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To my mother, Barbara Benedict Woods (1927–2018),
who first sparked my interest in Nantucket with memories 

of her visit to the island as a girl in the 1930s.

Her treasured antique lightship basket  
is shown on the cover of this book.
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Cast of Characters

17th century

Mary Coffin Starbuck: daughter of one of the first propri-
etors of Nantucket Island, highly revered, considered 
to be like Deborah the Judge of the Old Testament

Nathaniel Starbuck: son of proprietor Edward Starbuck, 
husband to Mary

Peter Foulger: surveyor, missionary to the Wampanoag 
Indians of Nantucket Island, joined the proprietors

19th century

Hitty Macy— daughter of Reynolds Macy, twin sister to 
Henry

Henry Macy— son of Reynolds Macy, twin brother to 
Hitty

Jeremiah Macy— father of Reynolds Macy, grandfather 
to Henry and Hitty
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Reynolds Macy— sea captain, father of Hitty and Henry

Daphne Coffin Macy— wife of Captain Reynolds Macy, 
stepmother to Henry and Hitty

Anna Gardner— teacher, social reformer, abolitionist

Benjamin Foulger— law clerk to Boston- based attorney 
Oliver Combs

Marie- Claire Chase— secretary to Benjamin Foulger

Isaac Barnard— experimental inventor

Maria Mitchell— astronomer

Tristram Macy— cousin to Reynolds Macy, uncle to Hitty 
and Henry
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Glossary of Nantucket  
in the 18th and 19th century

come aboard: a greeting or welcoming for visitors

coof: a Scottish term for an off- islander, generally meant 
for one who lived on Cape Cod

First Day: Quaker word for Sunday— the Friends did not 
use the days of the weeks, nor the months, as they had 
pagan origins; instead, they numbered days and months

greasy luck: originally used to wish a whaleman a good 
voyage and to return with many casks full of whale 
oil; on the island, to wish friends well in any venture

headwind: difficulties to overcome

mad as huckleberry chowder: equated with craziness

Old Town Turkey: Martha’s Vineyard

on deck: meaning “up and around”

rantum scoot: a day’s expedition with no particular des-
tination; from “random” (unplanned) and “scoot” (to 
move quickly or freely)
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skimming the slicks: a fishing expression that indicates 
securing the full limit of return from any effort (comes 
from the smooth, oily patches seen over a school of 
surface- feeding fish)

“Twist not my words”: “Don’t misunderstand me”

watching the Pass: observing people on the street

wild as a Tuckernuck steer: beef cattle, raised on Tucker-
nuck Island, troublesome if brought to a populated area 
like Nantucket town

“Wind, weather, or whales permitting”: “If there are no 
obstacles”

weather breeder: a warning that things are too still, too 
good, too calm, and trouble is ahead
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Part One
1840–1842
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1

“By the deep twelve!” The seaman called out soundings high 
above Hitty Macy as the schooner eased toward Nantucket 
Island, a thick mist shrouding the ship’s path. Hitty yanked 
her brother Henry’s coat sleeve and hurried to the starboard 
bow as the Grey Lady— their beloved home— in all her beauty 
emerged in front of them. The island wore the fog draped 
over her shoulders like a Quaker lace fichu.

The twins leaned against the railing of the schooner as it 
sailed through Nantucket Sound, barely mindful of the brac-
ing salt air that stung their faces, or the people who milled 
around them on the deck. They were still dumbfounded by 
the news they’d just received from their late grandmother’s 
attorney in Boston: Lillian Swain Coffin had made Hitty and 
Henry sole heirs of her vast estate. And it was truly vast.

Hitty gathered her bonnet strings with one hand to keep 
them from whipping against her face. “Why us, Henry? She 
didn’t even like us!” They’d been going round and round on 
the inheritance since the schooner left Boston Harbor.

Henry shrugged. “Grandmother Lillian didn’t like anyone. 
She kept changing her will to disown relatives. Mayhap she 

1
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died before she could cross out our names to add someone 
new.”

