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PROLOGUE

THE WIND BLEW HARD, WHIPPING NEWPORT Harbor into whitecaps. Dana Underhill peered beneath the brim of her cap, assessing the situation. This was the last day of sailing lessons. All the kids were supposed to race against each other, she and Lily would hand out trophies, and the summer would be over. “Come on, Dana,” the kids called, impatient to start.

“It’s getting rough,” she said, watching to see whether the harbormaster would hoist small-craft warnings.

“Please, Dana? Come on, you taught us right! What good are sailing lessons if we can’t handle a little chop?”

“Yeah, Dana. Please?”

“You know we can do it!”

“What do you think?” Dana asked, glancing across the Boston Whaler. Her younger sister Lily’s blond hair formed a wild, kinetic halo in the wind. Even at eighteen and twenty, they were inseparable. Sailing was their passion; teaching racing to wealthy young Newporters was just their summer job to pay for the art school they attended together.

“Summer’s not officially over till we hand out these trophies,” Lily said as the boat rocked.

The small fleet of Blue Jays jostled against the floating docks at the Ida Lewis Yacht Club. The sails were already rigged, the two-person crews installed beneath the exuberantly swinging booms. The sound was deafening: halyards clanking, sails thwacking, lines slapping. The young sailors were a study in grace under tension. Many summered on Bellevue Avenue or Ocean Drive, attended the finest prep schools, seemed—with zeal foreign to Dana—to consider competition a way of life.

“We sailed to the Vineyard last weekend in much worse,” Polly Tisdale called.

“My father said if I don’t come home with a trophy, don’t come home,” Hunter Whitcomb said. “Race or die!”

“Yikes,” Dana said.

“Do fathers really say that?” Lily whispered.

“Not ours,” Dana said. The sisters had learned to sail at Hubbard’s Point, Connecticut, a sweet and comfortable family beach that was a far cry from yachting life in Newport.

Dana paused, crouched at the helm of the Boston Whaler, admitting to herself once again that she and Lily were the wrong instructors for this job, when her eyes fell upon Sam Trevor.

“Our boat’s going to win,” he said, his glasses crooked and his grin braces-bright as he stared with open adoration at Dana. The youngest kid in class, Sam had the jib, with Jack Devlin manning the tiller.

“You think so?” Dana smiled.

“Dream on, four-eyes,” Ralph Cutler sneered. Barbie Jenckes, his crewmate, let out a haughty laugh. “You’re not even supposed to be sailing here. You don’t belong to the yacht club. You’re just a little wharf rat . . .”

“Enough,” Dana said dangerously. Barbie was almost right. Sam’s family didn’t have money. He went to public school. His mother worked at the local lobster company. Dana and Lily had spotted him hanging around the docks early in the summer, challenging them to a bowline-tying contest, and Dana had been unable to resist him.

The small and eager third-grader had had the air of a friendly beagle. Sweet and clumsy, with glasses perpetually slipping off his freckled nose, he had tied the worst bowline Dana had ever seen. She had picked up on his loneliness—the facts that his mother worked, his brother was in college, and he was essentially alone for the summer. He missed his brother the way Dana would miss Lily, so she had found a place for him.

“Let me show ’em,” Sam said to Dana, his eyes shining.

“This is the real thing,” she said, holding his gaze. “High wind, a field of fast boats.”

“Walk home, Sam,” Hunter Whitcomb warned. “The rest of you too. This race is between Ralph and me.”

“Speak for yourself, Hunt,” Laney Draper piped up. “Though I do agree that Sam should be disqualified. He didn’t even pay for lessons!”

“Dana gave me a scholarship,” Sam said, a shadow of anxiety dulling his grin.

“Ralph’s father raced here when he was young, and so did mine,” Hunter said. “Our mothers too. How about yours, Sam?”

“Sons of fishmongers don’t quite get it,” Ralph said.

“That’s mean,” Lily said.

Dana watched the sons of Newport’s two richest men eye each other across their bows as Sam jumped to his feet. Nearly capsizing the fourteen-foot Blue Jay, he grabbed hold of the mast to steady himself.

“She might clean fish,” Sam yelled, his face red and glasses slipping, “but she’d be ten times prouder of me than anyone could ever be of you. She’d be crazy with pride. She’d be gigantic-huge-gargantuan with pride, you rotten snobs. Let us sail, Dana. I’m gonna show them. . . .”

“Let him,” Lily breathed.

Dana held his gaze, wishing he would sit down. Small and scrappy, his speech had brought tears to his own eyes. He slashed them away, not wanting the other kids to see.

Dana’s heart swelled for him. She wanted to go hug him, but she knew that would only make things worse. The crews were laughing at him, and Jack Devlin—his own skipper—looked as if he wanted to jump ship from embarrassment. The wind hadn’t dropped, but it hadn’t increased either. Lily’s eyes sparkled with emotion, leaving Dana no doubt over what she should do.

“Okay,” Dana said, staring directly at Sam. “We’re going to race.” The entire class began to cheer, getting straight to work on their sails and lines, preparing to leave the dock.

“That’s my sister,” Lily said proudly.

“That’s my friend,” Sam replied, beaming.

“You ready?”

