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MY PRECONCEPTION OF MARTHA’S VINEYARD WAS PROBABLY SIMILAR to that of the average American who’s never been there. I assumed it was the highbrow vacation playground of the rich and famous. Thanks to a small number of well-known personalities, from songwriters to politicians, this is somewhat true. But the first time I actually experienced Martha’s Vineyard, I was caught off guard by its quaint charm and natural beauty—and I never saw a single celebrity. That might be because I visited the Vineyard in the middle of winter—a time when the population of the entire island is about fifteen thousand and life there is sleepy, subdued, and slow-paced. But winter is also a good time to get around the island and see the sights—and it’s not hard to get reservations at the last minute.

However, if you attempt to go in the midst of the summer, brace yourself. The population increases tenfold—up to 150,000 people inhabit the small island and traffic can be a bear (bikes are recommended). The full-time locals wisely maintain a low profile during the height of the season. They’re said to tell their friends, “See you in the fall,” as soon as June rolls around. They’re also reported to say, “I’m going to America,” when they board the ferry taking them back to Massachusetts. I suppose that’s just how removed they feel, living off on their little island in the Atlantic.

Since I’ve always been drawn to seaboard towns (we have a beach bungalow on the other side of the country), I felt right at home in Martha’s Vineyard. I found the local people to be helpful, informative, and interesting. And the scenery—whether it was windswept beaches, picturesque lighthouses, handsome boats moored in Vineyard Haven, or gingerbread houses in Oak Bluffs—was perfectly delightful, not to mention photogenic. Despite being there in February, with severe storms raging inland, the weather on the island was temperate and mild. All in all, it was a great trip. Even the ferry ride in and out of Woods Hole was enjoyable. In other words, I highly recommend Martha’s Vineyard. I’m looking forward to going back there again myself!

Melody Carlson


Chapter One
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Where was that lake-effect weather when you really needed it? A nice chilly breeze off Lake Michigan would’ve been most welcome today. Waverly felt weary and wilted as she slowly made her way toward the “L.” Not only was she perspiring profusely in her best summer suit, but her new spectator pumps were torturing her feet. She should’ve known better than to trust the adolescent salesgirl who assured Waverly that “four-inch heels really can be comfortable.” And to buy the old line that “Oprah wears these exact same shoes for hours at a time” was truly pathetic. Sometimes Waverly wondered if someone had secretly tattooed GULLIBLE on her forehead in a special ink that only showed up in department store lighting.

As she limped across the street, Waverly wondered if she might’ve permanently injured her feet as well. This morning she’d been so focused on her big interview today that she’d even forgotten to tuck her usual flip-flops into her oversized bag. Well, that was water under the bridge now. Waverly paused at the corner of Columbus and, waiting for the light to change, peeled off her limp linen jacket and folded it over her arm. She fished a hairclip out of her bag and sloppily stuck her long thick curls on top of her head. If the pavement wasn’t so hot, she’d take off her shoes too.

She probably resembled a bag lady now, but her neck and back felt a tiny bit cooler. Even though it was nearly 6 p.m., the temperature on the bank’s reader board declared it was still 98 smoldering degrees. Summer wasn’t here yet, and Chicago had already broken several of this year’s heat and humidity records.

That wasn’t the only thing broken, Waverly thought as she hurried across another scorching hot street. A few days ago, her air conditioner had given up the ghost, and so far her building’s super had not returned her call. Normally, Waverly didn’t whine and complain, but today she felt like flopping down on the greens of Grant Park and sobbing loudly and pitifully. Nothing, absolutely nothing, was going right for her. On days like today, she wondered why she even tried.

“You’re somewhat overqualified for this position,” Mrs. Tremble had told her this morning. Waverly had taken an early lunch break to sneak off to an interview at a new art gallery opening on North Michigan Avenue—in search of her dream job.

“I realize that,” Waverly had explained. “But I’d really love to work for you and I—”

“Have you ever worked in a gallery?” Mrs. Tremble peered curiously over her bifocals at Waverly. “I mean, besides art conservation, which is admittedly a very important field in the art world at large but altogether different from working in sales. Certainly, you can understand.”

“No…I haven’t actually worked in a gallery,” Waverly said slowly. “But I’m a fast learner.”

Mrs. Tremble smiled in a placating way. “I’m sure you are. However, selling art is different. It takes a certain sort of savoir-faire. A special type of personality, if you know what I mean. Almost a gift, I’m inclined to believe. The ability to read people, to immediately assess them, to understand their tastes, know what they want…and how much they are willing to spend…and more.” She laughed lightly. “I sometimes call it the sixth sense. Really, it’s an art form in itself, dear. It’s a lot different from the science of caring for and restoring art. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“I think I do,” Waverly assured her. “I consider myself a fairly intuitive person. Although I didn’t mention it on my résumé, I’m not only involved in the science side of art, I’m also an artist myself.” She smiled hopefully. “I am both creative and scientific.”

Mrs. Tremble sighed. “Well, then…now I am certain you wouldn’t be right for our gallery.”

Waverly frowned. “Why not?”

“I would never hire an artist as a salesperson, dear. Too conflicting.”

“Conflicting?”

“Oh my, yes. It is one thing to understand and appreciate art. It’s another thing to have the gift for selling art. But to have an actual artist working here in a sales position.” She held up her hands as if Waverly had offered her a poisoned apple. “That would never work.”

“But I haven’t picked up a paintbrush in ages,” Waverly tried.

Mrs. Tremble smiled as she stood. “Just be thankful you already have an excellent job. Working in the museum at the Art Institute of Chicago is nothing to be ashamed of, dear. And in this day and age, one is fortunate to have employment of any kind, don’t you think?”

“Yes.” Waverly nodded helplessly as she too stood. The interview was clearly over.

“I don’t want to waste any more of your precious time.” Mrs. Tremble looked at her diamond-studded watch bracelet. “I do thank you for coming in, and I hope you’ll stop by again when we are properly opened. Do watch for the announcement in the Tribune. And we’ll be having a special show for Summer Solstice, less than three weeks away.”

