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“You’re not just going to leave me behind, are you? You’re not going to strand me on this island. Are you?”

“Don’t make fun of me. Just don’t.” I looked at my boyfriend, Ben, and raised one eyebrow. “But are you seriously that upset about my being gone for a day?”

“Well, no. But it is kind of lousy,” Ben said.

Ben and I had just gone for an early-morning walk so we could have a little time together before I drove my parents to the airport. When they first told me they were leaving the island for the summer, I’d had that exact same reaction, which was why Ben was teasing me about it.

I’d kind of panicked at first. I don’t know why. It wasn’t like it was a deserted island or that I would be stranded—I lived there year-round. By the way, it’s just referred to as “the island,” like a lot of islands off the coast of Maine, and I’ll keep it that way because (a) I’m too lazy to change everyone’s names, and (b) I don’t want to incriminate anyone. If you’ve been there, you might recognize it, but I’m going to keep some things mysterious in that Jessica Fletcher/Cabot Cove/Murder She Wrote–reruns kind of way.

Not that there will be any murder in this story. Unless crimes of passion, crimes of the heart, count.

Anyway, my parents would be landing in Frankfurt, Germany, tomorrow, while I’d be showing up for my first day of work at Bobb’s Lobster. Something about it didn’t seem quite fair.

“When do you think you’ll be back tonight?” Ben lingered in the doorway of my house, his hands on my waist.

“Maybe seven? Not too late,” I said. I’d drop my parents at the airport in Portland—from there they’d fly to Boston, then overseas—then I’d pick up my friend Erica and drive back.

“I wish I could go with you.”

“Would you really want to listen to my parents chanting along to German-language tapes in the car because they haven’t quite mastered the language yet?” I asked. Not that they’d gotten the hang of French, Spanish, or Italian, for that matter, but that wouldn’t keep them from spending ten weeks in Europe. Nothing would. Not even the prospect of leaving me and Ben alone all summer. (Well, only if his parents would leave, too....) I wasn’t actually going to be “alone” alone, anyway, because three of my best friends were moving in.

I thought back to the night two months before when my parents told me they were going to Europe for ten weeks. At first I thought we were all going together. I was really excited, but then I realized I was not included, that they’d be sipping wine in the Alps while I schlepped melted butter at sea level.

But I couldn’t begrudge them this second honeymoon concept—they deserved it. And did I really want to trek all over the world with my parents? I pictured my dad wearing a pair of lederhosen and doing a jig around a beer hall in Austria, while I cowered in the corner, hoping no one would guess we were related.

Then I pictured me, here, alone in this house. Me and Ben. Alone. It sounded too good to be true. I was afraid that they’d make me stay with Uncle Frank and Aunt Sue.

It’s not that I don’t like my aunt and uncle. I just didn’t want to live with them. My aunt has this blueberry addiction—she spends the whole summer trying to invent new recipes using blueberries. She eats so many that I could swear her skin sometimes has a blue tint. And if my uncle told me one more time that I should paint instead of doing collage art … I would go nuts.

Fortunately, my parents suggested my friends move in here, rather than me move in with my aunt and uncle. I’d be eternally grateful for that.

Ben smiled. “You’re right. I can probably skip the German lesson in the car.”

“Yeah,” I said.

“But it’s our first day off from school—and our last day off before we start working full-time. It’d be great if we could just go hang out on the beach or something.”

“Tell me about it,” I said. “We’ll just have to make up for it—we’ll find an extra day somewhere,” I said. “We’ll both call in sick or something. Middle of July.”

“Okay, it’s a plan.” Ben nodded. “Maybe we’ll be sick for two or three days. No, wait. I don’t want to lose my job.”

Ben was so psyched about his first summer on the island. He’d gotten a job working on the ferry, which we called “Moby” for obvious reasons—it was large, white, swam, and carried lots of people inside it. He’d be one of the guys taking tickets, tying up at the dock, loading bags of mail and unloading carts of groceries and other supplies, handing out life jackets in the event of an emergency—whatever was needed, except for the actual navigation and driving of the ferry. That was left to a few guys on the mainland and a couple on the island: John Hyland, a grumpy, retired fisherman who hated “summer people” and never smiled (his wife, Molly, ran the island post office and wasn’t much friendlier), and “Cap” Green, who talked your ear off and told you more about the tide, the neighbors, and his health than you ever wanted to know.