“You bet I am! I’m not going to let anyone down, Dana—my mom or you. She’s going to have my trophy on the fish case,” he said, his cheeks scarlet as he tried to hold back hiccups.

“Just be careful,” Dana called to everyone in the fleet, but especially to Sam, watching the boom nearly clip his head as he ducked beside Jack. Some of the kids waved, but most, including Sam, were already focused on the race.

 

WHILE JACK HELD the tiller, Sam worked the jib sheets. He was glad he had his back to Jack, because he didn’t quite have control of his face. His cheeks and chin were still twitching from trying not to cry. Not just because of the things Hunter and Ralph had said about his parents, but because for a minute he had worried that Dana might listen to them and not let him race.

He should have known better.

Dana was his friend. They were special to each other. Sam didn’t know how he knew, but he did. She had a sister, he had a brother. From the very first minute they talked to each other, they had started being friends. It was weird; he was only eight, in third grade, and she was a beautiful grown-up.

Unfortunately, their friendship had started with a lie. He had tricked her into letting him join the class. After watching sailing school for one week, he made his move.

It was July. Early one morning, before the students arrived, he started crabbing on the yacht club dock. His heart was pounding as he heard her footsteps coming down the weathered boards. His mother was always working, Joe was on some ship a million miles away, and Sam was bored and hurt in a way he couldn’t put into words. Sailing looked so cool and free, something that would take him far from the darkness of his own home.

“What are you using?” Dana had asked.

“For bait? A fish head,” Sam had said, remembering how he’d scavenged the bluefish head from his mother’s pail, how she had yelled for him to stay out of the garbage.

“Do you eat the crabs you catch?”

“No, I watch them,” he’d said. “I’m gonna be an oceanographer when I grow up. Just like my brother.”

“What do you see when you watch crabs?” she had asked, crouching down.

He had shown her: the way they scuttle sideways, hiding in the shadows of his bucket, the way they use their claws to tear the bluefish flesh, their bottle-green color designed to camouflage them underwater, the fact they were cleaning machines eating anything that drifted to the bottom of Newport Harbor.

“And I thought they were just crabs!” When she smiled, her whole face changed. It was bright as the sun, Sam thought. Brighter than any summer day.

“What’s your name?” she had asked.

“Sam Trevor. What’s yours?”

“Dana Underhill.”

She had paint around her fingernails and streaked on her sailing shorts. The colors were pale green and cobalt blue. When she saw him staring at her hands, she said, “Oops. Didn’t use enough turpentine.”

“What were you painting?”

“A picture of the harbor.”

“Are you an artist?”

“Trying to be.”

“Wow. I thought you were just the sailing teacher.” Flustered, he talked faster. “I don’t mean just. I mean I think it’s cool you’re the sailing teacher. You don’t know how much I wish I knew how to sail.”

“Well, that makes us even. I thought you were just crabbing, and you’re a future oceanographer.”

That’s when he hit her with the zinger: “I wish you could teach me how to sail.”

“You do, do you?” she asked, beaming.

He nodded. Then, because the desire to learn was much stronger than he’d known, he said, “More than anything.”

“I’d be very happy to teach you to sail,” said Dana Underhill, and from that incredible moment on, Sam was a member of her class.

“Hey, Sam,” Jack called now above the rising wind.

“Yeah?” Sam asked, perched on the gunwale, trying to hang out over the rough gray water, to balance his weight as the small boat heeled over. They were on a starboard tack, beating out to the starting line. Dana was driving the crash boat, and her sister Lily had just sounded the one-minute horn.

“Don’t screw up,” Jack warned.

“I won’t,” Sam promised.

“When I say ‘ready about,’ concentrate on the jib, okay? Don’t be watching the weather, being Mr. Junior Scientist.”

“Don’t worry about me,” Sam said, straightening his glasses and giving Jack a big smile. Jack’s family had just moved to the area, so he didn’t have any old friends to sail with. He almost always got stuck with Sam, and Sam didn’t want to let him down.

Mainly, he wanted to do well for Dana. He glanced over at the crash boat, saw her see him and wave. He felt a shiver go down his spine, knowing she was looking out for him. After this race, summer would be over and she would go back to art school in Providence. At least she and Lily got to be together. Sam’s brother was far away, on his quest to become an oceanographer.

“Hey, Sam,” Jack yelled. “Eyes on the fleet, okay?”

“You got it, skipper!”

The centerboard hummed with their increasing boat speed. Sam felt the vibrations through his legs and spine. Lily sounded the thirty-second horn, and Sam hit the stopwatch. The boats began to maneuver closer to the starting line. Dana steered the Boston Whaler out of the way. She gestured to Sam, silently suggesting a tactic, and Sam passed it on to Jack.

“Veer that way.” Sam pointed.

“We’ll hit,” Jack said, staring at the pack of boats.

“No, we have space,” Sam said, estimating wind direction, current, and speed. “We’ll be first across the starting line.”

“Starboard,” Jack shouted, sliding under Hunter’s bow.

“Screw you,” Hunter bellowed as he lost his wind.

“That one’s for the fishmonger,” Sam yelled, locking eyes with Hunter.

“You little shit,” Hunter said, throwing the tiller across, coming about with a loud clatter and roar as the sails luffed, then caught the wind.