“Thank you.” Waverly looped a strap of her bag over her shoulder with a very forced smile. “I appreciate your time.”

Mrs. Tremble walked her out of the office and into the spacious gallery, where electricians were working on the lighting system that, even at a glance, was state-of-the-art. At the front door, Mrs. Tremble had given Waverly a weak handshake, saying, “Thank you, dear. Have a nice day.”

Waverly politely exited the sleekly designed gallery. Then, pausing in the shade of a canvas awning over the restaurant next door, she’d let out a long, exasperated sigh. She could not believe that Mrs. Tremble had refused to even consider her for the sales position. It was as if the old woman had made up her mind from the very get-go. But, good grief, how hard would it be to sell art? After all, the salespeople worked mostly on commission anyway. What was that mumbo-jumbo about special gifts and a sixth sense? It seemed clear—Mrs. Tremble simply had someone else in mind. Waverly watched as a precisely groomed and well-dressed man paused by the door to the gallery. Checking his image in the shining plate glass, he smoothed his short hair, made a self-satisfied smile, and, holding his head high, went inside. Yes, he was probably the exact sort of person Mrs. Tremble was looking for. Well, good for him!

Waverly had tried not to show any signs of her disappointment as she returned to work. Not that anyone would notice, since her job was a fairly solitary one—one of the many reasons she was seeking something different. The place was even more quiet than usual since she was now working through her traditional lunch hour. As a result, no one was around to notice her tears as she meticulously cleaned a 350-year-old alabaster bust of a middle-aged Italian woman. The woman’s expression, at first glance, had been pensive…thoughtful…even wistful. But the more Waverly worked on Antonia, the name she’d given the sculpture, the more Waverly realized she was wrong. Antonia was not meditating on her lover or pondering the mysteries of the universe. The woman was plain sad. Perhaps even clinically depressed.

Was it possible that Antonia, like Waverly, was disappointed in life? Maybe she too had lost her beloved husband at a young age. Perhaps she felt disillusioned about her future. Disenchanted with life. Hopeless. Or maybe Waverly had simply been superimposing her own emotional state onto this cold gypsum form.
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As Waverly entered the shabby courtyard of The Hampshire, the apartment complex where she had resided for the past seven years, she wondered, not for the first time, what had attracted her and Neil to these dowdy brick structures in the first place. Oh, certainly, they had been newlyweds and filled with wide-eyed optimism and high hopes. Plus, neither had ever lived in a big city like Chicago before.

“We’ll only stay a year,” Neil had promised her. “Two at the most. Just until we figure things out and find a place to buy.” A year had quickly turned into two and then three. But they had been happy years, and Neil and Waverly Brennen made several good friends at The Hampshire. Plus they’d discovered it was handily located close to the “L.” And by keeping expenses down, Waverly was free to pursue her art. So, really, life was good. Then, shortly after their third anniversary, Neil had gone into the hospital for what was supposed to be a “routine surgery.”

As many times as Waverly had replayed the four-year-old scenario, as many times as she’d blamed herself, blamed the doctors, even blamed Neil, she now found herself replaying it all over again. Maybe it was the weather or the disappointing day, but as she climbed the metal stairs to her apartment, it came flooding back at her.

“Just go in and get it done while our insurance is still good,” she’d told Neil after his doctor had recommended a cartilage replacement in his left knee. Neil wasn’t even thirty yet, but an old soccer injury had been making him walk like an old man. With summer coming on, Waverly had wanted to get out their bicycles. Plus, she knew Neil had been considering a job switch where the pay was significantly better but the insurance was not. So it had made sense. Or so it seemed.

Waverly had gone in with him for the surgery. Then she’d brought him home and followed the doctor’s instructions regarding rehabilitation. But two days after the surgery, Neil had complained of a stomachache. Waverly had suggested the usual remedies, like Pepto-Bismol and TUMS, and she’d even made him a cup of ginger tea. Then she’d gotten lost in a painting, a seascape that was still unfinished. By the time she’d checked on Neil again, she assumed he was asleep, but on closer inspection, she saw how pale and cool his skin was to the touch. And she realized he was unconscious.

By the time the paramedics arrived, his blood pressure had dropped seriously low, and by the time he was examined in the ER thirty minutes later, he was in septic shock. He died the next day. The doctor was sympathetic, telling her such a reaction to surgery was statistically quite rare. But that did not bring her husband back.

She unlocked and opened the door to her stuffy apartment. Despite having left blinds closed and windows open, the space was even hotter than outside. She checked her landline phone to see if the super had called back—since he hadn’t called on her cell phone—but no one had called. She stripped off the remainder of her interview outfit, replaced it with a tank top and shorts, then went out onto the terrace where, thanks to the shade of another building, it was only 88 degrees. She sat down in her favorite wicker rocker, which was starting to crack and disintegrate, thanks to the harsh winter it had recently survived. Rocking back and forth, she simply stared out onto…nothing.

It had been more than a year since the last of their friends had moved from The Hampshire. Not that she’d been terribly involved with either of the couples after Neil’s death. Oh, the Picketts and the Garcias had tried to include her at first, but as time passed, it got harder and harder to pretend that nothing had changed. Or that no one missed Neil and his slaphappy sense of humor. In a way, she had been relieved when the Picketts had gotten pregnant and moved to the suburbs. It made things simpler. Loneliness had simply become a way of life. Work and loneliness, combined with a bit of house-cleaning and shopping—that was her routine.

Waverly noticed something tucked behind the decrepit old barbecue that Neil had gotten them shortly after they’d moved in here. She pulled out the warped piece of cardboard and stared at the faded images pasted onto it. Oh, yes, she remembered now. This had once been her “vision board.” Rita Garcia had talked Waverly into attending a woman’s seminar awhile back. One of their “exercises” had been to create a vision board. This visual image was supposed to help Waverly focus on her hopes and dreams for the future, perhaps even make them come true.