Hitty felt as if someone had taken her insides and shaken 
them up. She and her brother might soon become full own-
ers of the Grand House that their grandmother had built on 
an exclusive cove, and her investments of stocks and bonds, 
cash and cattle, as well as deeds to multiple properties. Why, 
even a small island! For most of their lives, Grandmother 
Lillian had scarcely acknowledged Hitty and Henry, never 
without disdain or criticism, yet she bequeathed to them 
her entire fortune.

And they didn’t want it.
Henry turned around, his back against the railing, and 

crossed his arms against his chest. “We didn’t sign anything 
yet, Hitty. We don’t have to accept a single pence.”

She pivoted, heartened to hear that he was waffling in his 
thoughts about it. The crusty old lawyer had told them they 
must accept the inheritance together or refuse it together. 
He was a stickler for details, that Oliver Combs. “What did 
Oliver mean when he said there were conditions to the will? 
And why couldn’t he have just told us what they were? Why 
wait to send a law clerk to Nantucket?”

“Transferring titles can’t just happen overnight, Hitty. 
Paperwork takes time. Oliver said that the law clerk would 
finalize all the estate holdings. It could take a long, long 
time, he said. And forget not,” Henry swept the deck with 
a distracted gaze, “Oliver’s an old man. He must be sixty. 
He doesn’t want to spend months on a fog- drenched island 
copying over documents. A law clerk can handle it.”

“Still, those mysterious conditions he alluded to. What 
were they called?”
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“Codicils.”
Hitty made a sour face. “It sounds like a rare and foul- 

tasting fish.”
A laugh burst out of Henry, and Hitty’s spirits lifted a 

little. How she had missed her twin brother! Henry had 
returned just days ago from coopering on his father’s whal-
ing ship, the Endeavour. He’d shipped out three years ago 
in a great hurry, without confiding to her the reason for it, 
though Hitty knew his haste had something to do with Anna 
Gardner, his childhood sweetheart.

Ironically, Henry had sailed back into Nantucket Harbor 
on the very day of his grandmother’s funeral, only to be 
promptly summoned to Oliver Combs’s office in Boston. 
Her brother barely had time to catch his breath, much less 
be welcomed home with any fuss or fanfare.

“Henry, this . . . fortune, this sudden wealth . . . I fear it 
will change our lives. And I don’t want my life to change.” 
That wasn’t entirely true. There were a few things she’d like 
to change, but they didn’t have anything to do with money. 
She would like for Isaac Barnard to declare his love and 
propose marriage to her, for one. She frowned, mulling over 
how barely conscious Isaac seemed of her. But that deficiency, 
she believed, was part and parcel of being a genius . . . and 
Isaac was indeed a genius. She had a unique insight into bril-
liant people because of her enduring friendship with Maria 
Mitchell, also a genius, also not terribly sociable.

At times Hitty wondered why the Lord God had placed 
so many overly intelligent people into her life, and why she 
felt such a fondness for them, as they could be immensely 
frustrating. She considered her brother Henry, in his own 
way, to be one of those types.
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Hitty assessed the changes she noticed in Henry, how much 
broader and bigger his shoulders had grown, how the creases 
were etched into the corners of his eyes. A result of squint-
ing from the sun, she thought, like all seamen. Twenty-four 
now, and a very handsome man, she realized with surprise, 
as he turned to face the wind, elbows on the railing, his legs 
braced in the mariner’s wide stance. He’d left Nantucket as 
a grown boy and returned as a grown man.

She wondered what all was running through Henry’s mind. 
He’d always been slow to speak, careful with his words. 
Although twins, they were opposites in that way. In nearly 
every way. He was tall and thin, bookish and brainy; she was 
petite and curvy, and she kept her distance from books. Why 
waste precious time reading about people who never were, 
doing things they never did, or about people who were long 
dead, when her own imagination more than sufficed? Life 
was to be lived, not read about.

Aunt Daphne had tried to turn Hitty into a reader, like 
Henry. It was so easy for him, and so difficult for Hitty. The 
more words jammed onto a book’s page thrilled Henry and 
horrified Hitty. Each letter took a malevolent turn, upside 
down and inside out. It was a double helping of the Starbuck 
curse upon Hitty, her grandmother had said of her more than 
a few times. Nathaniel Starbuck, one of the first to settle on 
Nantucket Island and a direct relative to Hitty, was known 
to be illiterate.