“Ten seconds,” Sam called to Jack as they glided perfectly toward the start. “Nine, eight . . .”

“Ready about,” Jack said. Trying to stay ahead of Hunter, he had misjudged the wind. Sam had an oceanographer’s instinct for conditions, and he knew that Jack was making a mistake. But Jack was captain and Sam was crew, so he had to go along. He grabbed the jib sheet and tore it from the cleat. Doing so, he dropped the stopwatch, and his terminal klutziness kicked in. He bobbled the line. The wind ripped it from his hand and his arm went out to grab it. Like a lost kite string or an escaping balloon, the nylon line was just out of reach.

“Oh, God,” he exclaimed. They were two seconds from the start, Hunter was passing, and Dana was watching. Without thinking, Sam lurched forward to clutch the white line.

“What the hell . . .” Jack shouted. Two, one: Lily sounded the starting blast.

“Sam, sit down!” Dana cried out, and it was the last thing in the world Sam Trevor heard before the boom came swinging across the beam with all the force of a freight train, cracking him in the skull and knocking him overboard.

 

“DANA, HE’S BLEEDING,” Lily screamed as they sped across the waves.

“Don’t take your eyes off him,” Dana called, losing sight of Sam’s inert body. Trying to prove himself cool, he had defied the rules and failed to put on a life jacket. His jeans were dark blue, the same color as the water, his jacket a faded shade of greenish-gray.

“Hurry,” Lily cried.

Mere seconds had passed, and already he had disappeared under the surface. One hand on the wheel, Dana pulled off her boat shoes. She unzipped her jacket and realized Lily was doing the same. They had learned everything about the water together. They had taken lifesaving back at Hubbard’s Point, practicing rescues on each other.

The sisters brushed fingers for luck and strength. Their eyes met for just a second, and then they dived in. The water closed over their heads. Dana’s lungs were full of air, and she saw bubbles escaping from her sister’s mouth. They felt as if they owned the sea. It was their domain, and they swam straight for Sam as he drifted down toward the bottom.

They reached him at the same time. Blood gushed from a cut behind his ear, tinting the murk reddish. Dana slid one arm around his chest, and Lily came under from the other side. Their legs moved in synchronicity. Enveloping the boy, they were in their element, gently bringing him to the surface.

Their heads bobbed up, and together they supported Sam. He lay cradled in their arms, and the sisters looked down into his face. Dana felt the force of the sea coming through her legs. Treading water, her feet brushed Lily’s. Their legs might have been fish tails, so easily did the girls stay afloat. Bending her lips to Sam’s, Dana breathed into his mouth.

Suddenly, Sam coughed and spit out water.

“He’s back to life,” Lily said.

“What happened?” he asked, choking. As he struggled to free himself, they held him tightly in their arms.

“Well, let’s get you into the boat, and I’ll tell you,” Dana said.

They were floating together, face-to-face, and his eyes sprang wide open as he stared at Dana. His glasses were long gone, and it took a second to bring her into focus. “It’s you. . . .”

Lily laughed. “Did you think she was a mermaid?”

“She saved your life, that’s all,” Jack Devlin said from above.

“You did?” Sam asked with unmistakable delight, gazing at Dana with horror-movie drips of blood running down the side of his face.

Dana just smiled, supporting him in the water.

“I’ll never forget this, Dana,” he said, holding her hand.

“Lily too,” Jack said. “They both saved you.”

“I mean it.” He brushed the blood out of his eyes. “Never. As long as I live. You two sisters never have to worry—I’ll protect you forever.”

Dana and Lily smiled. The wind had died, and the sun broke from behind a dark cloud, spreading strange butterscotch light across Newport Harbor. The spires of St. Mary’s and Trinity churches gleamed on the hill, and the hulls of several hundred boats glistened on their moorings. Dana’s eyes met Sam’s and held.

“Do you think I’m kidding?” he asked.

“Come on,” Lily said, trying not to laugh. “Let’s get you into the boat now.”

“Just because I’m young,” he said, “doesn’t mean I can’t do it. Just wait, you’ll see.”

“You’re my hero,” Dana said, her smile growing larger, “and if I ever need help, I’ll know who to call. But listen to Lily and let us get you into the boat. You can save us some other time, okay?”

“Okay,” Sam said, allowing himself to be lifted from the water, sounding for all the world as if he had just made a promise.




CHAPTER 1

Twenty-one years later

THEY WERE SISTERS AND THEIR MOTHER AND aunt were sisters. Quinn and Allie Grayson sat on the wall by the road, waiting for Aunt Dana to arrive from the airport. She lived in France. She was an artist. She was different from every single person they knew. Every time a car drove down their dead-end street, they craned their necks and Quinn felt a funny flip in her stomach. She wondered whether Allie felt it too, but she didn’t want to ask.

“It’s not her,” Allie said when the Tilsons—the new neighbors—drove past in their green station wagon for the third time in an hour.

“Three times. Back, forth, and back again. What do you think they’re doing?”

“Buying every plant the garden center has. Their yard is a showplace.”

Quinn gave her a fishy look. “Showplace” was just the kind of thing Allie would say. She had picked it up from hanging around their grandmother, who was inside the house, way too much.

