left was the ugliest topiary imaginable. And it was on my head. I thought the bangs would make me feel better, but of course they only made everything worse.

“Lily.” Rose’s “mom voice” makes a reappearance—calm but authoritarian—the same tone she used to take when I was a toddler having a meltdown. “It’s not my fault you left the house in your pajamas.”

Right now, Rose is wearing flared white jeans, raffia wedges, and a chunky tan-and-white sweater. For not the first time, I’m struck by her simple elegance. When I was a kid, Rose’s beauty was a popular point of teasing. “Lily’s mom is HOT!” I remember hearing as early as sixth grade from Stephen Levinson, the very boy I had a crush on. Once, when I was fifteen, I tried to be clever and rebutted with “I have her genes. You should date me now and consider it a long-term investment.” But even I doubted the statement as soon as I said it.

With Rose’s sleek red hair, long legs, and high cheekbones, no one with eyes and half a brain could disagree. I always hoped I would grow up to look like her, but it seems the only feature I managed to inherit is her red hair. Although, hers is straight and smooth while mine is curly and unwieldy. On my mom, the color looks powerful and singular. On me, it looks like my head is on fire.

“There it is!” says Rose now, pointing to a top shelf. She frowns. “It’s so high up, we might need to ask someone to help us.”

She looks around, searching for an available employee, but I’ve already devised a plan.

“I’ve got this,” I say, beginning to climb. I step on the lower shelf and stretch my hand up. The metal groans but stays put.

“Lily!” Mom shouts. “This is ridiculous. You’re going to get hurt.”

The detergent is just within reach. I can almost grab it. “Give me a boost,” I say.

“Lily, get down.”

This has always been our dynamic. When I was growing up, Mom used to call me her “wild little thing,” because she was always off chasing after me.

I climb another shelf and… there it is! I wrap my fingers around the handle and jut it out into the air like it’s a trophy.

“Woo-hoo!” I yelp. “And you said I wasn’t athletic. Look at me now!”

Rose is laughing but she also looks nervous. “Okay, okay. You’re right. You’re the most athletic person in the world. You would absolutely set a world record, no problem. Now, please, just get down.”

“Thank you,” I say, beginning my descent. “That’s all I wanted to hear.”

I’m almost back on the ground when I hear someone call out my name.

“Lily Gardner?”

I turn around slowly, a heroine in a horror movie. In the harsh fluorescent light of Stop & Shop, I find myself for the first time in a year face-to-face with Henry Wright: my ex-boyfriend, the former love of my life, and the very last person I want to see.

He looks the same but also somehow more himself. His back straighter and his shoulders broader. His face filled in. His hair is shorter, cropped like a helmet, his jacket is less baggy, and his shoes are the kind of purposefully roughed-up, pre-scuffed sneakers that cost upward of five hundred bucks. We used to make fun of that kind of thing.

I drink him in for several seconds, excruciatingly aware of my own disheveled appearance, before I can process the full image. He’s holding hands with a girl. She has neat, short blond hair, no ill-conceived bangs in sight, a small smile, and an even smaller nose. She wears a white eyelet sundress, and the combined effect makes her look like an angel or a ghost, depending on your point of view. Right now, for me, it’s a bit of both. Even more terrifying, a beautiful ghost.

The girl smiles wistfully at Henry, the way people in love always smile: as if they know the secret of the universe, which of course they do. I recognize the expression, because not too long ago I used to look at Henry the same way.

Something on the girl’s hand catches the light, attracting my attention downward. On her fourth finger is the unmistakable glint of a diamond ring.

At that precise moment, my footing loses traction, my hands slip, and everything in the world comes crashing down.
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Chapter Three Lily

Later, in the privacy of our car, I permit myself a single scream.

“Jeez, Lily!” says Mom, startled. “You’re going to scare the whole island!”

“The therapist you made me see in the city told me about a technique she calls ‘scheduling your grief.’ I’m just following orders.”

