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[image: ]ola was engaged to Briggs Furman, so her roommates were stunned the evening she came home and told them she was in love with a boy named Lonnie. They sat around in various poses of disbelief and concern, watching Lola and Lonnie, who stood, arms entwined, in the middle of the living room. Lola had leaves in her hair. This was six weeks before they were all set to graduate from college and go their separate ways into the wide world, and no one had suspected Lola of a secret love affair. Least of all Briggs.

Mel was the first to recover. “Lola, what are you doing?” she said.

Lola laughed and reached up and kissed Lonnie on the ear. Small and pretty, she had the face of a Botticelli angel. “That’s Mel,” she said, pointing. “And that’s Sara and Anne Louise.”

Sara and Anne Louise raised their hands mechanically.

Lonnie said, “How you doing?” He was pleasant-looking enough, with blue-gray eyes and light blond hair pulled back in a ponytail; still, he did not look like the kind of boy a daughter of the former governor of Alabama might bring home.

“Briggs has called ten times looking for you,” Mel said flatly. From the first time they met freshman year, Mel had thought of Lola as the little sister she never had. There was something childlike about Lola, something fragile that made Mel want to protect her.

Lola seemed unconcerned that Briggs had called. She seemed unconcerned by anything but Lonnie, standing there and staring up at him with a look of absolute devotion on her face. She had never looked so happy, or so vulnerable. “I don’t care,” she said gaily. “I don’t care about Briggs.”

“Well, maybe you should tell him that.”

“He wouldn’t listen anyway.”

Mel stood up abruptly. “Lola, can I talk to you?”

“No,” Lola said. She dragged Lonnie off to the kitchen and a few minutes later they could hear them giggling and rummaging through the cabinets.

“Fuck,” Mel said. “Now what do we do?”

“Why do we have to do anything?” Anne Louise asked irritably. She was sitting on the sofa, bundled in a heavy blanket even though it was May. She had grown so thin her round, pretty face seemed almost skeletal, the skin pulled tightly across her jaw and cheekbones. Anne Louise had always been difficult, but over the last few weeks she had become nearly unbearable. “It’s her life. Let her marry whom she chooses.”

“Are you kidding?” Mel said. “The guy’s a high-school dropout! He’s a maintenance man. What do you think Maureen’s going to say about that?” Maureen was Lola’s widowed mother, the Dowager Empress of Alabama, and no one had any doubt what she would say. After all, she had hand-picked Briggs Furman based on his impeccable pedigree and social connections.

“Annie’s right,” Sara said, giving Mel a grave look. “Lola’s happy. Leave her alone.”

“She’s happy now, but will she be happy later when Maureen finds out? Because you know Maureen’s not about to let her only child run off with a barely employed maintenance man.”

“She won’t know about it until it’s too late to stop it.”

“But what about later? What about when she cuts Lola off without a dime? She’s used to privilege and money. Can you imagine Lola clipping coupons or living on a budget, scraping along to make ends meet on a teacher’s salary? And what about Briggs?”

No one said anything. Sara combed her long brown hair with her fingers. “What about him?” she asked finally.

“What’s he going to say? What’s he going to do?”

No one wanted to think about what Briggs might do. A former prep school quarterback, Briggs had wide shoulders and a violent temper.

“You heard Lola. She’s not planning on telling him anything until after graduation. Until after she and Lonnie elope.”

“And you think this elopement is a good idea?”

Sara shrugged. “It’s what she wants. She’s in love.”

Mel made a disparaging sound. “Love?” she said. “Love doesn’t put groceries on the table. It doesn’t put Pampers on the baby.” Mel had recently ended her own tragic love affair and now she was a cynic. The day after graduation, she was heading to New York to become a writer.

“I hope you’re not suggesting what I think you’re suggesting,” Sara said evenly.

“I’m not suggesting anything,” Mel snapped. Not that a marriage to Briggs Furman would be a love match either, at least not on Lola’s part. Still, Briggs was from Lola’s social class and he would know how to take care of her. Which is what Lola needed, Mel was convinced. Someone to take care of her.

“Because it’s Lola’s life and we have to let her live it.”

“Yes, Sara, I know that.”

“Twenty years from now,” Annie said, looking thin and melancholy, “I don’t want to be sitting around regretting the past. I don’t want to be sitting around thinking about what I should have done.”

Mel gave her a heavy look. “Twenty years from now, none of us will remember any of this.”

There was a sudden sound of traffic in the street. Mel got up quickly and went to the window. In the kitchen, something crashed against the floor, followed quickly by Lola’s sharp yelp of laughter.

Mel stood at the window, her shoulders rigid against the fading light. “Oh, my God,” she said. “It’s Briggs.”
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Chapter 1
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[image: ]he phone rang but it was Mel, and Sara had no intention of talking to Mel. She relaxed and sank deeper into the steaming water of the bath. Candles flickered on the side of the tub. Pachelbel’s “Canon” played softly in the background. Mel had called twice before and Sara hadn’t answered either time. They had grown up together in tiny Howard’s Mill, Tennessee, and had once been as close as sisters, but that was long ago. They still exchanged Christmas cards and the occasional e-mail, but they hadn’t actually spoken for nearly twelve years, not since Sara’s daughter Nicky was born.

Besides, Sara knew why Mel was calling.

Lola had reached her two days ago and in her drawling Alabama accent had invited her for a beach trip. “At my new beach cottage! For a week! No husbands or kids! Just the four of us together again for the first time since college. Annie says she’ll go. Mel says she’ll go if you do.” Lola had sounded even more spaced out than usual. She kept referring to her beach house as a “cottage” when everyone knew it was a beachfront palace on exclusive Whale Head Island in North Carolina. Lola’s husband, Briggs, had made a fortune by investing in a little start-up called the Home Shopping Channel.

“I’ll think about it,” Sara had said, knowing full well that she had no intention of going. She hadn’t even bothered mentioning it to Tom, although she was sure he’d tell her to go ahead, he’d take care of the kids.

The phone rang again. Sara sighed and checked the caller ID. It was an unknown cell number and she frowned, knowing that sometimes Nicky forgot her cell phone and used a friend’s to call home. She hesitated and then sat up to answer it.

“Okay, fly, why are you ducking my calls?” Mel asked. Fly. It was one of the nicknames they’d made up for each other as kids. A fly was someone who ate shit and bothered people.

“I’m not, fly.”

“Liar.”

Sara sank down into the tub, flicking the stream of water with her toes. It didn’t matter how many years had passed, it didn’t matter how much heartache and disappointment had passed between them, she would always feel like she was ten years old when she talked to Mel. “I haven’t talked to you in nearly twelve years and the first thing you do is call me a liar.”