A different neighbor, Mrs. McCray, rolled down the window of her blue car and smiled. Mrs. McCray had owned her house forever, had known their mother and aunt since they were younger than Quinn and Allie were now. She was old with white-blue hair, and her rocks had the best tidal pools with the most crabs and starfish.

“Is Dana here yet?” she asked, smiling.

“Not yet. Any minute now,” Allie said, but Quinn just stared straight ahead.

“It’s marvelous—very, very exciting. To think of her coming all the way from Europe for an art opening! Some artists work all their lives without becoming known. We are all so proud of her. She and your mother got their start painting on my rocks, you know. I still have the pictures they gave me.”

“Aunt Dana’s the best there is,” Allie said.

“Yes, she is. But she’d better not forget where she got her start. Tell her I’ll see her at the Black Hall Gallery tomorrow night. We all will!”

“Lucky us,” Quinn said under her breath as Mrs. McCray drove away.

Allie didn’t reply. She resettled herself on the stone wall. Looking more carefully, Quinn saw that Allie was posing. She had arranged herself to best advantage, legs tucked beneath her bottom, the spring sunlight striking her bright yellow hair.

“You want her to paint you, don’t you?” Quinn asked.

“I don’t care,” Allie said.

“No, you do. I can tell.”

Allie wheeled around. “You might have changed your clothes,” she said, eyeing Quinn’s torn jeans and faded sweatshirt. At the sight of her sister’s hair—which Quinn had twisted into sixty-three skinny braids, all looking like a bunch of boinged-out springs—she shuddered. “You want to drive her straight away.”

“I couldn’t care less what she does,” Quinn said. “Whether she stays or goes, who cares?”

“Oh, my God,” Allie said, peering down the road. Shade from the tall oaks and pines dappled the tar, making the approaching car look dark and mysterious. It was an airport sedan, dark blue with dents, the kind Aunt Dana always took when she visited. Up the hill, a door slammed shut. Without turning around, Quinn knew their grandmother had stepped outside to see. The car door opened, and a small woman got out. She was about the same size as Quinn and Allie’s mother, with silvery brown hair and bright blue eyes, wearing jeans and a windbreaker, looking more as if she’d stepped off a sailboat than out of a city car.

“She looks like Mommy,” Allie said breathlessly, as if she’d forgotten, as if they hadn’t just seen her a year earlier.

Quinn couldn’t speak. Allie was right. Aunt Dana had always looked like their mother. She was the same size, and she had the same curious, friendly, about-to-laugh expression in her eyes. In spite of that, Quinn scowled and couldn’t quite imagine what made her say the words that came out of her mouth: “She does not.”

“You two have grown so much in a year, I barely recognize you,” Aunt Dana said.

“How long are you staying?” Allie asked, running straight into the street and their aunt’s arms.

“Just about a week,” Aunt Dana said, smiling across Allie’s head at Quinn. “Aquinnah Jane. Is it really you?”

Quinn’s feet started to move. They jumped off the wall and took three steps toward her aunt. But suddenly they turned and ran—fast, faster, down Cresthill Road, toward the rocks in front of Mrs. McCray’s house, to the hidden tidal pool where no one—especially Aunt Dana—would ever find her.

 

SAM TREVOR STOOD before his lecture class at Yale, loading the tape into the cassette player. All eyes were upon him. Fifty-five students, future oceanographers all of them, were about to hear the tape of whale sounds his brother and Caroline had recorded in Greece.

“I believe you will hear irrefutable proof that cetaceans talk to one another in a language just waiting to be translated,” he said. “The work of Malachy Condon makes a fine beginning, but we shall go further. If I can just get this in . . .”

A girl in the back of the room giggled. Sam’s glasses slipped, but he caught them with one hand and slid the tape in with the other. Pushing the play button, he gazed across the sea of faces.

“We only have two more classes before finals. I thought you were lecturing today,” a dark-haired girl said.

“I was,” Sam said. “But I decided to let the whales speak for themselves. My exam will cover what you hear today and, more important, how you interpret it.” Then, leaving the tape playing and students groaning, he walked out the classroom door and down the hallway of Crawford Hall toward the faculty parking lot.

Sam was a responsible guy. He never shirked his teaching duties, and he hoped he wasn’t doing that now. But he had a feeling in his chest, pressing harder by the minute, impelling him out to his van.

Scanning the shoreline arts page in search of a movie last weekend, he had seen her name: Dana Underhill.

“An opening reception of this artist’s work will be held on Thursday, June 17, from 6 to 8 P.M. at the Black Hall Gallery. Ms. Underhill, who resides in Honfleur, France, will attend.”

Sam had never planned to see her again. He had gone to college, then graduate school, and there had been girlfriends along the way. Then he took the Yale job and started to think of her again. It was subtle, nothing much more than a map reference that he had always associated with her. She and her sister, Lily, came from Hubbard’s Point in Black Hall, just thirty miles east of New Haven.

She had taught him to sail. He could head up the Sound, come around the Point, show her that he remembered everything she had taught him.

But she no longer lived in Connecticut. Her career had taken her away. He knew, because a year and a half ago, right after starting at Yale, he had run into Lily at the Long Wharf Theater. She was there with her husband, and Sam was there with his date, Claudia Barton. The memory came hard and fast, hitting Sam like a hurricane: Dana’s sister, Lily. His other lifesaver.