Waverly had reluctantly cooperated in the project. For nearly a year she had focused on the sweet images she’d cut and pasted onto her board. She’d study those slick magazine photographs of a happy-looking couple, several children (two redheaded girls and a little blond boy), a beagle puppy with a blue collar, a stripey cat with amber eyes, a farmhouse, and even a dreamy cook’s kitchen. For a short time Waverly almost believed it would work.

But then winter came—one of those harsh Chicago winters that feels endless. When she was alone and depressed at Christmastime last year, she had taken the detestable vision board and, despite the howling snow and wind, had shoved it out onto the terrace, wedging it behind the barbecue grill with plans to torch it later.

The flimsy paper shredded easily, crumbling in her hands like sawdust as she dumped the whole mess into the rusty barbecue. She was just going into the apartment to search for matches when the loud jangling of the landline made her jump. She was tempted to let the obnoxious interruption go to voice mail, but thinking it might be her slacking super calling about her useless AC, she hurried to get it. “Hello?”

“Waverly!” gushed what sounded like her mother’s voice. “I can’t believe I caught you at home!”

“Vivian?” Waverly had been taught early on to call her mother by her first name, and anything else at this stage of the game would feel awkward.

“Yes, darling, it’s me.”

Now Waverly jumped to the worst conclusions—the natural thing to do since her mother rarely called and, as far as Waverly knew, she was out of the country. “Are you all right?”

“Of course, I’m fine. I’m over here in—” The line crackled apart and the words were lost.

“You’re breaking up on me,” Waverly warned loudly.

“Sorry. This connection is a little iffy.”

“But you are all right? Nothing is wrong?”

“I’m perfectly fine,” Vivian assured her.

Waverly was relieved but curious. “So what’s up then?”

“Oh, it’s very exciting. Aunt Lou and I have just—” Suddenly the connection broke up again, crackling so loudly that Waverly’s ears rang and she had to hold the phone away from her head.

About to hang up, Waverly shouted into the receiver, “Why don’t you call back later when you have a better connection and I can hear—”

“You don’t have to yell at me.” Her mother’s voice came through quite clearly now.

“Sorry, but I couldn’t hear—”

“Yes, yes, but as I was saying, Aunt Lou and I took the plunge and bought the gallery. It’s so groovy.”

“Huh?” Waverly tried to piece this together. “What gallery? Where are you?”

“Martha’s Vineyard!” Vivian exclaimed. “Weren’t you listening to a single word I said?”

“You were breaking up on me and—”

“Anyway, we were just talking over dinner. Oh, you wouldn’t believe the lobster here. Delightful. Although this is a dry town, if you can believe that.” She laughed. “I tried to order a bottle of cabernet and was informed that was not possible. Not a drop of alcohol can be sold here in Vineyard Haven. Can you imagine? And we’re staying at this adorable little inn that looks out over the harbor and even has a cupola on top. You can walk all the way around it and—”

“You purchased a gallery?” Waverly asked for clarification. “In Martha’s Vineyard, Massachusetts?”

“That’s right. And we’re sitting here making wonderful plans together, and Aunt Lou came up with the best idea just now, Waverly.”

The phone connection fell apart again. While she waited, trying to decipher her mother’s words, Waverly tried to wrap her head around what Vivian was telling her. It made no sense, so she suspected she’d heard it wrong. Had Vivian really said she was with her right-wing, polyester-wearing, Bible-thumping sister? Vivian usually avoided Aunt Lou like the plague. How was it possible the two were presently in Martha’s Vineyard, where they were dining on lobster and buying real estate together? The last Waverly had heard, her free-spirited, tie-dyed, vegetarian mother had been visiting a guru in Nepal. Really, Waverly had to have missed something.

“So what do you think?” Vivian’s voice broke through the static.

“Think?” Waverly tried to remember what her mother had last said. “Think about what?”

“About coming out here to give us a hand?”

“A hand?” Waverly frowned. “You mean you want help?”

“Of course we want help. That’s what I told you, dear.”

“Help with what?”

“With the gallery, Waverly. Weren’t you listening to me?”

Waverly was about to remind Vivian of her bad cell phone connectivity but knew it was pointless. Besides, it was as if a light had just gone on inside Waverly’s troubled brain. She got it. Her mother was inviting her to join them in this venture—operating a gallery in a very desirable location. What was not to like? Yet it sounded too good to be true. “So, what do you mean exactly, Vivian?” Waverly asked carefully. “You want my help? You want me to give you a hand with a gallery? I want to be certain I understand you correctly.”

“Well, Louise and I aren’t getting any younger, you know. We got to thinking how lovely it is here in the Vineyard. And Lou said, ‘Call Avery.’ And I thought, That’s exactly what we need—youth and energy. So we decided to see if you could come out here for the summer. Or longer if you like it. I’d love to spend some time with you, honey. Aunt Lou and I just made a cash offer on a nice little bungalow, right on the beach and not far from the lighthouse. Absolutely charming. We’ll find out if we got it or not tomorrow.”

“Oh…” Waverly considered this. A beach house? “It’s wonderfully tempting, Vivian. Martha’s Vineyard sounds heavenly, but I don’t know that I can get away from my job for the whole summer. Then there are finances to consider.”

“We’ll pay you fair wages, honey. Plus, we’ll split the gallery’s profits with you. I’ll gladly pay your airfare. And you can stay in the studio apartment above the business, so that would be free. The studio is a very cool place…with some work anyway. But great bones and good feng shui. I can just imagine how nice it will be. All the buildings in this town are so quaint and charming. The studio has a delightful view. Right out over the docks and the water and—”

“It overlooks the water?”

“Yes, Vineyard Sound. Very beautiful. You can see the ferries coming and going, and the other boats, yachts, sailboats. It’s so picturesque. I think a visit like this might inspire you to take up painting again, dear.”

Waverly was seeing the whole scene in her mind’s eye now. Like a beautiful picture slowly coming into focus: charming old building…art gallery on the first floor…studio apartment above…overlooking the water…on Martha’s Vineyard…cool marine breezes…soft summer nights? It was like a dream come true. How could she possibly say no?