“Why is that?” Mel said, lapsing into a Southern accent. “That we haven’t talked in twelve years, I mean.”

“Because you never call me.”

“You never call me.”

“Well, I guess we’re even then.” Sara turned the faucet down to a trickle and sank deeper into the steaming water.

“Hey, I was at the last reunion Lola planned,” Mel said. “The trip to London. The one you never showed up for.”

This was meant to make her feel guilty so Sara ignored it. She could hear loud music in the background, some kind of blues standard. “It’s a little early for happy hour, isn’t it?”

“It’s never too early for happy hour. You used to know that. Before you became a Republican. Before you became a Volvo-driving soccer mom.”

“I would have called you back. Eventually. And don’t call me a soccer mom.”

“I suppose you’ll use them as an excuse to not go on the beach trip. The hubby and kids, I mean.” Mel’s voice had an edge to it despite her attempt at good humor.

“No, it’s not them,” Sara said quickly. “It’s just, I’m really busy at work. I’ve got a big case coming up.” Which was another lie, of course. The partnership had broken up last year and most of her former partners had ended up at various law firms around Atlanta. Sara, though, had decided to drop back to part-time and had taken a job as a child advocate for the Fulton County court system.

“That’s funny,” Mel said. “Lola said you’d left the firm and dropped back to part-time.”

Damn Lola. You never could be sure what she actually picked up when you talked to her. Was it all in one ear and out the other, or did something actually stick? Apparently, Sara’s news about becoming a part-time lawyer had stuck.

“How’s the new book coming along?” Sara asked.

“Don’t change the subject.” Mel had written a series of novels about a tough-talking Staten Island private investigator named Flynn Mendez. “Did you read the last one, I’ll Sleep When You’re Dead?”

“Actually, I don’t read your novels anymore. I got tired of seeing myself as the villain.”

“Now you’re being paranoid.”

“Okay, sure.”

“Maybe you have a guilty conscience.”

Sara pretended she hadn’t heard that last part. Tom’s class ended at 3:30 today so he’d be picking Nicky and Adam up at school and taking them out to dinner. It was her day to do whatever she wanted. She could lie in the bathtub until her skin wrinkled or drink herself into a martini-fueled stupor. Or both.

“Let me guess,” Mel said. “You’re in the bathtub. Mozart is playing on the CD player. There are candles flickering everywhere.”

Sara turned off the water. “Actually, Pachelbel is playing,” she said. “Mozart comes later.”

“Just like in college. Always using up the hot water so nobody else has a chance to shower.”

“I don’t remember you being all that fond of showers in college.”

“Very funny. So come on. Will you go on the beach trip or will you wuss out like always? You know Lola has a boat. Maybe we can do some deep-sea fishing.” Her voice held a clear challenge. No one had ever accused Mel of being subtle.

Sara put her head back and stared at the ceiling. “I’ll think about it.” “You’ll think about it? What’s the matter—are you afraid I’ll push you overboard?”

“The thought has occurred to me.”

Mel laughed. “Water under the bridge,” she said.

She was still laughing when she hung up. Outside the window the gray Manhattan skyline rose against a pewter sky. Gray. Everywhere she looked. No wonder depression was rampant in this city. No wonder everyone was in therapy. She went to the kitchen and made herself a shaker of Cosmopolitans, thinking how good it had been to hear Sara’s voice. She had a large circle of friends in New York but there was something special about that childhood best friend, that person who’d known you before you could tie your shoes, who’d suffered with you through the awkward agony of adolescence. They were still friends despite the different paths their lives had taken. Despite everything that had happened between them.

The truth of the matter was, Mel was looking forward to the beach trip. It would be nice to head South again, to be in a place where the sun shone most of the time and life moved as slowly as people talked. She hadn’t been South since her last book tour, and that had been hurried and hectic except for the week she’d spent with Lola in her rambling mansion in Birmingham. The sun and the surf and the slow-moving lifestyle would be good for her depression. It would be just the thing to lift her out of the funk that always befell her when she was between books and between boyfriends.

It would be good to see her roommates again too, the four of them together for the first time in twenty-three years. Four girls who couldn’t have been any more different. Annie, private and reserved, the roommate who’d been most likely to get up in the middle of the night and polish the toaster. And Lola, sweet Lola, who had the bland, pretty face of a doll and a mind to match. Depending on her mood, she could be either charmingly funny or so vague you couldn’t understand a word she said.

And Sara would be there this time. Mel had thrown down the gauntlet and Sara had picked it up, just like when they were kids. Mel grinned, thinking about that.

Stevie Ray Vaughan finished playing on the CD player. She glanced at the clock and then poured herself a Cosmopolitan. She had a date tonight with Jed Ford, an editor at The New Yorker. She had met him a few weeks ago at a Black & White book party at L&M and for a while it had seemed like he might be the man she’d been looking for to fill the void in her love life. But then last night the inevitable had happened, just as it always did when her love life looked like it might be headed for tranquil seas.

She had dreamed of J.T. Radford.

The dream contained one of those orgasms that seemed to go on forever. She spent the whole day thinking about it. It was pathetic that her adult life had been spent vainly trying to recapture the intense sexual relationship she’d once shared with her college boyfriend. The J.T. dreams came less frequently now than they used to, but they still left her with a vague sense of longing and regret and the depressing certainty that whoever the man in her life was right now, he could never be J.T. She wondered if he ever dreamed of her.

But this was fruitless thinking, she knew, and dangerous so close to the beach trip. She would make a conscious effort not to think of him again. What was it she had said to Sara?

Water under the bridge.

Annie was down on her hands and knees cleaning the refrigerator grille with a toothbrush. She had told her housecleaner, Waydean, to do it but Waydean was sick and had sent her daughter, Clovis, instead. Waydean had worked for Annie for nearly fifteen years and she knew the way Annie liked things done, but Clovis was always in a hurry and didn’t pay attention to details. And it was the details that mattered most to Annie.

She was down on her knees and elbows with her ass stuck up in the air. She finished the top row of grillwork and then moved on to the second row, trying not to imagine what she must look like in her Ann Taylor suit, Padovan pumps, and rubber gloves, groveling on the floor like a supplicant at the throne of Genghis Khan. She hadn’t planned on cleaning the refrigerator grille. She’d come in from a meeting of her garden club and had noticed a line of hairy dust balls, which Clovis had obviously missed, peeking from beneath the edge of the refrigerator. It had been more than Annie could bear. She put her purse down and went to work. She tried not to imagine what her garden club would say if they could see her now. They had given her the black rubber gloves with the faux diamond ring and the frilly polka-dot fringe that she was wearing as a joke, but she imagined that they wouldn’t laugh if they could see her now. They would just think it was sad.