Ben and I actually met on the ferry to school one morning. Everyone from seventh grade and up goes to the mainland for school, which means I’d been catching the ferry at seven o’clock every morning for the past six years for the forty-five-minute trip. But enough about my tragic life.

Meeting someone on the ferry probably sounds really romantic, but you haven’t known nausea until you’ve ridden a ferry that smelled like diesel and you’ve had to sit inside because it was cold and raining very hard. Even someone like me, who’d been taking the boat for years, had trouble on days like that.

Ben was new to the island, and he was looking completely green. My friend Haley and I felt so sorry for him that we went over to him and asked how he was doing. Haley told him to look at the horizon, which is a trick for not getting seasick. Then I gave him some of my still-half-frozen cinnamon-raisin bagel and told him to come stand in the doorway with me, because it’s better when you have something in your stomach and when you get a little fresh air, even if it’s cold and wet outside.

“What’s your name?” I asked him.

“B—Ben,” he stammered, looking around nervously.

“Colleen Templeton,” I said, shaking his hand, trying to distract him by making small talk and introducing myself.

“Colleen?” He nodded, biting his lip. “I really don’t want to puke on my first day.”

“You won’t,” I assured him. “Just have another bite of the bagel and you won’t. But at least if you do? We’re all wearing raincoats.”

He laughed and then clutched his stomach.

I don’t know how I could have found someone so green, so cute. But he was.

And I don’t know if he asked me out a couple of months later out of gratitude for that day, or what. By that time I was starting to realize Evan—who I thought was the love of my life last summer—had moved on, so I decided I might as well, too. It was good timing, which was a first for me. My family’s notorious for bad timing.

So now it was kind of funny that Ben would be spending eight to ten hours a day on the ferry. There’s an expression, “getting your sea legs.” Ben had those now, and very nice sea legs at that.

I was really looking forward to spending the summer with him. This year would be so different from last year. I wouldn’t have any big ups and downs, like with Evan, who my friend Samantha had dubbed “the drama king.” I wouldn’t have to worry about how Evan felt about me, or whether Evan and I were going to get together, or whether, after we did get together, anyone would catch us making out in the walk-in fridge at work, which in retrospect seems a little tacky. Fun at the time, though, I have to admit. But my life was a lot less racy, now. I was a lot calmer—and happier.

As Ben and I were standing on the porch, saying good-bye, an old, faded blue-and-white pickup truck came rattling up the road. “Here comes trouble,” Ben said as Haley Boudreau pulled into the driveway.

Haley slammed the driver’s door shut. “What are you doing here?” she asked Ben.

“He came over for breakfast—to say good-bye to my parents,” I told her, looking at all the boxes and bags in the back of the truck. Haley was moving into my brother Richard’s old room, and Samantha would be coming up from Boston tomorrow and taking the guest room. I was going to pick up Erica when I drove my parents to the Portland airport that afternoon.

“You knew I was here, right? That’s why you came over, so I could help you carry all that stuff in,” Ben said as Haley unlatched the truck’s tailgate.

“Yeah. Do you think you can lift this?” Haley picked up a small duffel bag and tossed it to Ben. “We’ll do the heavy stuff. What do you think, we’re not strong enough?”

Haley could be so stubbornly independent. You’d never know from the way she was talking to Ben that they were such good friends. The three of us did practically everything together.

She pulled a large cardboard box out of the back of her family’s beat-up pickup truck. “How much did you bring?” I asked as I went over to help.

“I’m glad this is the last box,” I said as we climbed the stairs. “Remind me again why we told Ben to leave and let us do this on our own?”

“Come on, it’s good for you,” Haley said. “You’ll be ready to carry those big heavy trays.”

“Strength training? Okay. Consider me strong.” I dropped the box of CDs onto the floor in Richard’s old room. It was funny to think of Haley moving in here when she only lived about five minutes away. It was like when we were ten and had sleepovers at each other’s houses every Saturday night. We used to annoy Richard to no end; I wondered how he’d feel about “Horrible Haley” living in his room.