“And Dana?” Sam had asked after Lily had filled him in on her own life.

“She’s so far away, Sam,” Lily had said. “I wouldn’t be able to stand it if I didn’t know she’s following her dream.”

“Her dream?” Sam had asked. His hands shaking, he had jammed them into the pockets of his jacket so his date wouldn’t see.

“To paint every sea there is,” Lily had said. “She’s lived on so many coastlines, always finding little cottages with a view of the water. Remember the last time I saw you, what was it—eight, nine years ago?”

“Ten,” Sam had said quietly.

“That’s right—the year we had Quinn. Anyway, remember I told you Dana was renting that house on Martha’s Vineyard?”

Sam had nodded, not quite able to reply, afraid Lily could read his mind.

“Gay Head,” Lily’s husband said to her as if Sam weren’t even there.

Lily had squeezed her husband, but she had smiled at Sam. “That was the beginning, Dana’s search for the perfect seascape. Someday I know she’ll have enough, she’ll get famous, and she’ll come back home.”

Sam recognized the sadness in Lily’s eyes. He knew how she felt; he had a brother like Dana—Joe was a treasure-hunting oceanographer, and he constantly traveled the world. Sam missed him like crazy, and he could see Lily felt the same way about Dana.

“She will,” Sam had said to make Lily feel better. “Of course she’ll come home. I might have been young, but I remember how close you were. She wouldn’t want to leave you for too long.”

“I hope you’re right,” Lily had laughed. “She has two nieces who miss her almost as much as I do. We visit every summer, but mainly they know her through her postcards.”

“I know that story,” Sam had said. He had one in his back pocket, a postcard sent by Joe and his wife, Caroline, from Greece.

“Are you an old friend of Lily and Dana’s?” her husband had asked.

“Oh, Mark,” Lily had said, taking his hand. “I’m so sorry. It’s just, seeing Sam really brought me back. If there’s one person I know would commiserate with me about missing Dana, it’s Sam. They meant a lot to each other that summer—sailing lessons in Newport, right, Sam?”

Aware of Claudia’s growing interest, Sam nodded. Now Lily was going through her handbag, pulling out an envelope, handing Sam a picture.

It was of Dana. Claudia leaned over to see, and Sam reached past her for the photo.

She was so beautiful, even more so than he had remembered. Her eyes were the color of sky. Her body was slight, dressed in paint-stained chinos and a linen shirt. He could see the paint around her fingernails, no rings on her hands.

“Is she married? Does she have kids?”

“No and no. She and I taught Sam sailing,” Lily said to Claudia with a hint of apology in her voice.

“I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for them,” Sam said.

“Team Underhill,” Mark said, smiling as he hugged his wife.

“Man overboard,” Lily explained, leaning into Mark’s embrace. “It could happen to anyone.”

“Teaching kids to sail, saving their lives, all in a day’s work,” Mark said.

“He is a very good sailor,” Claudia concurred. They had raced at Block Island during the summer. When Sam looked up now to smile at her, she had backed away from the picture. Claudia was resident in psychiatry at Yale–New Haven; Sam had been drawn to her perception and insight. He could see that she was using those gifts, seeing straight past the picture and Lily, wanting to know more about Dana.

“Where is she now?” Sam asked, staring at the picture.

“That was taken in France,” Lily said. She went on, talking quickly now as the houselights blinked and people began to file back into the theater.

“France?”

“Yep,” Lily had said over her shoulder, letting herself be pulled back inside by her husband. “That’s where she lives now, in Honfleur, on the coast of Normandy. She says it reminds her of Black Hall . . . I tell her that means she should come back home.”

And now she had, Sam thought, driving his Volkswagen van onto I-95. Dana was in Black Hall for an art opening. The article had said she still lived in Honfleur, which meant she was just home for a visit, maybe only for the art show. He wondered what she would think to learn that he had become an oceanographer after all. Sam hadn’t seen her in almost twelve years but he was going to see her tonight. He was just looking up an old friend.

Or at least that was what he told himself.

 

A DAY AFTER her return home, the Black Hall Gallery was packed with neighbors, strangers, art lovers, friends of Dana’s and Lily’s. Dana couldn’t believe this day had come. She had learned to paint in Black Hall, but this was her first exhibition here. She felt both excited and nervous as everyone walked past her paintings. From habit, she wished Jonathan were with her.

Her canvases were huge, great washes of blue and green, always of the sea, often with a hint of sunset or moonrise along the horizon. Some showed the evening star or a crescent moon. Each painting had a secret hidden in the waves, and Dana stood still, knowing no one would notice. Lily was the only one who ever did.

Her niece, Allie, wouldn’t let go of her hand. Her other niece, Quinn, was nowhere to be seen.

“Mommy really did it,” Allie said.

“She did, she absolutely did,” Dana said. “She wanted me to have a show in Black Hall, and she wouldn’t quit till the gallery owner said ‘uncle.’ ”

“It wasn’t that hard,” Allie giggled.

“This is a very prestigious gallery,” Dana’s mother, Martha, whispered. “They only exhibit artists who are really top-notch. See the Renwicks over there?”