Annie flushed and wielded her toothbrush with renewed vigor. Why should she have to apologize for liking her life clean and orderly? Why should she feel guilty for preferring routine and discipline?

She had once overheard one of the younger moms at her sons’ school refer to her as that OCD room mother with the two-by-four stuck up her ass. And this simply because Annie had sent home notes asking that all mothers send in homemade treats for snack time and not store-bought, cellophane-wrapped treats loaded with preservatives and carcinogenic food dyes. Also nothing with more than five grams of sugar per serving. Or peanut oil. Or any kind of tropical fruit. Or nuts.

You’d have thought she’d asked for the still-beating hearts of their firstborn children for all the furor it caused. After that the other moms would watch her nervously when she came into the school. They called her Q-Tip. Q-Tip’s in the house, they’d say, giggling, or You better run that by Q-Tip before you hand it out. Although why they called her Q-Tip, Annie was unsure, unless it was because she had short, prematurely white hair and walked with the ramrod-straight posture Southern girls of her generation had been taught to use. Annie was pretty sure the nickname had a lot to do with that woman who’d first called her an OCD room mother.

She got even with her. She had her assigned to the calling-for-pledges committee for the annual school fund-raiser.

Annie finished the second row and started in on the third. Mitchell was home recovering from his fifth kidney stone and she could hear him moving around in the den. The boys had always been sweet when they were sick and she had hovered over them anxiously, but Mitchell’s illnesses irritated her beyond words. Especially the kidney stones. There must be something he was eating or drinking, or not eating or drinking, that was causing them. Annie figured anyone else would have gone through that first kidney stone and then figured out some way to keep from getting another one.

She sat back on her heels and looked around the gleaming kitchen. The boys were grown and away at college now, and it was just her and Mitchell rambling around in this big old house, but she wouldn’t have traded it for the world. Her dream house. As a girl she’d grown up in a small cottage in East Nashville, long before the area became fashionable with writers, artists, and musicians. On Sunday afternoons she would go for drives in the country with her parents to see the mansions and sprawling estates of the country-and-western stars, and pointing with a chubby finger she would say gravely, “I’m gonna have me a house like that one day” Her parents thought it was cute.

And now here she was. True, the house wasn’t as big as their neighbor, Alan Jackson’s, and they only had fifty acres instead of several hundred, but there was a pool out back and a guest house, and more bedrooms than she and Mitchell and the boys had ever needed. Not that they were as wealthy as Lola and Briggs Furman, of course, but their Cluck-in-a-Bucket chicken franchise had done pretty well. They had stores all over the southeast, a Cluck-in-a-Bucket empire stretching from Miami to Little Rock, Arkansas.

No, she’d done pretty well in life for an East Nashville girl. And she’d done it by careful planning and by setting her goals out clearly in front of herself. Once she set her sights on something, Annie never wavered. Except for that one transgression her senior year of college, the one she tried never to think about, she had never been a spontaneous person. At twelve she’d been dragged to a Wednesday night fish fry at church and had listened as a blond-haired, blue-eyed fourteen-year-old named Mitchell Stites belted out “Lord, You Are My Fortress in a Time of Trouble.” The following Wednesday night, she was waiting in the car when her parents came out to drive to church. “Why, Anne Louise,” her mother asked in surprise, “have you found religion?”

“What she’s found,” her father said, winking, “is Preston Stites’s boy.”

“The one with the harelip?”

“No. The other one, who sings in the choir.”

The next week Annie invited him to come over to listen to music. Their house was small and lacked privacy but Mitchell was from a good, Godfearing family so Annie’s mother allowed them to go back to her bedroom and sit with the door open. They each carried a Coke and a plate of cookies. Mitchell sat on the floor and looked around in wonder and amazement at her room. Stiffly starched curtains hung in front of the spotless windows. Jefferson Airplane played on the record player.

“How come all your Barbie dolls are still in their boxes?” he asked. She had them neatly categorized by date of purchase and stacked on shelves beside a couple of open-faced fruit crates she had painted pink. Their tiny clothes were ironed and hanging on tiny hangers, arranged by seasons of the year, with the tiny shoes sorted in rows underneath.

“They stay cleaner that way,” she said.

He smiled and looked at her in wonder and admiration. “You sure are a funny girl. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone like you.”

“You’ll need a coaster for that drink,” she said.

Annie finished cleaning the refrigerator grille and then sat back to admire her handiwork, pulling off her rubber gloves. The grille sparkled. You could lick it, not that she would, of course, but it was comforting to know that she could. If she had to.

She could hear Mitchell breathing in the den. With each out breath he wheezed like an old generator. Not that he was in any pain; he’d taken enough OxyContin to bring down an elephant. He just liked the drama of being an invalid.

“Hon?” he called. When she didn’t answer he said louder, “Honey, can you make me a sandwich?”

“I’m busy right now. I’m cleaning the kitchen.”

“You cleaned the kitchen an hour ago.”

“I’m busy.”

“Okay,” he said cheerfully. “I’ll just come in there and make myself a sandwich. I’ll just come in there and make my own big mess.”

Annie stood up quickly. “I’ll get it,” she shouted. “Don’t you dare come near my clean kitchen.” She could feel him smiling from the other room.

Damn. She needed a break. She needed to get away from her life if only for a week. This beach trip would be just the thing. And she was looking forward to seeing Lola, Mel, and Sara again, to being with friends who knew her from before her Q-Tip days. Lola had promised Annie her own bedroom, and Annie had eagerly jumped at the chance. She and Lola had shared a room in London, and Annie had felt like she was babysitting a small child, one who wanted to chat all night, sleep all day, and couldn’t keep to a schedule if her life depended on it.

Forget London. This trip would be different. She had bought two new swimsuits and several trashy beach novels, had undergone a bikini wax, and had had herself sprayed with a fake tan.

Anne Louise was ready for anything.

Lola awoke from an Ambien-induced sleep. The room was dark. Her head felt thick and swollen, like it was too heavy for her neck. She would stop taking the sleeping pills no matter what Briggs said. She hated the way they made her feel, comatose and heavy, the way she couldn’t dream, as though sleep were a thing to be endured and not a release. She never took sleeping pills when she was with him. She never took any of her medication when she was with him. Briggs kept her as drugged up as a Saigon brothel girl but he never made her take anything.

She leaned over and pushed the button beside the bed and the automatic window blinds rose slowly. Bright sunshine flooded the room. She plumped the pillows behind her head and sat up slowly, letting her brain adjust to the new elevation, letting her eyes adjust to the light. Briggs’s side of the king-size bed was still rumpled where he had slept. He was an early riser. Early to bed and early to rise. No sleeping pills for Briggs.