Haley and I have been friends ever since my family moved to the island, when I was eight. My mom grew up here, but went away to college and lived in Chicago for a while, which is where she met my dad and where Richard and I were born. Then her parents needed help, and Mom and Dad were sick of big-city life, so they turned their summer vacations on the island into year-round living. First one job at the elementary school on the island opened, and my dad took it, and then another, and my mom took that. (They’re like the tag team of silliness when it comes to working with little kids. Maybe it’s because they spend so much time with little kids that they’re slightly, well, goofy. I mean, they’ve definitely spent too much time inhaling glue, paste, and Magic Markers.)

Haley is the shortest person I know—not that it matters, but it’s a fact. Her father and her uncle are lobstermen, just like her grandfather, and his father before him, etc. etc. They’ve been on the island for decades—probably a century or two, for all I know. They call everyone who arrived since 1900 “from away.” But they’re not standoffish about it, the way some people can be.

I once asked her why she’d decided to work at the Landing, instead of with her family, this summer. “My family’s crazy,” she’d said. “You know that. They wouldn’t even pay me. Or they’d say they were going to, but then they’d tell me they needed the money for something else, and would I mind waiting a few weeks … you know how it was last summer. I made about ten dollars.”

Haley had a strong Maine accent, so when she said words like summer and dollar, they sounded like “summah” and “dollah.”

“So you’d rather sell postcards and ice cream cones?” I’d asked. “Really?”

“Yes, really,” she’d said. “You have no idea how stubborn my mother can be.”

Actually, I did, because I knew how stubborn Haley could be. Like this latest standoff with her mother—it could last for months. Haley and I had had a few standoffs ourselves over the years. We always got over them and apologized to each other, but sometimes it had taken weeks.

“Good. Fine,” Mrs. Boudreau had said when Haley told her about our summer plan to share the house. She was already mad about Haley’s going to work for someone else, and it showed. “Have a wonderful time,” she said coldly. “See you in September.” Which, of course, sounded like “Septembah.”

I’ll quit talking about their accent now—I just really like the way it sounds. I always wanted to have an accent, but I could never pull it off since I wasn’t born here.

Unlike me, Haley didn’t have a serious boyfriend. She was determined not to get too serious or tied down with anybody while she was still young. Her older sister had gotten married by the time she was twenty, and then had two kids right away. Haley wanted to get off the island and go to college and see the world before she did that. She’d earned a scholarship to Dartmouth—she was brilliant in science and calculus—and was looking forward to getting off the island and meeting people who’d never even heard of it. Or so she said. I wondered how she was going to handle being so far away from the ocean when she’d never lived anywhere else. (I’d be attending Bates College, which isn’t on the coast, either, but it’s not far from it.)

“So, how do you think Richard’s going to take the news?” Haley asked as she sat on the bed. “Do you think he’ll even come out here this summer?”

I fixed the bulletin board, which was hanging crooked. The board was covered with photos of Richard and his freshman-year girlfriend, Richard and his sophomore-year girlfriend.... He always went out with beautiful girls, but he had a time limit on his relationships, it seemed. Two or three months and he was moving on. Tick, tick, tick.

It was hard to think that my big brother, who I’d worshiped for years (because he was five years older, he was just old enough to be really nice toward me most of the time, at least once he got past the new-baby-hatred phase—and I really looked up to him), was maybe not all that different from other guys, or that he did typical guy things that made him sort of a jerk.

“He’s supposed to be coming for July Fourth. He doesn’t get much vacation time because he’s so new at his job,” I told Haley. “So he’s only coming for the long weekends—Labor Day, too.”

“But we’ll be gone then,” Haley said. “Isn’t that weird to think about?” She opened the box on the bed beside her and pulled out a few books. “Did I say weird? I meant incredibly great.”

“And we’ll be unpacking then, too,” I said. “Is that why you brought so much stuff? Are you practicing?”

“I brought my favorite things,” Haley said. “Because who knows when my mother’s going to get mad at me again and decide to throw out all of my stuff.”

“She wouldn’t do that,” I said.

“She would. When my sister announced she was getting married, my mother put all of her belongings at the end of the driveway. Remember that?”

“She doesn’t like being left … I guess,” I said.

“What does she think? That we’re going to stay home and live with her forever?” Haley started putting books into Richard’s empty bookcase. “I wish she would go to Europe for the summer, instead of your parents.”