Dana glanced across the wide, airy space. Clustered around the gallery owner were Augusta Renwick and two of her daughters, Clea and Skye. Although Dana knew them only by sight, she felt honored to have them there. Augusta was the widow of Hugh Renwick, one of Black Hall’s best-known artists of recent times.

“I can’t believe they’re here for little old me,” Dana said.

“Well, they are, sweetheart,” her mother said. “Along with everyone else in town.”

Having had one-person shows of her work in New York, Deauville, and Montreal, why did she feel ten times more nervous here at home? This show was a thrill, and Dana owed it all to her sister. Two years ago, Lily had started badgering her for slides and submitting them to the Black Hall and other local galleries. The owner had admired her use of color and light, and he had liked the idea of a local artist, now living abroad, coming home. With scheduling the only real issue, this June had been the first possible date for both parties.

“What do you see in there?” Dana asked Allie, staring at a moonlit sea.

“Dark water,” Allie said. “With silver on top.”

“Nothing else?” Dana asked, wanting her to see what her mother always saw.

Allie shrugged and shook her head. “Why do you always paint the sea?”

“Because I love it so much.”

“The water looks different in every painting. Black, dark gray in that one, turquoise blue in that one . . . but when we were little, you used to say it was all one sea, the same salt water, right?”

“The same water in different places,” Dana said, squeezing her hand. “Every coastline has its own character.” It had almost stopped mattering where she lived as long as she could see the sea from at least one window in her house.

Now, looking for Quinn, she spotted her standing by the hors d’oeuvres table. Forced to wear a flower print dress, Quinn had accented the ensemble with hiking boots on her feet and a heavy chain around her neck. Her strangely braided hair made her resemble a wiry shrub or a drawing by Dr. Seuss.

“How do you spell ‘psycho’?” Allie asked.

“P-s-y-c-h-o,” Dana said. “Why?”

“Because that’s what Quinn looks like with her hair like that.”

“Will you ask her to please come stand with me? I flew all the way from France to see you guys, and she hasn’t said two words,” Dana said.

“You came for the art show,” Allie corrected.

“That’s not the main reason, and you know—” Dana began. Suddenly, Allie pulled her hand away and walked over to her sister. Dana watched as Quinn seemed to listen, then strode out through the open door with Allie following. By the time Dana got outside, her mother following behind her, the two sisters had disappeared.

Dana breathed steadily. She was jet-lagged. Just yesterday she had been standing on the hill, gazing toward the English Channel at the exact spot where Eugène Boudin had painted with Claude Monet, inventing Impressionism in the process. She had packed her clothes, walked through the studio she had shared with Jonathan. Now Dana was in Black Hall, surrounded by friends and neighbors examining her own work. She hoped no one noticed she couldn’t quite look at it herself.

“Are you going to tell me your plans?” her mother asked now that they were alone.

“You know them, Mom. I plan to stay for the week, then go back to France.”

“Dana,” her mother said, placing her hand on Dana’s arm. “I told you on the phone, and I’ll say it again. I don’t want you to go. You belong here. Just look around—can’t you feel the support? You can’t tell me you get that in Honfleur, as beautiful as it might be. And you know you’re going to need it.”

“Mom, don’t,” Dana said. “Where did the girls go?”

“Running wild, as usual. Allie’s fine, but Quinn is a terrible influence. Last Sunday I caught her smoking a cigarette. Twelve years old, and there she was, puffing away!”

“I’ll talk to her.”

“Oh, a lot of good that will do. What makes you think she’ll listen? She hasn’t listened to one word anyone’s said in months.”

“She will,” Dana said. “We’re special.”

Her mother snorted. “So special you can’t even stay.”

“Mom . . .” Dana began.

Her mother’s face looked so old. It was tired and lined, and there was an unfamiliar hardness behind her formerly soft blue eyes. When Dana reached for her hand, it felt cool and dry, and she didn’t squeeze back. They were mother and daughter, but it was as if their connection had been broken.

When Martha Underhill slid her hand away to walk back into the gallery and rejoin the party, Dana closed her eyes. She thought of her cottage on the English Channel, of its whitewashed stone walls. What did it mean to her, after all? It was just real estate with a beautiful view to paint out the window. She and Jonathan had tried—fumbling all the way—to love each other there. Her assistant, Monique, had kept it spotlessly clean. Remembering that, she shivered.

She thought of sailboats rocking in the harbor at Deauville; to supplement the income from her not-frequent-enough sales, she sometimes gave sailing lessons there. Then she thought of Lily.

She wanted her sister.

Of all the people in all the world, Dana wanted her sister to walk through the door. They’d bag this party in a second. She wanted to grab her sister’s hand, run down to the water, and find a boat. Lily’s girls could come with them, and together they could all sail away. Her heart was absolutely ready to be poured out. She craved a gripe session with the girls: a chance to bash Jon and trash Monique. A gentle breeze, a broad reach, and her sister were exactly what Dana needed.

Instead, she just walked down the gallery steps, past the boxwood hedge. As she breathed in the clear summer air, her attention was drawn to a blue van. The driver climbed out, and Dana slowed down, then stopped in her tracks. He was tall and strong-looking, rearranging the bouquet of flowers he had brought. She was mesmerized by the sight of such a big man fiddling with daisies. Her heart kicked over, but when he lifted his eyes and looked straight at her, it flipped back. He was quite young, certainly no older than thirty. Suddenly Augusta Renwick exclaimed with delight, and the young man turned to her, and it didn’t matter anymore.