According to said therapist, you’re supposed to allow yourself to feel by setting aside specific times of day to cry. Rose is a clinician on the island and because of her, I’m perhaps the most therapized twenty-five-year-old in the state. Somehow, it hasn’t made me any less of a disaster.

“Isn’t that for crying, not screaming?” Rose points out.

“It’s all the same.”

I lean my head against the steering wheel, and the horn lets out a loud squawk. A figure looks up from a shopping cart, alarmed. It’s the same red-shawled woman who passed us in the ice cream aisle a few minutes earlier. Her hair is such a brilliant shade of white it looks almost blue in the light of our high beams. It’s the detail, the vague resemblance to Aunt Lottie, that does me in.

It is a ridiculous idea to “schedule your grief,” I decide. A capitalistic scam, another inhumane effort to reach optimal productivity. Feelings are not supposed to follow a schedule. Some messes cannot be contained.

“Are you okay?” There’s real concern in Rose’s voice now. “I thought that went fine! All things considered.”

I look up from the steering wheel to raise my eyebrows. “All things considered?”

“Yeah! You were cordial, sweet… polite.”

“I fell off a shelf in the grocery store and was covered in bottles of detergent. Which hurt, by the way.” My body is tender, riddled with soon-to-be bruises.

Mom touches a welt on my forehead. I wince. “Well, that part could have gone better.”

I groan and hit my head against the wheel again. “I’m an idiot.”

“You’re not an idiot.”

“I gave him a handshake.” Once I had removed the detergent containers from my body, the two of them approached, and in a brilliant flash of idiocy, I reached out and shook both of their hands.

“Yes, well, I suppose that part could have gone better, too, but like I said, at least you were polite,” says Rose.

I can still feel my heart hammering in my chest and my stomach churning. Before today, the last time I saw Henry was at Lottie’s funeral last Memorial Day weekend. He looked as innocent and clean as summer rain in that pressed black suit.

Henry and I broke up a little over two years ago, right before the pandemic, but we never stopped speaking. The world shut down; we left the city and returned to our respective families for quarantine. Me, here. Him, home in Connecticut and then, later, Boston. We would talk late into the night, text all day, send each other funny videos on social media to break up the fear and despair. We said we would stop if one of us met someone, but neither of us did. I was more preoccupied with the world potentially ending, and Lottie’s increasingly defeating treatments, to even think about romance. I assumed he would eventually come back to New York and leave Boston. I assumed that someday, maybe, we would give it a try again.

There was a part of me, however small or suppressed, that even dared to hope he would be here this summer—both of us single—and we would meet again, but this time, it would be right. It would stick.

Then, three months ago, he told me he met someone. He said they had been seeing each other for a while, all throughout the pandemic, but it recently became “serious.”

Now I realize that by “serious,” he meant he is engaged. Quite the understatement.

“How is this possible?” I say aloud, mostly to myself.

We dated for five years, have been in each other’s lives for seven. How long could he even have known this girl? Less than two years, max?

Mom reaches out and smooths my hair, tucks back the stupid bangs. “You must’ve known he was going to move on eventually?”

“Of course,” I say, but it’s not the truth.

Our breakup never felt solid. I never mourned; I didn’t even cry once. Not talking to him the last three months was a stark change, and sure, it was difficult to resist dialing his number. My fingers naturally gravitated to his name in my phone. Still, it didn’t feel over.

An engagement?

Rose must detect the truth in my face, because she sighs. “Oh, Lily-pad,” she says, her nickname for me.

I notice the clock on the dashboard. It’s almost eight p.m., time for Rose to meet up with her friend. I realize how selfish I’m being, keeping everyone waiting over my melodramatics.

“It’s okay,” I say. “Enough about me. Let’s get you downtown.”

I take a deep breath. I’m backing out of the parking spot when I hear a loud honk. There’s a red Land Rover pulling out at the same time. Our bumpers almost hit but don’t: a near miss.