In a way, I almost wished that, too. Now that my parents were actually leaving that afternoon, I was thinking about how much I would miss them.

There was a knock on the door. “Colleen? Could you come downstairs?” my mother asked.

“Is it time to go?”

“Not yet. But there’s something important we have to discuss before we leave.”

“What to do when Starsky and Hutch get upset when they realize that you’re gone?” I asked, referring to our cats. My dad named them after his favorite old television show.

“No. The house rules,” my mother said.

Haley and I exchanged a look. What house rules?
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Haley drove off in the truck, the shocks bouncing along as she backed down the bumpy gravel driveway.

I saw that my parents had loaded their luggage into the back of the old Volvo wagon. (You almost don’t need a car on the island, really—you could practically walk everywhere you need to. Mostly you just need cars and trucks to haul things. But if you want one when you get to the mainland, you have to keep it somewhere.)

Dad was sitting on the top porch step, petting Starsky and saying good-bye. Starsky always seemed to know when someone was going away, and then he tried not to let you out of his sight.

“Hutch is obviously crushed you’re leaving.” I pointed at Hutch, who was sprawled on top of one of the Adirondack chair cushions, his legs hanging off, about to fall but completely oblivious to the world.

My family had this ongoing debate about how cats ever got onto the island in the first place. My mother theorized that the original feline residents of the island must have sneaked off a pirate ship in search of a better life. My father always said, “Actually, there was that one cat that took the ferry. No, wait. There had to be two.” He was working on a children’s picture book about a ferry cat and an ex-pirate cat that fell madly in love. As I said, he can be pretty goofy. Naturally, the two cats in his book looked exactly like Starsky and Hutch. Starsky is a gray tortoiseshell tabby with a white tail, and Hutch is a blond marmalade-colored tabby cat. They’re brothers.

I wondered which one was more like a pirate. Starsky did have a habit of knocking my earrings from the top of my dresser to the floor, so maybe he had more of a yearning for stealing—and wearing—gold. Hutch had a habit of sleeping through everything, major and minor.

“You know what? Hutch is great. Hutch is cool. I yearn to be as relaxed as he is sometime in my life,” Dad said, and I laughed.

Mom came outside, carrying a large sheet of hot pink poster board.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“This is your contract,” she said, looking it over. “Just want to make sure I didn’t leave anything out. Honey, do you have a pen?”

My dad pulled a felt-tip marker out of his pants pocket. I don’t think he’s written with an actual pen in years. He even writes and signs checks with Magic Markers.

“You know how we talked about setting some ground rules, so we wrote them down to make them official and binding. This is a very big deal, you know. Us leaving you here by yourself. In fact, I’m almost having second thoughts about it.” Mom tapped the marker against the porch railing.

Second thoughts? She couldn’t. She wouldn’t. Haley had already moved in. And I had the perfect picture of my perfect summer in my head. It definitely did not include Mom and Dad hanging around, crowding in at the corners of the photograph, waving hello.

“Mom, we’ve been over this. I’ll be responsible,” I said.

“Yes, I think you will be,” she said, “but I’m not so sure about the other girls. I just … I’d hate it if anything happened.”

“To the house?” I asked.

“Not just the house. To them,” she said. “And to you.”

“Oh.” She did have a point there. “But, Mom, we’ll all look after each other—we always do.”

“But I won’t be here to make sure of it,” she said, her voice quavering.

“Mom, don’t worry.” I put my arm around her shoulder and gave her a little squeeze. It was a warm and fuzzy moment.

Then she stepped out of the hug and slapped the poster board on the slatted table. “Read, initial, and sign.”

RULES—SUMMER RESIDENCE


        1. No drugs or alcohol allowed.

        2. No sleepovers. Especially of the boyfriend variety.

        3. The house will be kept clean. To that end, the house will be cleaned once weekly. Uncle Frank and Aunt Sue will be dropping by for random inspections. In fact, the house is subject to inspections by your aunt and uncle at any time.

        4. No loud parties. Small gatherings are fine, but do not annoy the neighbors.

        5. Each girl will be responsible for her own long-distance phone calls made on the house phone, as well as for excessive Internet connection charges.