There was a slight knock on the door and Rosa entered, carrying a small coffee service on a silver tray.

“Good morning, Meesis Furman,” she said, smiling and setting the tray down on a table beside the bed.

“Good morning, Rosa.” The girl’s aura was lovely, all pink and golden and standing out around her head like a halo, like a painting of some fifteenth-century saint. She had a Madonna’s face and an aura to match. “Did you sleep well?”

The girl blushed but her eyes met Lola’s steadily. “Yes,” she said. “And I lock the door like you tell me to.”

“Good.” Lola smiled faintly and poured herself a cup of coffee. Briggs had a bad habit of abusing the help, especially those as young and pretty as Rosa, and Lola had given her a can of mace and had the deadbolt changed on her door the day she hired her. She had warned Briggs, too, and he had laughed and said, “What are you implying, my dear?”

Lola had thought it was pretty clear what she was implying.

She lay back on her pillows with the coffee cup and saucer resting on her chest. Rosa went around the bed and began to smooth the sheets where Briggs had slept. “Meester Henry, he looked good,” she said.

“Yes,” Lola said, thinking of her only son with pleasure. He had come home from Cornell last week and brought with him the girl he planned to marry. Neither one had said a word but she had seen it in their faces, in the way their auras flared and flickered toward each other, drawn like smoke through a window. It had made her feel peaceful knowing that he loved someone else, that he no longer needed her.

She sipped her coffee and watched Rosa work. “You have a lovely aura,” she said. Rosa frowned slightly but kept working. She was used to Lola’s ways. It was the oxazepam that had first given Lola the ability to see auras, but now she could see them without the drugs. It was how she read people, how she knew whether their characters and intentions were good or bad. She wished she’d been able to do this as a young woman. It would have saved her a lot of heartache.

“Carmen thought she would make a shrimp salad for lunch,” Rosa said. “Okay?”

“Yes. Shrimp salad will be fine.” Briggs’s aura was dark. His whole energy field was dotted with thick black masses like tumors.

“Your husband, did you ever love him?” he’d asked her a few weeks ago.

She’d looked up into his face and smiled. “It’s complicated,” she’d said.

“It shouldn’t be.”

Thinking of him, she was suddenly cheerful. Too cheerful to contain what she felt. Joy bubbled up from her toes to her fingertips, and she put her coffee cup down and flung open her arms exuberantly, wiggling her fingers. “Oh, Rosa,” she cried. “I’m so happy!”

Rosa, who was accustomed to Lola’s dramatic mood swings, came around the edge of the bed and hugged her. She patted Lola on the back. “Good,” she said.

Lola hugged her fiercely. She was deliriously happy. In another week she would see her friends and everything would be wonderful, the four of them laughing and carrying on like crazy women, like they had in college, together again for one last time.

“Meester Furman, he say he’ll be back in a few days. He flew to the island to make sure the house and the boat are ready for your trip.”

Lola pulled away. She smoothed her hair off her brow and stared at Rosa. “What?” she asked.

“He say for you not to worry. He say he’ll take care of everything. Just like always.”

The day, which had seemed so joyous just a few short minutes ago, became suddenly ominous. Shadows moved across the ceiling like rain. Lola put her hand to her face and lay back against the pillows. Rosa rose and tucked the bedclothes around her.

“You want to get up now, Meesis Furman?” Rosa’s aura flared around her head like a corona. Lola closed her eyes against its brightness.

“No.” The joy had gone, leaving in its place a dull feeling of dread. Lola tried to decide what to do but her head felt heavy. She couldn’t think clearly. They had agreed not to use the cell phones for a while. She could leave a message for him at the marina, warning him, but he might not get it for days. Lola turned her face to the window. “I’m tired,” she said. She covered her eyes with her hand. “And Rosa?”

“Yes?”

“Push the button for the blinds, will you?”


Chapter 2
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SUNDAY

[image: ]ara touched down in Wilmington, North Carolina, around two o’clock and made her way to the only bar in the terminal. Mel’s flight had gotten in forty minutes earlier, and Sara figured the bar was the best place to look for her. She was right. She heard Mel’s laugh even before she saw her, sitting at the bar with a guy in a dark gray suit.

“There she is!” Mel shouted in greeting, and the businessman turned to look as Sara walked in, pulling her carry-on behind her. Mel hadn’t changed at all, damn her. Her hair was shorter and blonder but she still had a figure like a Las Vegas showgirl, all legs and bosom. Sara, aware that she was still carrying postpartum baby weight from twelve years ago, kept her purse strategically in front of her belly as they hugged.

“How was your flight?” Mel said. In the light slanting through the windows Sara could see the lines around Mel’s eyes and at the corners of her mouth and she relaxed a bit.

“Not too bad. It’s a pretty short jump from Atlanta to Wilmington.” She had forgotten how tall Mel was, standing there in her stacked-heel sandals and jeans.

“What time does Annie get in?” Mel said, making room for her at the bar. Sara, Annie, and Mel were all flying into Wilmington, and Lola was sending a car to pick them up at the airport and take them to the ferry landing.

“Around three-twenty, I think.”

The man in the gray suit stood and nodded, gathering his bags. He handed Mel a card. “I’ve got a plane to catch,” he said, winking at her. “Call me.”

Sara sat down on the stool, pushing her carry-on between her feet. She caught the bartender’s eye and ordered a pomegranate martini.

“What do you think?” Mel asked, watching the man in the gray suit walk away. “Married?”

“Definitely.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.” Mel smiled at Sara, giving her an appraising look. Sara had been a pretty girl, but she was a lovely woman. She seemed to have come into her own. She had filled out some since college; she was definitely curvier, but on her it looked right. Her hair was still dark and curly, although threaded now with highlights.

Sara, feeling Mel’s eyes upon her, glanced at her reflection in the mirror behind the bar, and quickly looked away. “So how are you?” she said. It felt awkward but it was all she could think to say. It had been easier talking to Mel on the phone than it was sitting beside her, face-to-face.

“I’m good. Life is good.” Mel smiled and nodded her head, wondering if she sounded convincing. You couldn’t just pick up where you left off twenty-three years ago, at least not without a great deal of effort on both their parts. Maybe another drink would help. She raised her glass and nodded at the bartender.

Sara spun a paper coaster on the bar in front of her. “So how’s New York?”

Mel smiled. If she told Sara about New York, then she’d have to ask Sara about Atlanta, and neither one was ready for that. “I like what you’ve done with your hair,” she said, putting her hand up and lightly brushing Sara’s bangs. “You’ve added some highlights.”