When Hitty had turned eight years old, Grandmother Lil-
lian hired an expensive tutor to work with her, an odd man 
who claimed 100 percent success in his ability to teach anyone 
to read. That was before he had met Hitty. The reading ses-
sions were pure torture, every bit as much to the tutor as to her.
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One rainy day after a particularly frustrating reading ses-
sion, Hitty found an old book on her aunt’s bedside table 
and, purely out of spite, cut out as many pages as she could— 
snipping them into tiny bits— before Aunt Daphne walked 
into the room, saw what she was doing, and burst into tears. 
The tutoring sessions ended.

Grandmother Lillian declared that Hitty’s stubborn igno-
rance would send her to the poorhouse, but she was wrong. 
She was wrong about so many things. Hitty loved her life. She 
was the headmistress of the Cent School, a private education 
for children who weren’t school age yet. Ideal for Hitty, as 
the little ones weren’t expected to read. Instead, the children 
played, talked, drew stories, started friendships, and nour-
ished their imaginations.

Hitty much preferred the ways of children. So many ques-
tions arose when one spent her days with them. Last week, 
four- year- old Josiah Swain peered deeply into her eyes, then 
asked her, Since she had brown eyes, did that mean everything 
she saw was brown? And then there was the little girl who 
wondered how Hitty had felt on the last day she was a child.

The Congregational church bells chimed and the sound 
floated over the water, snapping Hitty back to the present. 
The schooner’s sails were getting reefed as they drew close to 
Nantucket Harbor. She tugged on Henry’s shirtsleeve, want-
ing to settle this conversation before they made land. “What 
about thee, brother? Does thee want this money, along with 
Grandmother Lillian’s conditions?” Whatever they might be.

What trick, she wondered, could Grandmother Lillian have 
had up her sleeve? No doubt it had to do with the Society of 
Friends, of keeping it intact and firmly grounded. The young 
had grown weary of the nitpicky behavior of the elders. For 
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goodness’ sake, so many were read out of meeting that Hitty 
was astonished anyone was still left to attend.

Grandmother Lillian was the chief instigator of disciplin-
ary action. Every single week up to her untimely death, she 
had a list of grievances— one man’s hair was cut too long, 
a woman’s dress was the wrong shade of blue, a Friend had 
been spotted coming out of a tavern. And then the most 
outrageous of all— Maria Mitchell had coughed excessively 
in Meeting.

She had been ill with a cold! Maria was furious with 
Grandmother Lillian and gave serious consideration to quit-
ting Meeting altogether. (Hitty talked her back into it.)

Henry’s silence concerned her. Was he, indeed, waffling? 
He was a born waffler. “Has thee given thought to how this 
inheritance might affect thy friendship with Anna Gardner? 
Thee knows how stridently she opposes excess.” How stri-
dently she opposed everything. Anna held many strong be-
liefs. “She has not settled on any other man in thy absence. 
I believe she has been waiting for thee to return home.”

As Hitty said the name of Henry’s sweetheart, a frown 
came over his face. “Candidly, Sister, I have thought of little 
else. But what to do, that I do not know.”

Well, Hitty knew exactly what to do. Refuse the inheri-
tance. If Henry did not agree, she would just have to con-
vince him.

So much had changed on Nantucket Island. Henry could 
see evidence of change even before the anchor was dropped. 
For one thing, the anchor dropped much farther out in the 
harbor than it had three years ago, when he’d sailed off on 
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the Endeavour. The hidden sandbar continued to build 
up, creating a dangerously shallow harbor. And then there 
were the new buildings that cradled the harbor— tall church 
steeples that scraped the sky. If steeples had been built in his 
absence, that meant the Society of Friends was no longer the 
dominant religion.

By all outward appearances, Nantucket was not the island 
he remembered.

Or maybe it was him. Maybe he was the one who had 
changed. Three years spent chasing whales felt like three years 
lost. He’d only agreed to sign on as cooper because he didn’t 
know what else to do with his life, and his father insisted he 
give seafaring a reasonable try. He did. He hated it.