“I know it’ll be work for you, honey. I’m not saying it’ll be easy by any means. But you’re young and energetic. And I think it might be good for—”

“Yes!” Waverly shouted into the phone.

“What?” Her mother sounded genuinely surprised. “Are you agreeing?”

“I’m in like Flynn, Vivian!” Waverly laughed at her rhyme.

“Really? You’ll come then?”

“You bet I’ll come. It sounds absolutely fantastic.”

Vivian let out a happy yelp. “Oh, Waverly, this is going to be so wonderful! The three of us together, working on a project like this. So memorable. Oh, you’ve made me very happy, darling! I can’t wait to tell your aunt the good news.” But the connection was deteriorating again.

“I can’t wait to come out there!” Waverly shouted over the noise into the receiver. Eventually the connection improved, and they both aid hasty good-byes. Waverly promised to get busy on her arrangements and to let her mother know when she would be arriving.

“I hope it’ll be soon!” Vivian exclaimed.

Then Waverly hung up the phone and stood there in amazed wonder and unexpected happiness. Was it possible that, at long last, her life was getting on track and was about to take a turn for the better? It really did seem too good to be true, and that worried her a little. But if she couldn’t trust her own mother, whom could she trust? Even if Vivian had exaggerated the charms of the old building the gallery and apartment were located in, or even the view of the water, it was Martha’s Vineyard for Pete’s sake. Martha’s Vineyard! Waverly was about to escape a hot and steamy summer in Chicago. Seriously, how bad could it possibly be?


Chapter Two
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Blake Erickson stared out across Vineyard Sound and wondered if this was a huge mistake. What had made him believe that this kind of isolation was a smart move? Oh, sure, the island was crowded enough—especially with tourist season kicking into full gear. But catching a ferry, commuting to Boston’s Logan International, and the six-hour flight to LA…well, it wasn’t exactly the simplicity he’d been longing for. And yet he loved Martha’s Vineyard. It was as if he’d always belonged here but never knew it. Now that he was settled into his house, he realized he’d never felt so at home.

He switched camera lenses and snapped some more shots of the Sound. Several sailboats were out this evening, and the misty ocean air and what was probably a layer of industrial pollution off the mainland were combining to create a rather spectacular sunset. He wondered if he had time to go over to the other side of the lighthouse, in order to shoot it in the foreground. Or, perhaps, if he waited long enough, the entire sky would be awash with this peach-and-rose-toned light. Some might say these shots were cliché or even quintessential Martha’s Vineyard, but he was still new enough on the island to appreciate this sort of thing. After nearly twenty years of the Hollywood rat race, this peaceful place was almost like a sanctuary and most welcome to him.

“Hello there!” hailed a woman’s voice.

He lowered his camera and peered at the stout woman trudging through the beach grass toward him. With short gray hair, cut nearly as short as a man’s, she was wearing lilac-colored sweats and sturdy-looking shoes.

“Greetings, neighbor.” She waved heartily as she approached. Then he spotted, not far behind her, another woman. Walking more slowly, taller, thinner, the other woman wore what appeared to be a pale blue caftan, and her coppery hair was long and blowing in the wind. At first he assumed the second woman was younger, but as the two got closer he could see that they were both older. Probably in their sixties or seventies. And the coppery-colored hair was streaked with gray.

“Hello, ladies,” he said politely, trying not to show how they were interrupting his quiet evening.

“I’m Louise Grant.” The stout woman nodded to the woman who’d just joined her. “And this is my sister, Vivian McDaniel. We purchased that bungalow over there. This week. Got the keys today.” She was still puffing from her short walk.

“I’m Blake Erickson.” He smiled. “Welcome to the neighborhood.”

“Thanks. We’re very pleased to be here.” Louise pointed to the small gray-shingled house across a section of beach grass from his place. “Cash purchase, but it came unfurnished. The previous owners moved to the other side of the island, took everything with them. Every last thing.” She shook her head as if this were scandalous.

“Yes, well, we knew the house was empty, Louise.” The taller woman spoke quietly. “But I thought we could rough it.”

Louise let out a deep throaty laugh. “Yes. My sister is an adventuress. She thought it would be fun to spend the night here tonight.”

Vivian sighed. “We’re prepared. We have our sleeping bags and some food and things. We can get by, Lou.”

“Except it appears we have no electric or water.” Louise directed this comment to Blake. “I do not understand why they haven’t been turned on yet, although I called about it this morning. I paid the bill over the phone.”

“I’ve heard that things don’t move too quickly around here,” he explained. “I suppose it takes some getting used to…the slower pace.”

“Which is exactly why we’re here,” Vivian said. She turned to look out over the Sound. “Just beautiful.”

Blake followed her gaze, nodding. “Yes. I was just getting some photos of the sunset.”

“How long have you lived here?” Louise asked him.

“Only a few months,” he admitted. “So I’m pretty much a newcomer too.”

“I’m from Boston,” Louise told him. “My sister is from San Francisco.”

“Well, there and many places.” Vivian smiled wistfully.

“And you are sisters?” He looked from one to the other, thinking about how different they appeared to be in every way. “I’m sorry, but I’ve already forgotten your last names.”

“I’m Vivian McDaniel.” She extended her hand.

“Pleased to meet you.” He shook her hand. Her fingers were frail and thin and cool.

“I’m Louise Grant.” The other sister stuck out her hand, strongly grasping his and shaking it firmly, almost like a man. “McDaniel used to be my name too. My maiden name,” she explained. “Vivian never let go of hers.” She made a funny face. “She’s one of those women-libbers, if you know what I mean.”

He chuckled.

“I’m an independent woman,” Vivian said in a weary tone.

“That’s for sure and for certain,” Louise said. “Vivian has owned several successful businesses and traveled the world.”

“I’ve been a rolling stone.” Vivian sighed. “But now it’s time to settle down and gather some moss.”