“I had my upper lip waxed, too.”

“I had mine lasered. Isn’t modern technology wonderful?”

Sara glanced in the bar mirror again, fluffing her hair with her fingers. She tried not to stare at Mel, who watched her with an amused expression. “Remember in college when we used to slather ourselves in baby oil and lay out in the sun?”

“No. But I do remember how you used to roll your hair around a jumbo orange juice can and then sleep with panty hose wrapped around your head.”

Sara shook her head. “I can’t believe we were so stupid. I can’t believe we’re not dead from skin cancer.”

The bartender brought their drinks. “You don’t still do that, do you?” Mel asked innocently, raising her Cosmopolitan.

“What, slather myself in baby oil and bake in the sun? Of course not.”

“No. Wear an orange juice can and panty hose to bed.”

Sara eyed her steadily above the edge of her drink. “No,” she said.

“Too bad. That was such a good look for you.”

They stared at each other and slowly grinned. Mel tapped the edge of her drink to Sara’s. “Cheers,” she said.

They drank for a while in companionable silence, both happy now that the awkwardness between them seemed to be slipping away. A plane taxied past them on the runway. Far off beyond the distant rim of blue sky, a bank of white clouds drifted slowly. Mel sighed, set her drink down, and touched Sara’s arm. “Okay,” she said. “Show me the photos of your kids. You never send any photos with your Christmas cards.”

There was a reason for that, of course, but Sara said nothing, just leaned over and pulled her wallet out of her purse. She opened it to the school photos of Nicky and Adam.

“Wow,” Mel said, taking a photo from her. She flushed slightly, gently removing a smudge from the plastic with one finger. She hadn’t expected this. “He’s gorgeous. How old is he?”

“Fourteen.”

Mel picked up the other photo. “And she looks just like you.”

“I know, everyone says that.” She had a picture of Tom, hidden behind those of the children, but she didn’t take it out, trying to walk the thin line between her own pride and Mel’s motherless, single state.

They both sat staring politely into her children’s faces and then Sara slid them back into her wallet and put it away. Mel turned around and set her elbows on the bar, sipping her drink. “Lola has a good-looking son,” she said after a while.

“Henry? Oh, I know. He looks a little like Briggs did at that age. And he’s a good boy, too. He adores his mother. They’ve always been so close.”

Mel smiled slightly, and set her drink down. “She was like a girl when we took that trip to England. Always calling him, Henry, we’re at your favorite place, the tower of London or Henry, I got lost on the tube and the Bobbies had to hunt me down. The two of them always giggling together over some crazy thing she’d done.”

“Did she get lost on the tube?”

Mel raised one eyebrow. “Repeatedly,” she said. “On the tube. In Harrods. Walking along Carnaby Street. You know Lola.”

Sara smiled sadly and ran her finger around the top of her glass. “She was always kind of scatterbrained but I swear it’s getting worse with age.”

“It’s that fucking Briggs,” Mel said. “He keeps her so medicated.”

Sara looked surprised. “Do you think so?”

“I’d bet money on it.”

“How do you medicate someone against their will?”

“Who says it’s against her will? Remember, she’s married to Briggs.”

“I thought you liked Briggs.”

“Maybe twenty years ago. Not now.” Mel stood up, excused herself, and went to the rest room. When she came back she glanced at the clock and said, “What time did you say Annie gets in?”

“Three-twenty, I think. Lola’s car is picking us up at three-thirty.”

“Okay, that gives us just enough time,” Mel said, waving at the bartender.

“Just enough time for what?”

“Just enough time to get loaded before Annie gets here.”

Sara laughed and looked around the bar. It was a small airport and there were only a few people, scattered here and there, waiting for their planes. “I love Annie.”

“I love Annie, too, but she drives me crazy if I’m sober.”

“They have medication these days for obsessive-compulsive disorders.”

“She doesn’t take it. Trust me, I was with her in London.”

“I hope you realize you’re getting ready to spend a week with her on a practically deserted island accessible only by boat.”

Mel grinned and said, “But I plan on getting liquored up so it won’t matter.” She picked up her glass, drained it, then set it back on the bar. “Deserted island?” she said. “Accessible only by boat?”

Sara laughed at her expression. “You obviously haven’t done your homework.” The bartender brought their drinks and Sara sipped her martini before continuing. “Whale Head Island is accessible only by ferry or private boat. It’s very exclusive. No cars are allowed on the island, only golf carts or bicycles. Families have been coming there for generations to get away from the stress of modern life. There wasn’t even electricity until the nineteen-sixties. There are no condos or hotels, only private houses that are very expensive to rent.” She shrugged and crossed her arms on the bar. “It cuts down on the riffraff I guess.”

“No riffraff? Who am I going to party with?”

Sara grinned slowly. She picked up her glass and tapped it against Mel’s. “I guess that would be me,” she said.

Annie called Sara the minute her plane touched down. She could hear giggling in the background, which meant they were probably already sauced. Which meant she’d have a hard time getting them collected and into Lola’s car. Damn. “Where are you?” she asked.

More giggles. “In the bar.” Of course they were. The boat ride to the island would be a long one. Annie hoped this wasn’t going to be like London, where she had wound up taking care of everyone. She’d taken care of Mitchell through five kidney stones, and she was pretty much over the whole Florence Nightingale thing.

“Anne Louise!” Mel shouted when she saw her, lifting her glass. Her face was flushed. Sara was leaning against the bar sipping from a wide-mouthed glass. Annie picked her way through the sparse crowd, pulling her bag behind her. “Don’t get us banned from the airport,” she said, stowing her carry-on and a small cooler under the nearest barstool. “They’re pretty strict these days about unruly travelers.” Sara stood up and hugged her, and Annie hugged her back.

“Who you calling unruly?” Mel said.

“You’ve let your hair go white,” Sara said, holding her at arm’s length.

“I quit coloring it years ago. I got tired of messing with it.”

A weary-looking bartender slouched across the bar. He had brown hair pulled back in a ponytail and a moon face covered in freckles. An earring dangled from his left ear. “You ladies might want to get something in your stomachs,” he said, slapping a menu down on the bar.

“Just keep the drinks coming,” Mel said.

“We really don’t have time to eat,” Annie said, picking up the menu and giving it back to him. “We’re being picked up in five minutes.” She pointed at their drinks and held up two fingers, indicating that he should close out the tab. The bartender, looking relieved, turned around and went to ring them up.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” Sara said, smiling at Annie. “We need someone to keep us in line.”

Mel swung her arm around her head like she was twirling a lasso. “Crack that whip,” she said.

“Crack it yourself,” Annie said. “I’m on vacation.”