It was strange how life went. As a boy, Henry wanted 
nothing more than to crew on a whaling ship, like his father 
and his grandfather Jeremiah. But that was when Nantucket 
was the wealthiest seaport in the world, whales were plenti-
ful, seamen of any and all rank were considered heroes by 
beautiful maidens.

It was a different story today.
Fewer and fewer ships came to Nantucket because of the 

sandbar, New Bedford had begun to emerge as the center of 
whaling, and the whale population had grown scarce. Ships 
had to seek new whaling grounds in the Pacific to fill their 
hold— which meant painfully long durations.

Henry found the reality of the seafaring life fell far below 
his expectations. Only a fraction of the crew’s time at sea 
was spent pursuing whales. The rest was filled with utter 
boredom. Henry’s mind needed more to fill it— books and 
spirited lectures and intellectually stimulating people. Sailors, 
he had found, had little on their minds.
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And then there was Anna Gardner.
Anna. Henry hoped to see her waiting at the wharf along-

side his father and Daphne as the dory brought them in, but 
alas, she was not. Hitty told him that Anna now taught at 
the African School, and no doubt that was why she hadn’t 
met the schooner. It didn’t surprise him to hear Anna was 
teaching. She had a passion for learning, for fairness, for 
equality for all. It was a Gardner trait. When Anna was only 
six years old, her parents had risked hiding a fugitive slave, 
Arthur Cooper, in their attic. That experience, coupled with 
her parents’ broad-mindedness, left a permanent mark on 
her. She was fierce in her feelings, his Anna, if she was in-
deed still his.

Moments later they were on Straight Wharf, heading 
home. His father, Reynolds Macy, carried their bags under 
his arms. Hitty walked alongside him, chattering at full speed. 
Henry and Daphne trailed behind them, talking quietly to 
each other.

“Just like it’s always been,” Daphne said, tucking her hand 
around his elbow.

Daphne was as near a mother to him as a woman could be. 
She was actually his late mother’s sister, married to his father. 
Some Friends snickered that she was a poor replacement for 
Jane Coffin Macy, but Daphne had never tried to replace his 
mother. Daphne was Daphne. He and Hitty adored her, as 
did their father.

“It’s so good to have thee home.” Gently, Daphne squeezed 
his elbow. “But I suspect there is much weighing on thy mind.”

Indeed, there was a great deal on Henry’s mind. Includ-
ing the news his father had just greeted him with on the 
wharf— announcing that he and Daphne would be heading 
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out to sea as soon as the ship could be outfitted. “Why does 
Papa want to captain the Endeavour? Why now? At his age? 
And why in the world are you going along on the journey?”

“He’s wanted to take to the sea again for many years. 
When he received Abraham’s letter that he wanted to retire, 
and that the Endeavour was in surprisingly good condition 
after this voyage, it seemed the time was right. As for me, 
Henry, I am eager for an adventure.”

“I know there is more to the story than wanting an ad-
venture. Please, Daphne, I want the truth.”

Daphne dropped her chin to her chest. She did not speak 
for a long moment, as if gathering her words. In a voice so 
quiet that Henry had to lean in to hear her, she said, “We 
are penniless, Henry.”

Henry’s mouth fell open. “Penniless?”
“The Endeavour is the only asset we have, but for the 

Centre Street cottage.”
“How is that possible?” His father was a savvy man, 

though he was also known as a generous one. Some would 
say generous to a fault.

“I suppose it all began with Tristram’s treachery.”
“Uncle Tristram,” Henry said flatly. His uncle, business 

partner to his father, had disappeared, absconding with 
everything his father had earned on a six- year whaling voy-
age. His father had sold his Orange Street house— on the 
prestigious captain’s street— just to provide his crew with 
their lay.

“Thy father has paid off every debt. There’s also been thy 
grandfather’s debts to settle.”

“Jeremiah?”
“He’s made some unfortunate investments in his later 
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years. And then . . . thy father has also been the sole bene-
factor of the Endeavour’s voyages.”