Dana headed down the blue stone walk, away from the crowd, in search of her nieces.

 

“SHE SAID YOU haven’t said two words to her,” Allie pleaded.

“I have two words for her,” Quinn said. “‘Fuck you.’ ”

“That is so rude and crummy.”

“Pick one,” Quinn said. “Rude or crummy. You’re so dramatic.”

“I’m not the one with Brillo head.”

“No, you’re the one with empty head, you stupid baby.”

Allie’s eyes welled with tears. Two big ones plopped off the lids, down her pink cheeks. Quinn tried not to look, but it was hard. They had walked out the gallery’s front door and sneaked in the back, and now they were sitting under the food table, hidden from sight by a long tablecloth. Face-to-face, she couldn’t exactly pretend she didn’t see her sister crying.

“Stop that,” she said.

“Stop what?” Allie asked, sniffling hard. She knew Quinn hated it when she cried, so she was trying to make herself stop.

Just to change the subject, Quinn brought the cigarette butt out from behind her ear. She had found it on the gallery steps, not even half smoked. Filching matches from the owner’s desk had been a snap. Now she struck one, lit the butt, and took a drag.

“Don’t do that,” Allie begged.

“Why not?” Quinn asked, blowing out a puff. Smoke filled the small space, leaking out under the cloth’s hem.

“You could die. Smoking kills—don’t you listen in school?”

“Everyone dies,” Quinn said. “So who cares?”

“I do,” Allie said, and now she really couldn’t control herself. The tears got bigger and started falling faster. To Quinn they looked clear and solid, tiny jellyfish rolling down her sister’s face.

“Allie,” Quinn said, holding the cigarette in her cupped hand the way she had seen it done in movies. “You know why she’s here, don’t you?”

“The art show.”

“Bull. That’s not why.”

“She says it’s all the same sea, the same salt water . . .” Allie cried.

“But the houses are different, the people are different. We’d have to learn French, Al. Besides all that, I hate her.”

“How can you hate her? She’s Mommy’s sister,” Allie wept.

“That’s why,” Quinn whispered, staring at the lit part of the cigarette as if it were the beacon of a lighthouse. “That’s the exact reason why.”

Suddenly feeling unbearably claustrophobic, Quinn pinched the cigarette out and stuck it behind her ear. Then she threw back the tablecloth and scrambled through a forest of legs, Allie right behind her. People laughed and gasped, but Quinn didn’t care. She just wanted to get away.

 

BLACK HALL was exactly as Dana Underhill had remembered it: peaceful, elegant, suffused with clear yellow light that seemed to bounce off salt marshes and tidal creeks, to paint the shipbuilders’ mansions and church steeples, to trickle down the Connecticut River into Long Island Sound. Just as Honfleur was the birthplace of French Impressionism, Black Hall was where the movement had first started in America, and as an artist, Dana could understand why.

“Hey,” the voice called.

When she turned around, she saw the young man coming after her, still holding his flowers. She saw that she’d been right, that he was just about twenty-eight or twenty-nine.

“Where are you going?” he asked when he’d caught up.

“I’m looking for someone,” she said.

He laughed. “They must be back there, at your opening. Everyone came to see you.”

She didn’t stop walking. The June air was fresh and cool. It blew through the trees, made Dana pull her shawl a little tighter. She wore a white silk sheath and black cashmere wrap. Her earrings and necklace were silver lilies, to remind her of her sister. She wore them whenever she felt a little nervous or thought she might be afraid. Lately she had worn them to soothe her broken heart.

“Is it kids?”

“Excuse me?”

“Are you looking for two girls—your nieces, Lily’s kids?”

“How do you know?” she asked, stopping short as her heart began to pound.

“I saw them go by. They look just like you and Lily,” he said.

“You know Lily?”

“Knew her,” the young man corrected Dana, and again she felt the kick in her heart. “You don’t know who I am, do you? I thought you recognized me back there, when I first got here, but you don’t, do you?”

She flushed, not wanting him to know she’d been thinking he was cute. “Tell me . . .” Dana began, her mouth dry, “how you know Lily.”

“You both taught me how to sail,” he said, handing her the flowers. “A long time ago. Back in Newport.”

She blinked, staring from the bouquet into his eyes. They were smiling, anticipatory.

Dana spun back. The summer before her senior year at the Rhode Island School of Design, she and Lily had worked at the Ida Lewis Yacht Club. Dana had hoped to follow in the footsteps of Hugh Renwick and paint on the Newport wharves; even back then, to support her art, she had taught sailing to kids. Was this one of them, all grown up?

“Don’t you remember me?” he asked, his voice deep yet soft.

Dana peered more intently into the young man’s eyes and felt something move inside her chest. She saw herself and Lily treading water, holding an unconscious boy between them in their arms. The harbor was summer-warm; she could almost feel her sister’s feet brushing her legs underwater.

“Sam . . .” The name came out of nowhere, out of the past.

“You remember me,” he said, grinning widely.

“We never forgot you. Lily told me she’d seen you somewhere—at the theater, wasn’t it?”