The car sent to take them to the ferry was a long white Escalade with twelve-spoke wheels. “That car has Briggs written all over it,” Mel said as it pulled up in front of the airport. A young man wearing a blue polo shirt and khaki pants opened the driver’s door and jumped out. “You must be Mrs. Furman’s friends,” he said, coming around to take their bags. “I’m Stewart. I’ll be your driver today.” He grinned and Mel grinned back.

“Where’s Mrs. Furman?”

“Oh, she’s back at the boat with Captain Mike. They’re waiting for you at the ferry landing.”

Mel looked at Sara and mouthed Captain Mike. Sara shrugged and helped Stewart load her bags into the back of the Escalade.

“Careful with that cooler,” Annie said. “It’s got deviled eggs in there.”

“You brought deviled eggs to the beach?”

“Well, I couldn’t just come empty-handed, could I?”

No, of course she couldn’t. They were all Southern girls and had been raised to come bearing gifts. What each woman brought said a lot about her personality. Sara brought a beautifully wrapped, lacquered picture frame with a photo of the four of them standing out in front of their college apartment. Mel brought a bottle of Dos Amigos tequila.

Stewart closed the back door. “Are we ready, ladies?”

“I’ll ride up front with Stewart,” Mel said, quickly climbing into the front seat.

It was a forty-minute drive from the airport to the Whale Head Island Ferry, long enough for Sara and Mel to sober up. They drove down narrow asphalt roads surrounded on both sides by wide flat fields of marsh grass. Late-afternoon sun shimmered across the landscape, and high overhead a hawk soared, circling above the distant tree line. Sara’s cell phone rang once but she didn’t answer it. It was Tom, calling to see if she’d arrived. She couldn’t talk to him here, in front of everyone. A faint feeling of homesickness stirred her bowels. They’d been married for seventeen years, and in all that time had never been apart for more than two nights. She thought of her husband’s smile, of her children’s sweet faces, and the homesickness swelled to a thick lump in her throat. Away from them she felt only half herself.

Annie, as if reading her mind, asked, “How’re Tom and the kids?”

“They’re fine. Thanks. And Mitchell? The boys?” Even now, when things got so bad, Sara could not imagine a life without Tom.

“As ornery as ever. The boys have summer jobs, William in Chicago and Carleton out in Colorado.”

“We’re not going to talk about the husband and kids the whole time we’re here, are we?” Mel asked.

The fleeting camaraderie Sara had felt with Mel in the bar seemed false now, a desperate desire to become what they had once been, and could never be again. A product of that age-old elixir of forgetfulness, alcohol. This trip would require a lot of alcohol.

She looked at Mel and thought, I shouldn’t have come. She thought, Things will turn out badly.

The ferry landing was a low, quaint building of weathered gray cypress built to resemble something in a New England port town. It was swarming with tourists and island dwellers who didn’t have their own boats and had to ride the ferry with the tourists. There was only one grocery store and three restaurants on the island, so people brought most of their own supplies, loaded into big plastic tubs with locking lids. A long line of shiny SUVs stood outside the landing, their owners unloading plastic tubs, bicycles, and beach gear on to a series of trolleys manned by an army of fresh-faced porters, who rolled the loaded trolleys into the baggage hold of the ferry. Children played in the sun, oblivious to the shouts of their stressed-out parents, who were trying to keep one eye on the luggage and one eye on their children.

Stewart pulled slowly past the long line of SUVs, careful not to hit any of the scurrying pedestrians, and drove several hundred feet along the water’s edge to a small marina. The crowds here were thinner and less hectic, as island people loaded supplies onto their boats and called to one another by name.

“Which boat is Lola’s?” Sara asked.

“Boat?” Stewart said, chuckling. He lifted one hand and pointed. It was the largest one in the marina, of course, a one-hundred-twelve-foot Hargrave yacht sporting the name Miss Behavin’.

“I love that name,” Mel said.

April, the girl hired to make beds and cook, stood out front holding an empty trolley She was tanned and pretty, and had the confident air of a young woman in her twenties. Behind her was another trolley loaded with groceries. She introduced herself to the women, then went to help Stewart load the luggage.

“Where’s Lola?” Annie asked, shielding her eyes with her hand and squinting at the Miss Behavin’. But Lola had already seen them and was running across the deck and the gangway toward the dock. She looked like a girl, with her hair loose about her shoulders and her feet bare. She was wearing a pair of white capris, a sleeveless shirt, and dark-rimmed sunglasses.

“My God, you look like a movie star,” Mel called to her.

She threw her arms around Mel and then hugged each one of them, laughing. Even Annie got caught up in her exuberance and smiled shyly. “I brought deviled eggs,” she said.

Out in the water the crowded ferry gave two sharp whistle blows, then pulled slowly away from the dock. People sat up top or below in the covered cabin, their faces pressed eagerly to the glass. Seagulls followed noisily in the wake of the huge ship.

Lola waved at the passing ferry like she was hailing a taxi.

“Is that yacht really yours?” Sara asked, watching as the Miss Behavin’ rolled lightly in the ferry’s wake.

“It’s not mine,” Lola said. “It’s Briggs’s.”

“The eggs are in the cooler,” Annie said. “But we should probably get them into the refrigerator.”

“Will you shut up about the damn deviled eggs?” Mel said.

Annie ignored her. She had learned long ago to ignore Mel. She turned her head slightly and watched as the ferry moved slowly toward the open sound. “I make mine with fresh chives,” she added, getting the last word in.

“Come on,” Lola said before Mel could reply, putting her arm around Annie and pulling her gently toward the boat. “I’ll introduce you to Captain Mike.”

He was climbing down the steps to the deck when they boarded. “Welcome aboard,” he said, taking off a baseball cap that read, WHAT WOULD ELVIS DO? He ran his fingers through his sun-bleached hair. Mel guessed he was somewhere between thirty-five and forty, not really handsome, but attractive in a faded-athlete kind of way He called Lola Mrs. Furman, very proper, very correct. She called him Captain or just plain Mike. He had a self-assured air that Mel found vaguely annoying. He shook hands with everyone and then went to help April with the groceries. She smiled at him and he grinned and gave the trolley a playful tug. So that’s how it is, Mel thought, watching the two of them together.

The ride to the island took only fifteen minutes. Sunlight sparkled on the choppy water of the sound. In the distance, past two narrow spits of land that curved inward like pincers, the sea was a wide blue haze. Lola, Mel, Sara, and Annie sat out on the aft deck, where it was too windy to talk, their hair whipping around their faces. April was in the galley and Captain Mike was up on the flying bridge. Mel wanted to ask Lola about him but it was hard to talk with the noise of the engines and the roar of the wind in their ears. She was pretty sure Briggs had planted Captain Mike and April to keep an eye on Lola. They were probably paid to send detailed reports to Briggs every night; after London, he wasn’t about to trust Lola with her crazy girlfriends unchaperoned.