Most ships had many investors— syndicates, they were 
called— to provision a ship. The Endeavour had an all- black 
crew, led by a black captain, Abraham, a former slave. No 
syndicates would back the enterprise. “But Abraham has 
been a successful captain.” Mayhap not as successful as other 
sea captains on new whaling schooners, but the Endeavour 
was a small ship and an old one.

“Aye, and thy father has rewarded him amply.” She smiled. 
“Reynolds Macy has done more for others than anyone could 
possibly know. So many anonymous gifts to help others. It 
is the way he is made— to be a blessing.”

“Daphne, why did Papa never tell me about his finances? 
I know you lived modestly, but so do most Quakers.”

“He never wanted thee to know.”
“But . . . my education. Prep school, then Harvard Col-

lege.” He’d taken his time graduating too, because there 
were so many classes he found interesting. “He never balked 
at the cost.”

“He is so proud of thee, Henry, for getting an education. 
He left for the sea as a boy and never had a chance for proper 
schooling. ’Tis a regret of his, and he wanted to be sure his 
own son was well educated. I know that he would never 
want thee, nor Hitty, to know that his finances are in a dire 
condition. When Abraham told him he wanted to retire, it 
seemed like an ideal opportunity for thy father. One last 
voyage, to prepare for his own retirement. A greasy voyage, 
he hopes.” She grinned. “Greasy enough, that is, to feather 
our nest into old age.”

“And you really want to go along?”
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“Oh, I do! I would like to see more of the world, and I 
truly do not want to be separated from thy father. Not for 
a single day.”

They walked up Main Street without talking, veering 
around horses and drays, vendors selling from their carts. 
“Daphne, were we to accept Grandmother Lillian’s fortune, 
I could help you and Papa.”

Daphne’s eyes went wide. “Nay! Do not accept it on our 
account! We will find a way to carry on. We have no fear of 
the future.”

“But you are her daughter, and she left you with nothing.” 
Reynolds Macy had Indian blood in his veins, a trait Lillian 
Swain Coffin could not tolerate in a son- in- law.

“I was not surprised by that. I had no expectation.”
“Think on this, Daphne. If Hitty and I accepted her for-

tune, we could provide for you and Papa. Amply provide.”
“We would never accept that, Henry. But I thank thee for 

offering.” She squeezed his elbow. “So thee has not decided? 
To accept . . . or refuse it?”

How well she knew him. Decisions were difficult for Henry, 
small or big. Anna Gardner once told him that he was the 
only man she knew who could sit on a fence and watch him-
self walk by. “Daphne . . . if Grandmother Lillian had left 
her fortune to you . . . would you have accepted it?”

She did not hesitate. “I would not.”
“Because . . . ?”
“Any gift from my mother comes with a very steep cost.”
The corners of Henry’s lips lifted. “Even from the grave?”
Daphne stopped, and he turned to face her. “Even then.” 

She reached out to take his hands. “But I dare not tell thee 
what to do. I would only suggest that thee give seasoning to 
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the decision, pray long and hard, to let the Light show thee 
what is best.” She looked down at their joined hands. “But 
I worry thee has left the faith.”

He squeezed her hands and released them. It was true that 
he had stopped using the Quaker way of speech, stopped 
wearing the somber, grim clothing of the Friends. He would 
be disowned soon if he did not make adjustments. “I’m not 
sure that I have left the Friends. I’m not sure that I haven’t. 
I suppose you might think me lost, Daphne, but I think not 
lost. I am only trying to discern my destiny.”

She watched him for a long while, thinking something 
through before she spoke again. He knew what was coming 
would be significant. That was Daphne’s way.

“Henry, when thee was a boy, thee helped me find a way 
to save Abraham from the bounty hunter who tried to return 
him to his slave master.”

He grinned. “I well remember that night. Digging for a 
buried treasure.” He took off his hat and spun the brim in 
his hands. “I wonder if it’s still there. I hope it is. I hope it 
stays hidden. A Nantucket secret.”