        6. Any damage done to the house—not that there will be any—will be repaired by the time we get home.

        7. The Volvo is only to be driven by you and Colleen—nobody else.

        8. No changes will be made around the house.

        9. Anyone breaking any of the above rules will be asked to leave the house.

        10. I don’t have anything else; it just seemed like there should be 10. Have fun!



I smiled as I scrawled my signature in purple ink on the first line marked “Signed and Agreed By.”

Mom carefully inspected my signature, as if I could have forged it. “It’s up to you to post the rules in the kitchen—and get each girl to sign this.” Then, out of nowhere, she started crying. “I don’t want to go,” she said, hugging me, her tears dropping onto my shoulders.

“Mom, please,” I said. “You do want to go. You’re not setting Dad loose on the Continent by himself, are you? I mean, he could really give Americans a bad name.”

My father cleared his throat. “Ahem.”

“Okay, a worse name,” I amended.

“That’s not what I was thinking about!” he said with a laugh. “Anyway, it’s not as if I’m an embarrassment to anyone.” He stood there, saying this, wearing a long-sleeved T-shirt Mom had given him last Christmas that said “I’m a Mainiac” over the outline of a moose.

“Are you wearing that on the plane?” I asked.

“Good point.” He ran upstairs to get changed into his traveling clothes, and Mom and I just laughed as we taped the poster board onto the kitchen door.

I headed to Erica’s house in Portland that afternoon around four o’clock, after a dreadfully sobby drop-off at the airport.

Dad kept cracking bad jokes about what souvenirs he would bring home for the cats, and Mom kept telling me how to look after the garden, even though she knew I was hopeless when it came to having a green thumb. And she kept crying, too. I guess we never had been separated for as long as we would be that summer. Maybe it was good practice for my leaving home in the fall, like she said, but neither one of us liked it. And okay, so I cried, too. Miserably. Embarrassingly.

Now, while I was at a stoplight, I glanced in the rearview mirror and saw that my eyes were only starting to unpuff. I reached over to the passenger seat for my sunglasses and slipped them back on, then stuffed a crumpled Kleenex into the pocket on the driver’s-side door.

I wasn’t going to cry—I didn’t think I would. But after we unloaded their suitcases and bags, as Mom and Dad were hugging me good-bye, this police officer started yelling at us because we were staying in the pickup and drop-off area too long and we were getting in the way of other people. Also, I hadn’t parked quite as close to the curb as a person should, and this hotel shuttle bus was sort of stuck until the driver went up onto the other curb. It was chaotic, to say the least. I was about to be blamed for something.

Naturally, I burst into tears.

I think in some weird way that made my parents happy, though, because then they shifted into their “take care of Colleen” mode and suddenly stopped being upset themselves. Mom gave me a tissue (with a teddy bear print, of course) from her purse, and Dad gave me a Lifesaver, and off they went through the doors for their first flight. They just whisked away and left me there with the scowling police officer and a wet face. They’d land in Frankfurt in the morning. I’d wake up at home, without them. It was a bit hard to fathom.

Good thing my three best friends in the world would be there with me.

I pulled up in front of Erica’s house and parked. She lived on top of a hill, in a large brick colonial house with a great view of the water. The last time I’d seen Erica was in May, when she came out to the island for her grandfather’s birthday. We usually saw each other every other month or so—either she came up or I went to Portland with my mom and dad to shop, or eat out, or visit their friends.

Erica was going to the University of New Hampshire in the fall, so she could be close to home. Erica’s parents were a tad overprotective.

Erica was the sweetest, nicest person in the world. She worked as a hostess at Bobb’s, which was a perfect fit for her. Even when people got angry about waiting too long for a table or were rude to her, she’d just “kill them with kindness,” as the saying goes. She earned a lot of overtime money because she couldn’t say no when others asked her to cover their shifts—great for the money part, but bad because she’d work too many hours and get completely exhausted. (Being too nice occasionally has its downsides. That’s why I try not to go overboard. That, and the fact it doesn’t come naturally to me.)

“Look who’s here!” Erica’s mother cried when she opened the front door. “It’s Colleen Templeton!” She always says this, as if she’s announcing my arrival at a fancy dress ball. Instead, I was standing on their doorstep wearing cut-off khaki shorts, a bright pink tank top, and unlaced sneakers.