My heart picks up speed. I’m driving Lottie’s old Jeep, and beyond being the only car we have, it holds extra sentimental value. The good luck charm Lottie placed underneath the rearview mirror—a gold evil eye pendant hanging from a string of colorful beads—still dangles exactly as it did the day she left. Evidence of my great-aunt’s life is everywhere: the worn leather seats, the sand in the plastic mats, the “lucky pennies” she kept in the center console. The interior even smells like her, if that’s possible. Or maybe Lottie just smelled like the island, sweet honeysuckle and salt air and warm sand and freshly mowed grass.

If I had totaled the car—one of the last places we can still feel Lottie’s presence—I’d never forgive myself.

“Lily,” says Mom in a serious voice. “Are you sure you’re okay to drive? I can drive. Or, I can skip tonight altogether. We can go home and watch a movie instead.”

“No, I don’t want to ruin your night. It’s okay. I can do this. I’m an adult.”

If Mom disagrees, she doesn’t argue. We’re quiet as I drive the familiar route to town, passing the long line for the Chicken Box. I wonder if the girls from the store have made their way in by now or if they were rejected by the bouncer. I wonder if their lives are going to fundamentally alter tonight like mine did the night I met Henry seven years ago.

“Remember how scrawny Henry was when we first met?” I say.

Rose shifts in her seat. “He was a sweet kid.”

We were eighteen, about to head off to college. It was Memorial Day weekend, just like it is right now, and I started working at a sweatshirt shop downtown. The job was boring and repetitive, folding T-shirts and various other Nantucket merchandise for hours on end. I’m wearing one of their products: a souvenir from the summer that changed everything. One of the other employees invited me to a house party on Cliff Road after work, and it was there that I met Henry.

I remember spotting him by the pool. It was still cold out, and none of us wanted to jump in, but he was trying to start a movement. He dared me to go first, and I did, because why not? He followed shortly after. We spent the rest of the night huddled in pool towels, shivering in our wet clothes, talking in the corner. Later, one of his friends drove a bunch of us home in the back of his pickup truck. We sat side by side, towels flapping in the wind, watching the clapboard houses in town grow smaller. The truck bumped over the cobblestones, Henry wrapped an arm around me for stability, and it felt like the beginning of something—like my life was finally starting. The cold air dried our towels, and when it was my stop, he asked me out before I could hop out of the truck: my very first date.

Everything was simpler back then.

“Remember our first date to the movies?” I say to Rose. “Remember how nervous he was?”

“Is this reminiscing really helpful?”

We were shier than when we first met, because we no longer had the fever of the party and the beer to encourage us. When he approached, he left at least three feet between us and said, “Hi,” with an awkward wave, and I said, “Hi,” back and forced my body into motion to give him a side hug that was all arms and elbows. I remember how he said, “Shall we?” formally, and I giggled and said, “We shall.” He opened the door for me and I imitated a curtsy, and he asked, “Did you really just curtsy?” And I admitted, “I think I did.”

I had only ever been on “group hangs” in middle school and high school, where the large numbers provided a sort of protective buoyancy. When we took our seats, my palms were clammy, and I kept them stiffly at my sides, which Henry misinterpreted as a signal that I didn’t want to hold hands.

The air smelled like Sour Patch gummies and buttered popcorn.

Afterward, he suggested we go for a walk on the docks. I had dressed up for the occasion: a nice dress and wedges that were far too fancy for a movie date. As we walked, I remember thinking it was the first time in my life conversation flowed effortlessly with someone who wasn’t Rose or Lottie. Talking to him felt like one of the satisfying tennis rallies Lottie was always watching on television. Every ground stroke I hit, he returned with equal force. It was beautiful, almost holy. The conversation was so mesmerizing I didn’t even notice that the straps of my shoes had begun to dig into my ankles, making my skin slick with blood.