“Thee has kept our secret all these years.”
“Of course. Of course I have.”
“I learned of the treasure through a family heirloom that 

thy mother gave to me before she passed. ’Tis a journal, 
Henry, of a well- lived life. It’s brought me much wisdom over 
the years.” She gave him a gentle smile. “I think the time has 
come to pass it to thee.”

“Me? Why not keep it for yourself? Take it with you on the 
sea voyage.” He leaned in to whisper, “You’ll have a surfeit 
of time for reading, that I can guarantee.”

Slowly, she shook her head. “The journal is meant to be 
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passed along to the next generation.” She reached into her 
drawstring purse and pulled out a worn- out sheepskin jour-
nal. She held it to him with both hands, as if it were made of 
spun sugar. “I carry this with me wherever I go. Henry, ’tis 
Mary Coffin Starbuck’s journal. Thy ancestor, and mine.”

Henry’s eyes went wide. “Great Mary? ’Tis her journal? 
I thought this was the stuff of legends! And you’ve kept it 
secret all this time?”

Mary Coffin Starbuck was one of the first settlers to Nan-
tucket, considered by all to be a wise and influential woman, 
mayhap the most significant individual who had ever lived on 
the island. He almost felt nervous to touch it, as if he should 
first wash up from the sea journey. But Daphne continued 
to hold it out to him, waiting for him to accept this gift. He 
took it from her outstretched hands and was surprised at 
how light it was. The cover was cracking, the pages were 
yellowed with age. It was so very . . . old.

“The journal has a way of ending up in the right hands. 
Thee will see why, when thee reads it. I believe thee will find 
Great Mary to be a Weighty Friend to thee.” Lowering her 
voice, she added, “But I must ask thee to keep it a secret.”

“You can trust me on that.” Then he looked up. “Hold 
on. Even from Hitty?”

“Especially from Hitty.” Daphne sighed. “Years ago, as 
a child, Hitty took a pair of scissors to this journal.” She 
squeezed her eyes shut as if the memory hurt her still. “I 
cannot give it to her for safekeeping. Even now, she would 
not care for a cherished book the way thee will.”

And he would. He would cherish this journal. He put an 
arm around her shoulders. “Daphne, have I ever told you 
that you”— his voice sounded perilously shaky, even to his 
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own ears—“that you are the greatest gift that Papa, Hitty, 
and I . . . were ever given?”

Daphne tipped her chin down so that her bonnet shaded 
her face, and he realized she was trying not to cry. “And to 
me, Henry Macy. Thee is a gift to me as well.” She wiped 
her cheeks, one after the other, and lifted her face. “Henry, 
thy father would not have done anything differently. Not a 
thing. We may not be wealthy, yet we are rich indeed.”

As they crossed Main Street to head toward Centre Street, 
Henry felt the fog lift—a fog that was so much a part of him 
that he hadn’t known it rested so heavily on his shoulders. 
His head felt cleared of cobwebs. For the first time in his 
life, he knew what to do next. He was going to persuade his 
sister that they should accept their grandmother’s fortune.
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Mary C�n Starbuck

28 March 1683
Stephen Hu�� came into the store this a�ernoon. He 

s�led into Father’s rocking chair by the �re and drank 
gallons � my mullein tea, talking to every person who 
came in. He ca�ied his ear trumpet with him, which 
struck me as ironic for he has li�le need � it. Despite 
being a Quaker, he is n� fond � listening, only � talking. 
Stephen Hu�� never had a thought that he couldn’t turn 
into a sermon.

Today, though, he remained oddly quiet until the store 
was brimming over with customers. �en he rose to his feet 
and announced in his loud, shrill voice, “I have a riddle 
for thee, Mary Starbuck!”

�e store grew quiet, all �es turned to Stephen, as 
everyone enj�ed a good riddle, and he enj�ed a good au-
dience.

“What’s gray and old and likes to be everywhere at 
once?”

“Nantucket fog,” I said, hoping he would now go home.
“Nay. �e answer is . . . Mary C�n Starbuck!” He 

laughed and laughed, thoroughly amused with himself, 
until tears ran down his cheeks.

�at man! He sorely tries my patience. He is the fore-
most reason I will never, ever become a Quaker.

I am too i�itated to write more.
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