Mel wasn’t sure how Lola had stood it all these years, being married to Briggs Furman. He was as jealous and controlling as Lola’s mother had been, ruling Lola’s life with an iron fist. Still, Mel thought, watching the way the wind caught Lola’s hair, the way the sun slanted across her smooth, pretty face, Lola looked better than she had in years. She seemed animated and confident. She definitely looked better than she had in London a few years ago, where she had wandered about as numb and bewildered as a lost child.

The boat sped over the blue waves, past dolphins swimming in precise formation, past a buoy that rocked and dipped with their passing. Ahead they could see the island in the distance, with its lighthouse, Old Baldy rising from the interior like a giant chess piece. A sailboat passed in front of them, its sails straining with the wind. As they approached the island, Captain Mike cut the engines, and the yacht slowed to a crawl as they entered the harbor.

The whole island had been built to resemble a sleepy New England fishing village. Tall gray-shingled cottages and storefronts clustered around the marina. Behind the village, to the north and west, the marsh glimmered between banks of tall grass, while the interior of the island surrounding Old Baldy was covered in a maritime forest of live oak, saw palmetto, yaupon, and wax myrtle. To the south and east stretched miles and miles of uncrowded beaches. And everywhere, sitting up on the dune ridges, clustered in small enclaves beneath the spreading live oaks, and along the quiet marshes, were the weathered cedar-shingled houses, their tall roofs and mullioned windows glittering in the sun.

“Oh, my God, it’s beautiful,” Sara said.

“Yes, it is,” Lola said. “I’ve enjoyed it so much.”

There was something in her tone that made Annie ask, “Are you getting ready to sell it?” Mitchell had promised her a beach house years ago, but somehow they’d never gotten around to buying one.

“Oh, no,” Lola said quickly “It’s just, well … it is beautiful, isn’t it?”

“Like something from another century,” Sara said.

“Where are all the nightclubs?” Mel said.

Lola laughed. “No nightclubs, I’m afraid. Everything pretty much closes down at ten o’clock.”

They pulled slowly into a slip not far from where the ferry was unloading its crowd of happy tourists. A long line of trolleys connected together and pulled by a motorized cart stood waiting to whisk them to their rented houses. Each trolley bore the name of the house where its occupants would be staying, and the porters, sweating now in the heat, hurriedly loaded the luggage from the ferry onto the appropriate trolleys. Tired parents climbed on board to wait and watch with weary smiles as their excited children pointed out boats, bicycles, turtles, and seagulls.

Captain Mike helped the women disembark, then followed them up the dock to the landing. “You go ahead and take the smaller golf cart, Mrs. Furman,” he said. “April and I will come along later with the luggage.”

Everywhere they looked there were golf carts, traveling like gypsy caravans along narrow asphalt roads, parked in front of the storefronts with their electrical cords tethered to rows of electrical outlets.

Lola’s golf cart was a custom-built unit made to resemble a Mercedes. Lola, noting their expressions, said apologetically, “It wasn’t my idea. Briggs had it specially built.” She disengaged the electrical cord and climbed in and Mel climbed in beside her. Annie and Sara sat behind them, facing backward. Lola slammed the lever into reverse and quickly pulled out into the road. She pushed the lever to the right and took off with a sudden lurching motion that caused the women to grab for the nearest canopy frame.

Briggs had also had the electric motor modified so that the cart, which normally had a cruising speed of eight mph, now clipped along at a frightening speed of twenty-five mph. Lola laughed and talked the whole time, waving her hands and turning around to talk to Annie and Sara in a way that made Mel nervous.

“Damn it, Lola, let me drive,” she said, but Lola just laughed and kept talking about Henry and his new girlfriend. They sped along a narrow winding road that led from the village to the interior of the island. There were only two major roads, Blackbeard’s Wynd, which ran down the middle of the island through the maritime forest, and Stede Bonnet’s Wynd, which ran along the beachfront.

“Most of the roads are named for pirates,” Lola called gaily as they passed a slower-moving cart. She lifted her hand and waved. The people in the cart waved back.

Ahead Mel could see the intersection where Blackbeard and Stede Bonnet split off from each other. She looked nervously at Lola. “Which way are we going?” she said. Lola showed no signs of slowing down. She was still talking about Henry’s new girlfriend, whom she adored.

“Damn it Lola, slow down,” Mel said, thumping the bottom of the cart with her foot like she was pumping an imaginary brake.

Lola said, “Her name’s Layla. Isn’t that a lovely name?” She turned around to smile at Annie and Sara. “Her dad named her after that song by—oh, what is that guy’s name?”

“Eric Clapton,” Sara said. “Watch the road, Lola.”

“I think I might be getting sick,” Annie said.

“Eric Clapton!” Lola said, turning again to smile at Sara. “I love Eric Clapton.”

“I really shouldn’t be riding backward,” Annie said.

They were almost to the intersection now and Mel clamped her foot down against the floor of the cart and put one arm out in front of her, grabbing the canopy frame with the other. At the last minute, Lola took a sharp right onto Stede Bonnet and the cart tipped up on to two wheels. Without thinking Sara swung her leg out like a rudder. Beside her, Annie hissed like a scalded cat. Lola spun the wheel and leaned against Mel, and the cart righted itself. “They’ll get married in Michigan,” she said, her face dreamy and tender with thoughts of Henry. They were out from beneath the trees now and cruising along the beach road in the bright sunlight. A strong wind buffeted the cart. To their left rose a series of terraced dunes covered in steep-roofed houses. To their right stretched the Atlantic Ocean, its blue waters sparkling in the sun.

“She’s from Ann Arbor, Michigan,” Lola said. “Can you believe Henry’s marrying a Yankee?”

Mel slowly unclenched her fingers from the canopy frame. She took a deep breath and said, “Pull over, Lola, so I can drive before you kill us.”

“I’d really like to see my kids again, Lola, if you don’t mind,” Sara said.

“Does anyone have a Dramamine?” Annie asked.

Lola put her head back and laughed her musical little laugh. “Y’all are funny,” she said.

Lola’s house sat by itself on top of a long sandy ridge that overlooked the sea. A weathered sign beside the gatepost read, WILD DUNES. The house had been built to look like it had stood for a hundred and fifty years, like a Newport palace, but with all the modern amenities, tall windows that faced the sea, soaring ceilings, an open floor plan, and hardwood floors. They walked around the house in awe, exclaiming over its elaborate features. “There are five bedrooms upstairs with their own baths, so help yourselves to whichever one suits you,” Lola said. “My bedroom is down here on the main floor.” She took them through the master suite that ran across the back of the house, complete with a wet bar, built-in flat-screen TV, and French doors opening onto a private deck facing the sea. The house was angled slightly on top of the dune, so that most rooms had a view of the ocean.