The blisters turned into scars: thin, raised white lines like the rings of a tree. I showed them to Henry weeks later.

He said, “I guess you’ll never forget me then.”

I said, “I guess not,” and the idea wasn’t sad yet.

“He can’t be engaged,” I say now. The idea makes me sick, physically nauseated. I think about the scars on my ankles—the ones I still have to this day.

“I know,” Rose sighs. “It’s hard to believe, but he is. And you have to move on, honey. I know it’s hard, but it’s the only way.”

“Is that what you did?” I ask. “I mean, how did you get over him?”

Sometimes, I have a hard time saying the word “dad.” Even “father” unsettles me. The words seem to imply a certain intimacy my father doesn’t deserve. They connote a role in my life he has never played.

Rose has been single ever since she left him when I was only a year old. She went on a few dates here and there, but never anything lasting. I think she wanted to protect me, keep me from getting attached to anyone who could hurt us like my father did. Sometimes I feel responsible for her singleness. She always put me first, even to her own detriment.

Mom looks surprised. “What do you mean? How did I get over who?”

“My father, obviously,” I say, confused. “Who else would I mean?”

Her cheeks look pinkish and warm to the touch. “No one. I mean, of course you meant your father.”

It’s a strange reaction. She sounds almost… guilty. “So, how did you get over him?”

“Oh, I don’t know. It was never… Well, it was never really anything to get over.”

“You had a baby,” I say, taking one hand off the wheel to gesture to my person.

“Of course. I just mean, I don’t know. I loved your father, but he disappointed me pretty early on in the relationship. I guess my expectations were never that high.” I feel her eyes looking over at me. “I’m sorry, is this awful to hear?”

I don’t speak to my father. He was cheating before I was teething. Gone by the time I could walk, and married to his mistress by my third birthday. For the next couple of years, my father was more shadow than presence. He flitted in and out of our life like bad weather.

Although he occasionally came around on holidays, and to my chagrin, Rose always let him stay even when he arrived with no warning. She claims it’s “healthy to forgive,” which strikes me as odd for a therapist, who should set better boundaries. But he was a caricature to me. Whenever I thought of him, I thought first of the back of his head, that thick, dark hair. When I pictured him in my mind’s eye, I saw him leaving.

“So, you were never in love?” I ask.

Rose met my father, James, when she was my age, twenty-five. He was a friend of the family. His last name is Gardner, and she always jokes she liked the pun of it all. She was a Rose and soon she would marry a gardener. When I was born a year later, she continued the bit by naming me Lily Gardner. Two girls, two flowers. Despite calling off the engagement, I suspect she still legally changed her name because she was both tired of being an Elliot and committed to the wordplay.

“I loved him,” she says. “But it was a quieter kind of love. Not the all-consuming, ‘can’t sleep, can’t eat’ kind of thing.”

Henry and I were like that, too. The love snuck up on us over the course of that first summer. We didn’t know yet that Lottie was sick. I was worried about going away for college in September, leaving Rose all alone, but Lottie convinced her to stay throughout the fall. That helped quiet some of my concerns. At least they would have each other. We spent June, July, and August all together like that: Rose, Lottie, me, and eventually Henry, too. It was perfect. It was bliss.

It feels like a lifetime ago.

Outside the car window is the dark harbor; the masses of boats are specks in the water. I can barely make them out in the dim light. They look like toothpicks at a distance. A few years ago, there was a town debate about a little red rowboat named 007. It had been in the harbor for decades, and when the owners decided to change its name to advertise their business, there was an actual petition passed around to force them to change it back.

I thought the whole scandal was silly at the time, but now I get it. Good things should be preserved. Tradition means something.

My heart hurts.

Cobblestones rattle the frame of the car as we enter Main Street. It took me a while to get used to the bulky vehicle with its high beach tires. Turning the wheel takes more force than I was accustomed to. Lottie taught me to drive on the sandy back roads by the airport, the interminable place between beach and road. The way the tires slid against the loose sand unnerved me at first, but I got my bearings eventually.