“I suppose a nice warm coat of moss might be comforting in one’s old age.” Louise chortled.

“So you’re really going to camp in your house?” he asked curiously. He tried to imagine these elderly women in their sleeping bags on hard wooden floors. “With no water or lights?”

Vivian shrugged. “I was in Nepal last spring. This won’t be all that much different.”

“So we wondered if we might be able to borrow some candles and matches from you—and a bucket of water.” Louise smiled hopefully.

“We’d go back to town,” Vivian added, “but I doubt anything is open by now.”

“Not in Vineyard Haven,” Blake said.

“Although Oak Bluffs might have something open,” Louise pointed out. “But I’m not supposed to drive at night, not until I get my cataract surgery next fall, and Vivian informed me she was not inclined to drive over there tonight.”

“I would rather go to bed in the dark…without water.” Vivian sounded tired.

“I don’t think you’ll need to do that,” Blake assured her.

Louise laughed. “Anyway, this will be a first for me—at my age, that is. But Vivian got the idea we can hearken back to our Campfire Girl days. I just hope she’s right.”

“I told Louise we’d pretend to be on a scavenger hunt.” Vivian’s face lit up in a smile, making her look instantly younger. “I figured we’d start with our closest neighbor.”

Blake smiled back at her. He’d hoped to remain outside until dusk to get some more photos, but he knew that wasn’t terribly neighborly. And part of his plan for this reinvented life in the Vineyard had been to do things right—like loving his neighbor. This seemed a good opportunity. Besides, he’d have lots more chances to take photos.

“Come on over to my place,” he said congenially, as if he entertained old ladies on a regular basis. “We’ll see what we can find for your campout tonight.”

He led them over to his house, telling them a bit about himself as they strolled through the tall grass. Explaining how, after more than two decades, he’d finally made his escape from the film industry.

“But it’s quite a change,” he admitted as he turned up his walk. He’d spent a painstaking week repaving it with used bricks he’d set in a herringbone pattern, and it still filled him with happy satisfaction to see what his two hands were capable of doing.

“Los Angeles and Martha’s Vineyard are definitely worlds apart,” he said. “I have to admit I experienced a little culture shock at first.”

“But you’re adapting?” Louise asked with a creased forehead, making him wonder if she was uncertain of relocating—or perhaps this was merely a vacation spot for the two sisters. That’s what most of the homes around here were used for, although he hoped that theirs would be a more permanent arrangement. The idea of having neighbors throughout the long winter, even if they were elderly women, brought some comfort with it.

“Absolutely. I love it here.” He opened his door. It was still painted a glossy red, though he planned to remedy that before long. “Come on in. If I’d known I was having visitors, I’d have cleaned up some.”

“So you’re a bachelor then?” Louise’s brows arched curiously.

“I am.” He nodded and waved to the casual-looking space. Several days’ worth of newspapers, a pair of flip-flops, a T-shirt, some used dishes, an opened bag of chips, and a couple of soda cans were strewn about. The sort of things one usually didn’t notice unless unexpected visitors popped in.

“Well, I’ll have to introduce you to Janice,” Louise said in a mysterious tone.

Vivian laughed, but he thought there was a slightly sarcastic edge to it. “Janice is Lou’s daughter. She’s running for the state senate.”

“Massachusetts,” Louise informed him. “My late husband, Vance Grant, was a state senator too.”

“So it runs in the family?” He kicked a dirty sock under the couch.

Louise nodded. “Janice just turned thirty-eight, although you wouldn’t know it to look at her. Women age so much more slowly these days. But then she’s never married either. Perhaps that keeps a woman’s youthfulness. Not that Janice hasn’t had the opportunity. But she’s been so career-minded, what with her legal practice and now this senate race, the poor girl just hasn’t had time to meet Mr. Right yet.” Louise peered curiously at him above her glasses, as if gauging whether or not he might fit the bill.

“Excuse me,” he said. “I’ll see if I can find what you need.” He rummaged through his kitchen drawers until he found a box of “emergency” candles that someone in town had said he would need, removing half a dozen. “This should get you through the night.” Then he located a book of matches. “You know, I might be able to help you with the water,” he said as he returned. “If your house is like mine, there’s a valve outside that turns the whole works on.”

“Really?” Louise looked impressed.

“How about if I walk back with you and check it out? If I find out I’m wrong about the valve, I’ll return with some water.”

“Sounds lovely,” Vivian told him. “I suspect we’ll want to adopt you before long.”

He grinned mischievously. “Well, at least until you get to know me better. Then you might want to pretend you don’t know me.”

“Or else”—Vivian had a twinkle in her eyes—“you might decide to relocate to a different part of the island in order to escape us.”

He laughed as the three of them went back outside to where the dusky light was growing thinner.

“You know, Blake,” Louise said as they walked, “my Janice is coming out here the end of next week. Perhaps you’d join us for dinner one night. Hopefully we can get our household in order by then.”

“We can always sit on packing crates and eat our dinner from our laps like hobos,” Vivian said. “It’s been done, you know.”

“Well, of course it’s been done. I’m just not certain I care to do it myself,” Louise responded crisply. “Being a gypsy is fine for some people. But it’s never been my cup of tea. Besides that, the movers are set to pick up and deliver my things on Tuesday.” She sighed. “That means we’ll be spending most of the weekend figuring it out and packing it up.”

“I can hardly wait,” Vivian said in a tired tone.

“Perhaps you won’t need too much,” he said to encourage her.

Vivian smiled. “You obviously do not know my sister well. She needs her porcelain teacups and sterling service…her 800-thread-count bed linens and Egyptian towels.”

Louise made a humph sound. “I simply enjoy my comforts—even more so as I grow older.”

“Do you think we’ll wear a path through here?” Vivian asked as they walked through the lavender twilight. “Between houses, I mean…over the summer.”

“Time will tell,” Louise said. This time her voice sounded gentler.

Blake didn’t really understand it, but for some unexplainable reason he liked these two ladies a lot. He was curious to hear more about them. And perhaps even interested in meeting Louise’s daughter—Janice Grant.