Erica came running to the door and we gave each other a quick hug. After talking to her for a few minutes, we quickly tossed two large duffel bags and a box of Erica’s stuff into the back of the car, grabbed some juice and sodas from the fridge, and were about to be on our way when Mrs. Kuhar caught up to us.

Erica’s parents were coming up to the island the next weekend, but her mom acted as though Erica was leaving the country when she said good-bye (and I knew what that looked like, having just been through it myself). She gave Erica several instructions on when to call home, how to dress for the changing weather, how to arrange her schedule at Bobb’s so she didn’t get overworked like last summer.... Then Erica and her mother hugged, then her mother hugged me, and eventually we were on the road.

“We’re on the way!” Erica said, putting down her window and resting her arm on the door as we hit Interstate 295. “Wow, what a nice day, huh?”

“Can you believe we’re really doing this? I mean, we’ve been talking about it since April, and now it’s finally happening.” I took a sip of orange soda. “Isn’t this great? This summer is going to be so amazing.” I reached down to turn up the radio.

Seconds later, Erica leaned over and turned down the radio. “The thing is, Colleen,” she said, sounding a little nervous. “I can’t actually live with you.”
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“You can’t?”

Already there were some glitches in the perfect plan, some “flies in the ointment,” as my father would say, only he always made a point of mentioning they were black flies, because that’s the fly variety here in Maine that will bite you until it hurts.

Anyway. The fact that Erica wasn’t going to live in the house with us came as a complete and utter shock to me. She was more reliable, nice, and—maybe it’s shallow to say, but she’s really skilled at cooking, and I’d been relying on her to feed me all summer—than the rest of us put together. What would we do without her? What would I eat? Toast only got you so far. Now I was looking at toast and leftovers from Bobb’s. Leftover reheated lobster stew on toast. Yuck.

I told myself to stop thinking about my stomach and get this figured out. “But wait. If your parents won’t let you live with us, then how come they’re letting you ride up with me today?” I asked. It didn’t sound exactly logical.

“I needed to get there?” she said meekly. “And you were coming down anyway to drop off your parents?”

I laughed. “Well, true. But why are they against the idea of you living at my house? I mean, when have you ever given them a reason not to trust you?” I asked.

Erica fiddled with the knob on the glove compartment. “Well, uh …”

I couldn’t believe it—Erica was almost acting guilty. “What? Did you do something?”

“No! I was going to say … well, it’s not me they’re worried about,” Erica said slowly.

I nearly slammed on the brakes, which was not a good thing because we were on the highway. “What? It’s me?” I felt terrible. Did Mr. and Mrs. Kuhar really think so poorly of me? They’d always acted so friendly toward me, so nice. Just like Erica—they were almost too nice sometimes. And since when could I not be trusted? I was extremely … trusty. Trustworthy. Whatever.

“No, no! I mean, it’s not you,” Erica assured me. “It’s the entire situation. Four girls on their own. My parents think I’m still too young for something like that. You know how they treat me as if I’m ten sometimes. Plus, they said that they want me to look after my grandparents this summer.”

“Your grandparents are sixty-five, going on thirty!” I said. “I held the door for your grandmother last week at the store? And she stared at me and said, ‘Are you working here now? Well, what are you waiting for? Are you doing arm-strengthening exercises? No? Then go in already.’”

Erica laughed as she leaned down to adjust the back straps of her brown sandals. “Yeah, that sounds like her, all right. I know, they’re completely self-reliant. And, Coll, I’m really sorry. I should have told you sooner. I just kept hoping I’d convince my parents to change their minds.”

“Don’t apologize!” I said. “I mean, I’m disappointed. I wish you could live with us. But it’s perfectly fine. You’ll be over all the time anyway. Right?”

“Of course! I just won’t be able to sleep there, that’s all. And hey, that means you’ll have a guest room now.”

I swear, she could put a positive spin on anything. She was amazing that way.

When we pulled up in front of the house it was getting close to seven thirty and dusk was falling, but I immediately spotted Samantha sitting on the porch with Haley.

“Sam!” I closed the car door and ran over to the porch steps. We could unpack the groceries later.

“Colleen!” Samantha jumped up and gave me a big hug. “How’s it going?”