I pull over into a free spot by the brick crosswalk, turning off the engine.

Mary: That’s the new girlfriend’s—correction, fiancée’s—name. She reminds me of Mary Had a Little Lamb. The girl looked like she could be a part of a fable or a fairy tale. She looked like the kind of girl you marry, which, clearly, she is.

The physical pain is shocking. My chest is sore, as if I’ve been punched in the sternum. I felt this way when the end of that first summer came around, I left for college, and Lottie confessed she was sick—the grief so violent, I could vomit. It was seasickness with nowhere to land: an unmooring.

I recall what my mom said about all-consuming, “can’t eat, can’t sleep” kind of love.

“Wait, so if you didn’t feel that way with my father, then who did you love that way?”

Rose opens her mouth to answer but a knock on the window startles us both.

“Ladies!” a voice shouts. “Open up!”

I see my mom’s best friend, Josie, in the window.

Josie is a jewelry designer with her own shop on Water Street. She makes the most beautiful freshwater pearl bracelets. Rose met her at the domestic abuse hotline where they both volunteer. She is also a real estate empress. She comes from a long line of brokers, and her family owns the most successful agency on island. They helped Rose design and ultimately rent out part of the cottage after Lottie passed. Josie has become one of my mom’s dearest, most loyal friends and, as such, a close friend of mine, too.

“Gardners!” Josie taps the window again. “OPEN UP!”

She enunciates every other syllable like she’s singing a melody. She’s clearly tipsy, and while she’s not yet slurring her words, it’s evident that she’s one or, at best, two drinks away from it. She must have gotten a head start with other friends. I roll down the window.

“Lily! Come out for just one drink, pleeeease!” she says, jutting her bottom lip out in a cartoonish pout.

“I can’t. I have a hot date with some ice cream.” Although, I recall that in my anxiety over seeing Henry, we ditched the ice cream in the detergent aisle and beelined out of the store.

“Come on!” persists Josie. “I’m more fun than some boring ice cream.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to join us?” asks Rose. She looks worried again, still sitting in her seat belt, making no moves to get out of the car. “I don’t want to leave you alone like this.”

“I’m fine,” I promise. “Besides, remember my outfit?” I point toward the pink slippers even though Rose can’t see them from this angle.

Mom looks at me, lips curling into a smile. “We can fix that!”

“How?” I frown, skeptical.

“We’ll switch clothes.”

“You’re going to wear this out in public?”

“Sure,” says Rose. “Who cares? I’m an old broad anyway.”

“That’s right, Lil,” Josie chimes in from the window. “We’re getting gray waiting for you.”

The sentiments are especially ironic considering how young they both look and how miserable I feel. I’m not capable of showing anyone a good time right now.

“It’ll be fun.” Rose smiles. “I promise.”

Part of me wants to join, only so I don’t have to go back home and be alone with my thoughts, but I also don’t want to bring the mood down.

“Mom, I can’t. I don’t feel like running into anyone else tonight.” I think about Henry again and feel something sharp poke my chest like a loose wire. “Besides, you’re a therapist in this town. What are you going to say if you run into any clients and you’re wearing slippers?”

“I’ll tell them exactly what I’m telling you right now.”

“What’s that?”

She shakes my shoulders playfully. “To loosen up!”
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Chapter Four Lily

Eight minutes later, we’re standing in the public bathrooms on Old South Wharf, typically reserved for boaters. There are clean white public showers and three toilets. Like everything else on Nantucket, even the public bathrooms are aesthetically pleasing.

“Can you throw me your bra?” I shout over the stall divider.

“You didn’t wear a bra?”

“I thought I was just going to the store for ice cream and dropping you off!”

“Still,” my mom chides. “You never know if you’ll get pulled over or something. Every time I leave the house, I think to myself, ‘Is this the outfit I want to get into a car crash wearing?’ If I’d be embarrassed to be seen in the emergency room in it, then I shouldn’t be wearing it out of the house.”