“Here we are,” announced Louise as she opened the door.

“Home sweet home,” Vivian murmured.

The women went into the house while Blake set out in search of their water valve box amongst the tall grass. The last of the twilight was quickly evaporating, and as he noticed the flickering candlelight through the salt-crusted windows, he realized he should’ve brought a flashlight along. Fortunately, their valve was located similarly to his own, and after some strenuous twisting, the stubborn metal handle finally creaked and turned. Replacing the heavy lid on the box, he stood and brushed sand from his hands and smiled with satisfaction. For a city guy, he was learning fast.

Now he went over and stuck his head in the still open door. “I think you should have water now, ladies.”

“Yes!” Louise called back. “I can hear the toilet filling.”

“You are a miracle worker,” Vivian told him as she came to the door. “I’d invite you in for a cup of tea or something, but as you can see we are rather Spartan just now. Still, you will take a rain check, won’t you?”

“Absolutely.” He pointed to the darkened fireplace. “I could build you ladies a fire to take the chill off of the place, if you like.”

Vivian looked hopeful, then frowned. “Except we have no firewood.”

“Give me five minutes and I’ll be back with some,” he said.

“You are a dear boy!”

He grinned, wondering when the last time was that anyone had called him “boy,” as he hurried back towards his house. Then, feeling like a Boy Scout, he gathered kindling, newspaper, and firewood. Piling them into the canvas firewood carrier he’d recently purchased at the hardware store, he headed back.

“There you are,” said Louise as she opened the door for him. “Our guardian angel.”

He set his bundle on the hearth, using the mini flashlight he’d pocketed, then peered up into the dark chimney. “One thing I learned the hard way,” he explained, “is to always open the flu before you start a fire.”

“Yes,” said Louise, “that’s usually the best way to do it.”

It took a few minutes and a couple of false starts, but he eventually got the fire crackling and snapping. Then he turned around to see that the sisters had put together a nice little indoor camp, complete with two nylon camping chairs, sleeping bags, and a few other necessities.

“Very cozy in here.” He smiled with approval.

“It almost seems a shame to ruin this ambience with real furniture,” Vivian said sadly.

“You’ll be singing a different song come morning,” Louise said. “I know my arthritis will be screaming by then.”

Vivian sighed. “Hopefully not.”

Louise turned back to Blake, clasping his hand in both of hers. “Thank you so much for your help, Blake.”

“Yes,” Vivian agreed. “Please know you are welcome at our campfire anytime.”

He smiled. “Thank you both. Now I will leave you ladies to your little campout.”

But before he could leave, Louise asked him to write down his phone number. “Not that we plan to bother you,” she assured him.

“No problem. You feel free to call if you need anything,” he said.

“I do think I might adopt him,” Vivian said to Louise.

“You and me both.” Louise grinned at him. “In fact, I can hardly wait to tell my Janice about you, Blake Erickson.”

“Pleasant dreams,” he called out as he closed the door. Feeling amused, he cut back through the grass again. Vivian was probably right. At this rate, they would wear a trail between their houses. Perhaps he’d even cut the grass and make the trail easier to navigate for the older women.

As he went into his house, he wondered again about Louise’s daughter, Janice. They say you can judge a daughter by the mother…and Louise was nice enough, although perhaps not as attractive as her sister. But she certainly had energy and spunk—especially considering her age. He surveyed his messy “bachelor’s pad” again. He’d enjoyed being a hermit, but maybe it was time to clean up his act now. For all he knew, he might even do some summertime entertaining before long—maybe even for someone beyond elderly women.

He was stuffing a pile of dirty laundry into the washing machine when he heard the phone ringing. He’d gone ahead and installed a landline as a backup to his cell phone. But only a limited number of people knew that number—and it was close to midnight. But perhaps it was Vivian and Louise needing help with another problem.

“Hello?” he answered curiously.

“Blake!” His ex-wife’s tone was sharper than usual. “We need to talk.”

“Gia.” He kept his voice even. “What’s up?”

“It’s Sis,” she said curtly. “You’re going to have to take her for the summer.”

“Take her?” He tried not to sound overly sarcastic. But it was ironic that Gia was acting as if he hadn’t been pleading with her for weeks, even months, to have Sicily come visit him in Martha’s Vineyard.

“Yes. Gregory is having a rough go with Alexandria and Victoria right now.”

“Oh?” Blake controlled himself from saying “I told you so,” but he had specifically warned Gia that Gregory’s daughters might be a problem. After spring break the girls’ mother had gone into a treatment program, landing them in their father’s Malibu house.

“Alexandria and Victoria used to be such nice girls,” Gia was saying. “But they’ve turned into these monsters. I don’t know what’s wrong with them. And having them and Sicily…well, it’s a mess, Blake. I can’t deal with it.”

“It’s called adolescence,” he told her. “It can bring out the worst in a kid. Fortunately, it won’t last for long.”

He didn’t mention that the last time he’d seen those two girls they were downright rude to their father. At the time he’d reasoned that was simply what happened when you ignored kids for too long. Exactly why he felt a Hollywood upbringing wasn’t healthy for most children. And why he wanted to have his daughter spend more time with him—and why he’d agreed to this house swap with his director friend Lincoln. To get Sicily away from there. He and Lincoln had agreed to a two-year swap to start with. Blake had come out here with high hopes of having Sicily here for summers and holidays…perhaps full-time. At first, Gia had been completely amicable to the whole idea, even encouraging him to take the plunge.

But before long, his plan had backfired. Shortly after relocating, he regretted his hasty decision to trade houses with Lincoln. Gia’s attitude drastically changed right after he made the move. She’d grown increasingly cool and aloof, not to mention difficult. One time she actually accused him of abandoning his own daughter and talked about pressing legal charges. Whether her bad temper was Blake’s fault or symptomatic of her troubled marriage and dysfunctional life, he couldn’t be sure. But he’d felt extremely concerned for his nine-year-old daughter. And tonight Gia seemed to be confirming that concern as she ranted on about how bad things were in Malibu.