“Wow, you look fantastic,” I said, stepping back to admire her. She wore faded stretch boot-cut jeans, boots, and a light-orange T-shirt with cap sleeves that looked great against her dark brown skin. She wore her hair pulled back in a gold barrette at the base of her neck. “Did you get taller over the winter or what?”

“No, you got shorter,” she replied. “It’s the heels, of course. Hey, Erica!” Sam quickly hugged Erica, and then Erica hugged Haley.

I ran inside and brought out four glasses and a pitcher of iced tea while Erica put all the cold groceries in the fridge and freezer. Then we all sat on the porch, talking and laughing. It felt exactly like the end of last summer, sort of like no time had elapsed at all. I love that about summer.

Sam and her family had rented a place on the island last summer, after coming the year before that for a shorter vacation and falling in love with the place. They lived in Richmond, Virginia, for the rest of the year, and her parents were both university professors, which gave them the summers off. I’ve never been to Virginia, but from what Sam has told me, it sounds pretty different from here. I know it’s a lot warmer, which is why Sam had decided to stay down there for college and attend the University of Virginia. I was kind of envious of that, and planned on visiting her during key months of the year—like February. And March. And April. (It usually doesn’t get really warm and springlike here until May.)

Sam and I e-mailed each other once a week, at least, so we knew everything that had been going on over the past year in each other’s lives. I knew how she’d done on her college entrance exams, who she’d gone to her prom with, how her parents had taken her cell phone away during finals week, which senior awards she’d won, that she was still addicted to Heath candy bars, and that her parents were spending a week in late August on the island and the rest of the summer researching new books.

So catching up when she got to the island didn’t take long. But of course we went over it all again anyway. Sometimes it was hard for us to shut up and let someone else do the talking.

One thing I really like about Sam is that she always speaks her mind. You don’t have to worry about where you stand or what she thinks of a person or a situation. She’ll tell you. But not in a mean way—she’s just very honest and forthright. You can trust her not to lie to you. If you ask her, “Does this shirt look all right?” she might say, “It’s perfect,” or she might say, “Not with those pants, no.” And she’d immediately go to your—or her—closet and find something that looked better.

She could even make her Bobb’s outfit look okay. And she was such a good server, too. She could remember twenty orders and get all the details right. Her tips always outnumbered mine, but she didn’t brag about it.

She was the kind of person who’d pitch in when someone else got slammed with too many tables wanting too many things. And she always tipped out the bussers and dishwashers really well. She was generous to a fault, sort of like Erica, but it was a great fault when you were her friend.

At the end of last summer, Samantha had treated me, Erica, Haley, and some other friends to an all-day sailboat cruise on the ocean. It was something tourists always did, but we never thought of doing it ourselves. For one thing, it was expensive. For another, it was … touristy. It was the equivalent of us tying on plastic lobster-eating bibs and saddling up at picnic tables outside Bobb’s for the Friday night early-bird special lobster boil: “Reserve Now—the Early Bird Catches the Lobster!” As if birds caught lobsters. But whatever.

After we got over feeling slightly embarrassed, we had an amazing time, cruising from the island over to and around other islands, making our way along the rocky coast, sitting in the sun drinking spritzers and eating a gourmet lunch while getting what was essentially a tour of our own backyard.

“Genius. Pure genius. You’re coming back next year—you have to,” Haley had told her—Haley, who’d initially thought the sailboat cruise idea was ludicrous and a waste of time.

I suddenly remembered that Evan had been there on the sailboat, too. I remembered leaning back against him and the wind whipping my hair and him giving me his baseball cap and the sun sparkling on the water and the sound of the hull slicing through the water.

There were so many memories with Evan that I’d been trying to forget over the last year. Fortunately, he wouldn’t be around this summer to remind me. Nobody had heard he was coming—not my boss, Trudy; and not his cousin Jake, who he lived with last summer. And especially not me. I hadn’t heard he was coming—or what he was doing this summer.

Of course, he’d quit writing me back in November. Not that I was feeling angry and bitter about it—at least, not anymore. I was taking the whole fun-while-it-lasted approach. Apparently, Evan was the type of guy who was completely and utterly devoted to you—until suddenly one day he wasn’t, and you never heard from him again.

You know that type. A terrible, horrible person.