“A little over a year ago,” he said, nodding. “Those are her girls?”

“Yes.” Then, trying to smile, “How did you know?”

“Well, they have the Underhill eyes. And she told me you don’t have any children of your own.”

“No, just nieces. That’s enough,” Dana said. But her eyes failed to smile. “What brings you here? Are you an artist?”

“Far from it.” He laughed. “I’m a scientist. An oceanographer to be exact. Remember the crabs?”

“I do,” she said, beginning to smile as she pictured him on the dock. “I do.”

Grinning, Sam gazed down at her. He was quite tall; Dana had to tilt her head back to look into his face. He was full of good humor—every part of him seemed to be smiling. The sun was setting behind the Congregational Church’s white spire, and the scratched lenses in his glasses reflected the declining golden light.

“I’m a marine biologist,” he said. “My brother gives me grief—he’s an oceanographer too, but the geologist-geophysicist variety. Joe says studying whales is for nerds, that sediment’s where it’s at.”

“I remember you talking about your brother,” Dana said. She could see him now, that little boy playing on the docks, catching crabs and throwing them back, missing the older brother who had gone to sea. Her heart caught, missing her sister, and her eyes filled with tears.

“He married a girl from Black Hall,” Sam said, his gaze growing serious as he noticed the change in her expression.

“Oh,” she said, carefully wiping her eyes.

“I teach in New Haven now. Yale,” he said with a shrug, as if he’d just gotten caught bragging. “Joe and Caroline got married two years ago and they travel a lot, but whenever they come back to Firefly Beach, I’ll get to see them. It’s great.” Laughing, he focused on her eyes. “What am I telling you for? You know, right?”

“I know?” she asked, figuring he was referring to his brother: “Caroline” had to be Caroline Renwick, daughter of the art legend, Hugh Renwick of Firefly Beach.

“How great it is to come home and see your sister.”

“Oh, yes.”

“You guys were really close. It was like a package deal—show up and get taught by not one but two Underhill sisters. Is she here tonight?”

Dana didn’t reply. Thoughts of Hugh Renwick evaporated. Now she was remembering the package deal: Dana and Lily in the crash boat, coaching the fleet, feeling the summer breeze on their skin, picking out harbor scenes they wanted to paint.

“You came home to see her and her kids?” Sam persisted.

“I came home to see her kids.”

His face was made for looking quizzical. Tilting his head, he pushed his glasses up. His eyes crinkled slightly. Dana smelled the wildflowers he had brought her and thought of beach grass filled with rosa rugosa, cornflowers, Queen Anne’s lace, and daylilies. She could see Sam didn’t know what to say next, so she said it for him.

“Her daughters. They’re my charges,” Dana said, and the word sounded so formal, it made her laugh. My sweethearts, my darling nieces, my sister’s beautiful girls, would have sounded more natural. “My charges,” she said again.

“But I don’t get it . . .” he began.

“She left instructions in her will,” Dana said. “That if anything ever happened to her and Mark, I should take care of them.”

“In her will,” Sam said slowly.

“I should come home from wherever I was, it said, to look after them. Well, I was in France. Trying to paint and living my life. I did come home for the funerals, of course. But then, my mother seemed to have everything under control, taking care of the girls . . .”

“What happened, Dana?”

“They drowned. Lily and Mark,” Dana said. Her chest caved in when she said the words: It always did. But she breathed deeply and gazed at the beautiful sky, and somehow she kept herself from crying. That part was getting easier. What she felt inside was one thing, but what she showed to the world was becoming simpler to control.

“Oh, Lily,” Sam said.

Turning from the sky to Sam Trevor, Dana was surprised to see tears in his eyes. It was as if the feelings in her own heart had somehow shown up on this near-stranger’s face.

“I’m so sorry,” he said.

“Thank you,” Dana said, gazing back at the sky, at the sharp white steeple piercing the golden-blue twilight. Down the street, people had come out of the gallery to see where she had gone. She heard their voices far off, a million miles away. She felt as if she were in a trance. “She died ten months ago.”

“And you’ve come home to raise her daughters?”

Dana shook her head. “No, to take them back to France with me.”

“Oh,” Sam said.

The crowd had spotted her. Dana heard her name being called. The voices were louder, calling her back. A cake was about to be cut. A toast had to be made. This was her homecoming, however temporary. She was a Black Hall artist, and her sister had made sure the world was going to know it.

The evening star had come out. It glowed in the west, a tiny hole in the sky’s amber fabric. Dana looked for Lily everywhere: in a field of flowers, in a cup of tea, in the sky. Blinking, Dana stared at that bright star and made a wish. Closing her eyes, she thought of her sister. She could see Lily’s eyes, her yellow hair, her bright smile. Reaching out, she could almost touch her. . . .

Sam didn’t move. He didn’t speak, and he didn’t try to steady her, even though she felt herself sway. She was under her sister’s spell, standing in the center of town, trying to touch the evening star. Lily seemed so close. She was right there, right there. With her eyes closed, Dana could feel Lily as if she had never left.

But when she opened her eyes, she was alone with Sam. The gallery owner and her mother were calling her name. Still holding the bouquet of wildflowers, Dana turned around, and together she and the young boy of long ago walked slowly past the white church toward the art gallery and its waiting crowd.
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