“Now Sis is starting to act out,” Gia continued. “She’s acting like a spoiled brat. All week long she’s been picking fights with Alex and Vic. She thinks she should have the same privileges as them. And she’s always trying to compete with them. It’s like she’s nine going on sixteen. I can’t take it anymore, Blake. You have to do something!”

“I’m perfectly happy to bring Sicily out here,” he assured her. “Want me to arrange for her flight?”

“Oh, could you?”

“Absolutely. How soon can she be ready?”

“How soon can you book a flight?” Her voice oozed eagerness.

He looked at his desk calendar. “How about Monday?”

“That’d be great—if you can get it set up that soon.”

“Do you think that’ll give her enough time to get ready and everything? Don’t forget, Monday’s only two days away.”

“If you can get a flight by Monday, I promise you she will be on it.” Gia made what sounded like a relieved sigh. “And I didn’t mention it before, Blake, but I just got a small role on a TV pilot—it’s a cop show. They start filming next week and I thought the girls would help watch Sicily while I’m at work. But then the three of them got into it this afternoon. And when Gregory got home, late as usual, Alex and Vic threw these dramatic little hissy fits. Obviously for their father’s sake. Let’s just say, it got pretty ugly around here.” She lowered her voice. “Gregory’s girls are so spoiled, Blake. Gregory gives in to everything. He doles out money and gifts like that’ll fix everything. But it only makes them act worse. Talk about entitlement. And I’m afraid Sis is going to end up exactly like them.”

“Oh, I’m sure Sicily won’t be overly influenced by them, Gia.” He remembered the last time he’d spent time with his daughter: Easter weekend, a couple of months ago. Sicily had been a little lady when he took her to church with him, and then she’d had nearly perfect manners afterwards when he’d taken her to dinner at a friend’s house in Laguna. It had been an amazing day, and he had the photos to prove it. “Sicily is a sweet and thoughtful little girl,” he assured his ex-wife. “Her bad-mannered stepsisters can’t change that.”

Gia let out a jaded-sounding laugh. “Just so you know, Blake, your little darling might not be the same angel you thought she was. Don’t forget, you haven’t been around Sis these past couple of months.”

“No…no, I haven’t.” He wished she wouldn’t talk like that. He hoped Sicily wasn’t listening.

“All right then, let me know about the flight. And don’t forget to let the airlines know she’s a juvenile traveling alone. My best friend Cynthia sent little Leo to visit his dad in Connecticut last month and the poor kid messed up his connection in Denver. He ended up in Cincinnati instead. It was a total disaster.”

“I’ll have my travel agent handle the arrangements,” Blake assured her. “In fact, if we can’t get a direct flight, which could happen since it’s summer, I’ll fly out and meet her at her first connection and see that she gets safely—”

“Oh, you don’t need to do that. Sis will be just—”

“I want to do that, Gia.”

“Okay,” she snapped. “Fine. But it’s a total waste of money.”

He wanted to tell her it was his money and he could waste it if he wanted to, but this was getting too close to sounding like an argument. He didn’t need that. “So I’ll let you know then,” he calmly told her.

“You won’t let me down, will you, Blake?”

He wanted to ask her when he’d let her down before. At least since the divorce anyway. He knew he’d let her down a few times during the marriage. Workaholics did not make good spouses. “No problemo, Gia,” he said lightly to her. “And, hey, congrats on the new pilot. A cop show sounds like fun.”

“Oh, it will be,” she gushed. “It sounds like a network is already serious about picking it up. Judging by the script and the cast, I’m guessing it’ll be a hit.” She continued with industry talk for several minutes. Once again, he was reminded of what he’d left behind…what he did not miss. Even so, he pretended to listen patiently as he turned on his laptop and started preparing an e-mail to his travel agent, explaining what he needed and when.

“Well, I gotta go now,” Gia chirped at him. “Thanks for being so willing to do this for me, Blake. I really appreciate it.”

“Happy to help out.” He inserted a smile into his voice. An act, perhaps, but an act he would gladly put on for the sake of Sicily’s well-being. Because, as usual, the conversation was mostly about Gia, and he knew the best way to keep Sicily’s life smooth was to simply play along. If his forced congeniality helped get Sicily out of LA and out of harm’s way, it was well worth it.

His heart ached to think of his little darling being corrupted by the influence of those two teenaged girls. He felt sorry enough for the older girls, but there wasn’t much he could do about their situation, other than to pray for them. He’d been praying for that whole family for a while now, ever since he’d finally returned to the faith of his boyhood last winter. As he turned on the washer, he realized that God really must’ve been listening, because it looked like he was about to get his daughter back—even if only for a summer. He just hoped that Sicily wouldn’t be too upset about being plucked from her home and getting shipped off to the other side of the country.


Chapter Three
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With her letter of resignation in her bag and high hopes in her heart, Waverly walked into the Art Institute, still rehearsing the little speech she’d been preparing in her head during her commute. Her plan was to go directly to Geoff, present him with her letter, and honestly explain the situation. At first she’d been reticent to give up her job. She knew it was unwise to let the security of tenure and benefits go. But just as she’d lit a match to her shredded-up vision board last night, she decided it was time to burn her bridges here as well.

Her goal was to get out of Chicago, once and for all. Hopefully she’d prove herself to her mother and aunt in Martha’s Vineyard and would carve herself a place to stay. Before long they would discover how much they needed her to run their art gallery.

It was the first time since losing Neil that she’d felt this certain about anything. Maybe she was delusional or desperate, but she felt confident she could do this.

“Very interesting,” Geoff said quietly after she’d finished her spiel.

“Interesting?”

“Yes, it sounds like a wonderful opportunity for you, Waverly.”

“Oh, yes…it is.”

“But the interesting thing is that my niece is just graduating, and she approached me for a job in this department.”

“Really?” Suddenly Waverly felt a little concerned. Was he already filling her job?