“So. Now what?” I asked after we’d drained the pitcher of iced tea, the ice in our glasses had melted, and we’d gone through the short versions of all of our lives.

“Now we unpack the rest of the groceries,” Erica said. She had helped me stock up on things at the supermarket before we caught the ferry to the island. We have only a small market here, and it’s more expensive, so we’d tried to buy in bulk. “Then we decide what we’re grilling for dinner. But first I’d better call my grandparents and tell them I’m here, so they don’t worry—and so they don’t call my parents and make them worry.”

We all filed into the house, and while Erica was on the telephone with her grandparents, Haley, Sam, and I went upstairs. “So, which room did you choose?” I asked Sam as we stood at the top of the stairs.

“The guest room,” she said. “Since I slept in it a few times last summer, it sort of felt like home already.”

“Okay. So that leaves my parents’ room open, since Erica won’t be here. Maybe one of you guys wants to move in there?”

Wait a second. It was the biggest room in the house, with the best view. Maybe I wanted to move in there.

But no, that would be weird. It would have my parents’ vibes. Not that there was anything wrong with them, but it would just feel strange, and giving up my room would be strange, too.

“No. Let’s just keep this room vacant,” Sam suggested. “That way, when people come to visit they’ll have a really nice place to stay.”

“Who’s coming to visit?” I asked.

“I don’t know. Your brother. My parents. Orlando Bloom.” Samantha smiled.

Haley and I laughed. We’d all thought we saw Orlando Bloom getting off the ferry last year, and had been convinced he was summering somewhere on the island. We rode our bikes all over the place, hung out at the general store, stalked a few B&Bs, did everything we could to find out where he might be staying. But we never spotted Orlando—or his very-good-looking look-alike—again, until someone reported they’d seen him getting back on the ferry and leaving the island.

I brushed my hair and headed downstairs to help get dinner ready. I was good at setting the table. I could do that, and dishes, quite well. The rest of the meal should be left to other people with actual skill.

Almost as soon as Erica hung up the phone, promising her grandparents she’d be over when we finished dinner, it rang again. I grabbed it.

“Hey, you’re there!” Ben said. “I thought you were going to call when you got home from Portland.”

“I was, I was! But I kind of got caught up in … catching up. You know.” I laughed.

“So how was the drive? Did it go okay? How’s Erica?” Ben asked.

“You know, it was fine, but my parents got pretty upset at the airport.” Best to lay it all on my parents. After all, they were in Europe now and couldn’t defend themselves. “And then it turns out Erica can’t live with us, but that’s okay—she’s here now, making dinner. I’ll take her over to her grandparents’ later.”

“So what are you doing tonight?” Ben asked.

“We’re just going to eat and hang out,” I said. “I think it’s kind of a girls’ night thing. But I’ll see you tomorrow—after work?”

“Sounds good. Hey, tell Sam I’m looking forward to meeting her, okay?”

“I will. I missed you today. Bye, sweetie!” I clicked off the phone. “That was Ben. He said to tell you he’s looking forward to meeting you tomorrow.”

“So what’s this Ben guy really like?” Sam asked as she chopped vegetables for a salad.

“He’s great. We hang out all the time,” Haley said as she got four glasses out of the cabinet. “And he treats Colleen really well. In comparison to certain other boyfriends she’s had.”

I groaned. “Did you have to mention him? I’ve been trying so hard not to think about him.”

“So don’t. He’s not worth it,” Haley declared. “Ben’s taller. And nicer. Sweeter. I like him a lot more than I ever liked Evan,” she said. “And you can actually trust him, too.”

“What? All that and a cute face, too? Sounds too good to be true,” Sam commented. “How did you get so lucky, Coll?”

“I know!” Haley said. “Not that I think Evan was great, but this is a place with a limited population. We get one new, nice, cute guy, and she gets to go out with him. Again.”

“Come on!” I laughed. “There are a lot more guys around here. Or at least there will be this summer.”

“And who cares, really? Because it’s not all about the guys. In fact, it’s not even half about them,” Sam declared.

“Yeah. It’s about earning tons of money for next year—”

“And hanging out together—”

“And the book club.”

“Of course. We can’t forget the book club.”

“When’s our first meeting?” Haley asked.

“Friday at three. Of course, just like always,” Sam said with a smile.
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