“That’s a little morbid,” I say. “Also, I sincerely hope your first thought in a car crash wouldn’t be vanity.”

Rose laughs and the bathroom stall creaks open. I finish pulling the sweater over my head and open my own door. She’s standing by the sink, arms crossed, wearing my same outfit from earlier, but on her it looks fun, whimsical even. It’s wacky, sure, but Rose can pull off anything.

In the warped mirror on the wall, I catch sight of my own appearance. What made my mom look like an advertisement for coastal living doesn’t have the same effect on me.

When I was a little girl, I used to go to sleep at night and wish I could wake up looking like Rose. These days, I’m not terribly preoccupied with my looks. I know that I’m attractive enough that sometimes baristas flirt with me, and yet not so good-looking that they would ever give me the coffee for free.

Rose’s beauty is different—it’s a magnet.

“How are you feeling, Lily-pad?” asks Mom now.

My face is hot the way it always is when I’m about to cry. My ears feel stuffed and there’s a faint buzzing sound from the pressure. It’s the look in her kind brown eyes. Around my mom, it’s impossible to pretend that anything is okay.

“I’m okay,” I say, but the sentiment is lost to tears.

“Oh, honey. It’s going to be okay.” Mom wraps her arms around me. “Let’s go home. Josie will understand.”

Growing up without any siblings or cousins, I relied on Mom to play the familial roles of an entire clan: protector, nurturer, friend, sister. Rose knows me better than anyone, and I know that when she says we can go home right now, she means it—she would drop everything at a moment’s notice, turn around, go back to the cottage, and let me wallow.

But I refuse to ruin her night.

“I appreciate it, Mom, I really do. But I’ll be okay.” I grab some tissue paper and dab at my face. My reflection in the mirror is splotchy.

“Are you sure you’re okay, though? You’re not having one of your panic attacks again, are you?”

I watch my expression in the mirror wince. The attacks began with my job three years ago. At first, I thought it was vertigo. The world would tilt; the ground slithered. It was different from dizziness. Dizziness is the unbalanced, woozy feeling you experience when dehydrated or lightheaded. Vertigo is something else entirely: a dislocation of self, a physical movement. One shakes you while the other disembodies you.

When I finally went to the doctor, thinking I had some rare neurological disorder or a brain tumor, I was told it was “only a panic attack.” I remember how my ears burned with shame. “Only a panic attack,” the doctor said, as if it were a small allergy.

Rose scans my face now, wearing the clinical guard I’ve seen on her face whenever a client calls with an emergency: a careful, evaluative scrutiny.

“I promise, I’m fine.” I don’t want to be another worry for her. Besides, the tears have subsided. I take a rattling breath.

“Fine, you’re the boss.” Rose claps once, moving her arms as if to physically shake off the seriousness. “Now, let’s go have some fun.”



We stand in line for the drinks at the Gazebo, the open-air bar on the opposite wharf. It’s a circular pavilion with wrapped around wooden benches. It is also the only spot on the island with a strict twenty-five-and-up policy, an effort to curb underage drinking. One-dollar bills are stapled to the peaked ceilings. A pirate’s flag hangs above.

I’ve always liked how there are really only a few bars you can go to at night, so if you’re hoping to run into a certain someone, it’s all but guaranteed, creating the kind of narrative tidiness of a Shakespearean play in which all major events occur on one set.

I shift from foot to foot, trying to get the bartender’s attention. The bar is right by the docks in the middle of town, and tonight it is swarmed with sailors. Someone bumps into me, almost knocking a cranberry drink onto my mom’s white jeans. Correction: It is swarmed with very drunk sailors.