“Yes, but I told her we had nothing. And you know I had to lay a couple of people off last summer.”

“I know.” She nodded, remembering how thankful she’d been at the time that her name hadn’t been on that list.

“So, if you’re really serious about this change, maybe I’ll give Darcy a call.” With her resignation letter still in hand, he peered over his glasses at her. “I see that you gave two weeks’ notice in here, but would you want to make it just one week?”

“One week?” She blinked.

“I’m not trying to rush you,” he said quickly. “Feel free to take two weeks if you need it.”

She thought hard. “No, no…one week would be fine.”

He stood now, reaching to shake her hand. “It’s been great having you here, Waverly. You’re a diligent and hard worker. If you ever need a letter of recommendation, please feel free to ask.”

She smiled nervously. “I don’t think my mother and aunt will be needing anything like that.”

“No, of course not.” His expression turned thoughtful. “Say, what about your apartment? Any plans to sublet that?”

“I had hoped to find someone…or somehow break my lease.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if Darcy might want to look into it.”

Waverly brightened. “That would be wonderful.”

She quickly wrote down the terms of her lease, the address, and some other details, along with her phone number.

“That’s a handy location,” he said as he looked at the paper. “I suspect Darcy will be very interested.”
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So it was that, by the end of the week, everything had fallen neatly—or somewhat neatly—into place. Darcy was thrilled to get the job and the apartment. And the super promised to get the AC fixed, although he was taking his sweet time about it. However, Waverly was distracted by her long to-do list. She spent the next five scorching evenings packing up her things, sorting out what she wanted shipped to Martha’s Vineyard, which would be picked up on Monday, what she wanted to store, and what she wanted to donate to charity. By Saturday night she was nearly finished—and exhausted. And by Sunday morning, Chicago’s record-breaking heat wave ended. Naturally, it was that afternoon when her air-conditioning unit finally got fixed.

“Leaving the Windy City to run off to Martha’s Vineyard, are you?” the super asked as he put the metal faceplate back over the AC unit.

She smiled. “Yes. My mother made me an offer I couldn’t refuse.”

He nodded. “Yeah, hard to turn down a mother.”

She pointed to the miscellaneous boxes and bags of things piled near the front door. “All that is for Salvation Army to pick up,” she explained. “I’d like to put it outside my apartment on Monday, if you think it would be all right.”

He frowned at the stuff. “Giving all that away?”

“Yes. I already stored a lot of things. Everything else in my apartment will go into the moving van and be shipped to Martha’s Vineyard.” Of course, even as she said this, she felt nervous. She hoped it wasn’t a mistake to do this. But then she reminded herself, this was like taking a step of faith. God had opened a door, and it was up to her to walk through it.

“Looks like a lot of good stuff in there,” he said, still studying the piles.

“Help yourself to anything you like,” she told him.

He bent down and started to pick through her old things as if on a treasure hunt. “Tell you what.” He slowly stood up. “Why not let me take care of it for you?”

“I’d love that,” she admitted.

“I’ll take a few things, give a few things away, and then I’ll see that Salvation Army gets what’s left. Deal?”

She nodded eagerly. “Deal.”

“Well, you have a good time in Martha’s Vineyard,” he said as he shook her hand. “Always heard it was a swanky place. Didn’t the Kennedys live there?”

“I’m not sure,” she confessed. “I haven’t had time to do much research on the area yet.”

“I ’spect you’ll learn plenty about it once you get there,” he told her. “When do you leave?”

“The moving van comes on Monday, and my flight’s on Tuesday.”

“The new renter’s scheduled to come in the end of the week. That’ll give me just enough time to do a little painting and cleaning in here.” He peered around. “Although it looks like you kept the place pretty clean.” He grinned, exposing a gold front tooth. “Pleasant surprise too. Most people leave these apartments in a mess. ‘Spect I’ll be giving you most of your deposit back.”

“Well, you have my forwarding address,” she reminded him.

He gathered up a couple of the bags and promised to return directly to get more. After he left, she looked in wonder around the room. It was still hard to believe she was actually doing this. Even harder to believe how quickly everything had fallen into place. Almost as if God truly were putting His blessing on it. At least she hoped so.

She sat down on the old leather club chair that used to be Neil’s favorite and wondered what he would think of her hasty departure. Knowing Neil, he’d be asking her what had taken her so long. No doubt she would have his blessing too.

Now she began to wonder about Martha’s Vineyard. What would it be like? What would the people be like? Suddenly she realized how much she wanted to fit in. But when she thought about her no-nonsense working wardrobe, she instantly knew it would never do. Why hadn’t she thought to get rid of that too? Hurrying to her bedroom, where most of her clothes were already packed in boxes or ready to go into her suitcase, she quickly began to cull through the pile. Finally, she took most of it and placed it by the door for the super to sort through and probably send on to charity. She didn’t really care where her dowdy old work suits wound up…as long as she never had to see them again.

And now, she told herself, it’s time to go shopping. When she landed in Martha’s Vineyard, she planned to hit the road running. She wanted to look like the manager of a successful, yet beachy, art gallery. As she rode the “L” into the city that day, she imagined herself in classic linens and other casual but stylish garments. Maybe even some dangly earrings, colorful scarves, and beaded necklaces. She would finally get to dress like a creative soul again—return to the person she once was, the person she hoped to be again…only she would do it better this time.

As she shopped, she knew it was a bit foolish to deplete her savings like this. But she remembered what her mother had promised—free rent, a salary, and a percentage of the gallery. What more could she want? Well, besides a bicycle. She planned to get a retro sort of bicycle when she got there. A fat-tired girl’s bike with a basket in front. She couldn’t wait to ride it around on the island. She would go to grocery stores and open air markets, filling the basket with fresh produce and other good things. Yes, her new life was going to be good. Very good. Perhaps in time she would get used to this strange feeling—what was it anyway? Anticipation? Optimism? Perhaps it was simply hope. Whatever it was, it was welcome. It had been a long time since she’d experienced any real sense of hope.
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