“Where do Captain Mike and April sleep?” Mel said. They were standing in Lola’s bedroom in front of the massive king-size bed.

“Out back in the two-bedroom crofter,” Lola said.

“Crofter?”

“It’s kind of like a guesthouse.”

“Oh.”

They looked through the French doors and saw a tall-roofed shed covered in weathered siding. It was about fifty feet beyond Lola’s private deck, connected to the main house by a boardwalk. A small deck stretched across the front of the crofter, its rails covered in some kind of twisting vine. Two white rocking chairs sat at one end, facing out to sea.

“Together?” Mel said.

“What?” Lola asked, her smile fading.

“Captain Mike and April. Do they sleep together?”

Lola stared through the French doors at the crofter and the distant rim of blue sea. “Oh, I don’t think so,” she said.

They decided to skip dinner that first night in favor of appetizers and mojitos. They sat on the porch at a table overlooking the ocean, watching as the sun sank slowly behind the clouds and the water deepened to a dark metallic gray. The evening was soft and balmy, with a constant breeze blowing in from the sea. In the middle of the table, a thick candle sputtered beneath a hurricane glass. Scattered around it were half-eaten trays of crab dip, shrimp toast, baked brie, and Annie’s deviled eggs. White-capped waves glimmered in the moonlight, and overhead in the great dark dome of the sky, stars flickered and fell.

“Annie, tell us a Mitchell story,” Mel said. There was a slight shuffling of chairs as the women settled back to make themselves comfortable. It hadn’t taken them long to fall back into their routine of friendship.

Annie hesitated, looking out at the moonlit sea. She shook her head slowly. “That man,” she said finally, which is the way she began every Mitchell story. Over the years, Mel had collected Mitchell stories and had even used a few in her novels, which was perplexing to Annie. It was as if Mel thought being married to her made Mitchell some kind of martyr. In London she’d made the mistake of telling Mel about a beach trip that she and Mitchell had taken several years ago with some business acquaintances. Mitchell had complained steadily of a pain in his abdomen and Annie had insisted it was nothing more than a bad case of indigestion. On the third day, while she was out walking the beach, one of the other wives had driven Mitchell to the emergency room. Even then, Annie had refused to admit that it was anything more than a case of bad oysters, right up to the moment they wheeled Mitchell into the operating room for an emergency appendectomy.

“You know he’s home recovering from a kidney stone,” Annie said.

“Another one?”

“My God, how many does that make?”

“Five.”

“Poor thing,” Lola said.

Annie looked at her darkly. “Well, the other day I came home from the grocery store and he was standing in my kitchen looking pretty proud of himself. He was holding something in his hands and when I asked him what it was he held up this container and said, “My kidney stone. They saved it for me.” That’s when I noticed that he had it in one of my Tupper-ware containers.”

“Oh, no.”

“Please tell me you didn’t bring the deviled eggs in a Tupperware container.”

“No,” Annie said. “I threw it out. I’ll never buy Tupperware again.”

A long line of white-capped waves thundered in from the sea, crashing against the beach. One of the French doors opened and April came out carrying another shaker of mojitos. Light spilled across the porch from the opened door.

“If you don’t need me anymore tonight,” she said to Lola. “I think I’ll go to bed.”

“Yes, yes, go ahead,” Lola said, rising to hug her. A moth the size of a hummingbird hovered around the candle.

“What time will you want breakfast?”

Lola looked around the table as if waiting for the others to answer. She seemed uncomfortable giving directions to Briggs’s servants.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Mel said. She looked at April and shrugged. “How about noon?”

“I’ll be up by ten,” Sara said. “I like to walk the beach before it gets too hot.”

“It depends on how well I sleep,” Annie said. “I’m usually up around eight o’clock. But if I’m away from home I don’t always sleep too well, so it may be earlier.”

“Ten it is,” April said. She said good night and walked back inside, closing the door behind her. They watched her cross the kitchen and disappear down the back hallway.

“Let’s play a game,” Mel said, raising her drink above her head. Her glass caught the candlelight, reflecting like a jewel.

The others groaned and looked at one another across the table. Mel had always been partial to games.

Mel, undiscouraged by their reaction, said, “Each woman writes down on a slip of paper something she wants to do this week and then we bury the notes in a little box in the sand under the edge of the porch. At the end of the week, we’ll dig up the notes and anything that hasn’t been accomplished will have to be done before we leave the island.”

“Why don’t we just go around in a circle and say what we want to do?” Sara said.

“Because that’s not the same thing. If we write it down secretly we’ll be bolder in our ambitions.”

“So you’re saying it has to be something bold?”

“Yes. Something outside your comfort zone.” Mel looked around the table at their distrustful faces. “Come on, girls, how long’s it been since we got together and did something crazy? Twenty-three years?” She looked so young in the flickering candlelight and, gazing at her, Sara couldn’t help but feel a sudden catch in her throat, a lingering sadness at the unpredictability of life.

“I don’t know what you mean,” Annie said. “Is this like Truth or Dare?”

Lola got up to go into the house. She came back a few minutes later carrying a small box, a piece of paper, and four pens. She tore the paper into four strips and passed the pens around.

“Just write something down,” Mel said. “Something you’d like to do if you had the nerve. And, Annie, don’t write clean the baseboards.”

“You’re funny,” Annie said. She was remembering a long-ago game of Truth or Dare when Mel had made her stand on her head in a mini-skirt in front of the Honk ’n’ Holler convenience store while a long line of traffic passed slowly in the street. “I can tell you right now I’m not standing on my head.”

Sara was remembering her own version of the Truth or Dare incident. “I’m not taking my clothes off,” she said to Mel. “I want that understood up front.”

“Y’all are kind of missing the whole point of this little exercise. The point is to stretch out, get a little outside your comfort zone. Do something slightly crazy.”

Lola looked up from writing. Her eyes were wide and blue, and her shimmering hair curved over her cheek like a wing. “Does it have to be legal?” she asked.

They all laughed nervously, looking at one another across the table. You never knew with Lola.

They finished their notes and Lola collected them in the little box. Then she tripped down the steps and disappeared under the edge of the porch. A few minutes later she was back, slapping the sand off her hands and prancing up the steps like a gymnast.

Mel lifted her drink in a toast. The other three followed suit. “Here’s to the good old days,” she said.

“That weren’t always so good,” Sara said.
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