My fingers move instinctually to my phone to text my best friend, Jade, about seeing Henry, but I pause. Ever since I bailed on the lease for our apartment in NYC and left her stuck with a subletter, we haven’t been speaking. Even before that, we were getting into petty arguments about cleaning and whose turn it was to call the landlord about the latest problem. The truth is, ever since Jade got a boyfriend, she’s been spending all of her time with him. Somehow, during the pandemic, all of my friends found partners and hunkered down. It feels like everyone else is moving on, growing up, and I’ve been stuck alone, wishing I still had Henry.

No one warned me that my twenties would be this lonely.

If I reached out now, maybe Jade would answer, but I don’t want to disturb her. Currently, my life feels like a ticking time bomb, and it’s all I can do to shield everyone else from the inevitable mess of its explosion.

Finally, I get the attention of the bartender. He looks barely seventeen, skinny, and tan even though the summer has just begun. He has bright blue eyes and sand-colored hair. Is he old enough to serve liquor or is my perception of age worsening? Everyone looks like babies to me these days: beautiful, stupid babies. Just like Henry and I were when we first met.

“Can I have three mudslides, please?”

The bartender nods and takes my card. I try not to think about the bill. I have savings, but my former assistant job at a magazine didn’t exactly pay well to begin with. Now, without the income, I only have so much runway.

“Nice order.” A man appears behind me. “I like your style.”

He’s not so much unattractive as unsettling. The stranger has blond hair, a crooked smile, and a smooth, shiny forehead that suggests his nightly skin-care routine is longer than mine. He’s wearing a striped blue-and-white sweater over his shoulders.

I press my lips into what I hope is a dismissive smile and turn away.

“How long are you on island for?” he says to my back.

With an exhale of impatience, I spin back around. “I’m here all summer. My mom lives on island year-round.”

What I don’t say is that I have nowhere to return to. My apartment in New York has already been packed up, all of my belongings either sold to the subletter or put into storage. Many of my friends are still in the city, but they’re preoccupied with their own lives—careers and partners and futures to tend to, a problem I don’t share.

“Oh, nice, I’m just here for the race. My buddy is the captain of the boat Liquid Assets. But I’m coming back in August for a wedding. My sister is getting cuffed.”

He holds his wrists together like they’re in invisible shackles. When locals say they hate summer people, this man is exactly who they mean.

“Very cool,” I say, turning back to the bar again. To my left, I can hear the blender churning: a mix of vodka, coffee liqueur, Bailey’s, and chocolate drizzle waiting for me.

“So, should I get your number or what?” The man appears to my left, leaning against the bar so we’re now at eye level. His breath smells sour.

“Um, actually…” I search for an excuse. “I have a boyfriend.”

“I don’t believe that.”

Shock makes me stupid. “Oh, uh, thanks?”

An older man walks into the Gazebo and approaches him. He looks like an age progression of the younger guy: sleek, gray hair, Nantucket-red pants, an almost identical sweater tied around his own neck. I’m convinced that the worn-down “Nantucket reds” are just an excuse for insecure heterosexual men to wear pink without saying it’s pink.

The two embrace in that weird, masculine ritual I’ve never understood: half hug, half push.

“Wait.” I tap the younger man’s shoulder before the two can walk away together. They are already in the midst of a conversation, gossiping about someone named Chuck cheating on his girlfriend last night at the bar Straight Wharf. “Why would you say that about me?”

“Uh, what?” The man exchanges a look with the newcomer—are they father and son? Boss and employee? Captain and first mate? He’s smirking as if to say, This chick is nuts. It’s an expression I’m familiar with these days. “What are you talking about? I don’t even know you.”

“Why would you say that you don’t believe I have a boyfriend?” It’s as if loser is written across my forehead, as if he can smell the reek of fresh heartbreak.

“I don’t know, dude. You just give off a single vibe.”

“Well, I’m not,” I say, raising my chin stiffly. “In fact, I’m engaged. We’ve been dating since we were eighteen.” Why am I still talking?

“Okay?” The man laughs. “Whatever you say.”

The bartender appears with the mudslides
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