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Whining drew my attention to the fawn-colored Boxer curled up beside the bed. Lilly had been my constant companion for four years and now she was my salvation. With my home, my assets, my life as I knew it taken from me, Lilly was my one factor of stability.

Living on an island off the west coast of Florida wasn’t something that I planned to be doing at age fifty-two. Twenty-eight years of marriage to a successful physician provided a lifestyle that I not only enjoyed, but took for granted. Okay, so maybe Stephen wasn’t the most passionate and romantic man on the planet, but he created a sense of security in my life. That is, until his Mercedes crashed into a cement barrier on I-495 in Lowell, leaving me a widow with no sense of direction and no knowledge of a secret he harbored.

Two weeks following his funeral, I had been working my way through the grieving process when I was zapped with another shock. I opened the door of my Lexington, Massachusetts home to find a sheriff standing on my front porch, knowing full well this wasn’t going to be good news. My first thought was concern for Monica, my twenty-six-year-old daughter.


“Are you Sydney Webster?” he’d questioned.

“Yes. Yes, I am. What’s wrong?” Despite the chill of the October day, beads of perspiration formed on my upper lip.

He’d cleared his throat and with downcast eyes passed me a large envelope.

“Ma’am, I’m sorry to have to deliver this to you, but it’s a certified notice for your eviction.”

“My what?” I felt lightheaded and gripped the door frame.

“Eviction of premises. You have thirty days to pack up your belongings and vacate the house.”

I’d thought it was a joke. Somebody had seen Stephen’s funeral announcement in the paper and was playing a prank on me. The house had been paid for years ago. Nobody could just show up and kick me out of my own house. This didn’t happen to law-abiding citizens.

Clutching the envelope with sweaty palms, I’d torn it open and removed an official-looking piece of paper. All I saw was a blur of words, making no sense out of what was happening.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Webster,” he’d told me. “I really am. I’ll return in thirty days at nine A.M. to make sure your belongings are removed and obtain the house keys from you.”

“This is a mistake,” I babbled. “A major mistake.” Closing the door, I slid down the length of the wall, my sobs shattering the quiet of the house.

And here I was five weeks later on an island off the west coast of Florida. In a quaint but small room at the Cedar Key B&B, and I knew for certain none of it had been a mistake. Stephen’s secret vice of gambling and the events that followed were what had brought me to this small town of nine hundred permanent residents, relying on the hospitality of my best friend Alison.

“Come on, girl,” I said, swinging my legs to the side of the bed. “Time for you to go out and for me to get some coffee.”


The bedside clock read 6:15. At home I never woke before 9:00 and was amazed that in the week I’d been staying at Alison’s B&B, I didn’t sleep beyond 6:30. Slipping into sweat pants and a T-shirt, I grabbed my pack of cigarettes and with Lilly close at my heels we descended the stairs to the porch.

Opening the door to the small L-shaped dining room, I saw a middle-aged couple quietly conversing over coffee and made my way to the kitchen.

“Mornin’,” Twila Faye said as she removed freshly baked blueberry muffins from the oven.

Twila Faye was Alison’s right hand running the B&B and I liked her. She’d raised her only son alone after her philandering husband had left town twenty years before with a tourist visiting from Macon, Georgia. Raised in the Boston area, I didn’t know much about Southern women, but I knew Twila Faye represented what they called true grit.

Pouring myself a cup of dark, strong coffee, I asked if Alison was around.

“Lord, child, she’s already out for her walk with Winston.”

I should have known. I felt slothful when I had discovered that Ali woke seven days a week at 5:00 A.M. She never varied from her routine. Up at five, she prepared muffins, brewed the coffee, squeezed oranges for fresh juice, and by 6:00, her guests had breakfast waiting for them. Then she rounded up her Scottish terrier for a walk downtown to the beach.

I looked at the clock over the table and saw it would be another twenty minutes before she returned.

“I’m going to sit in the garden with my coffee,” I told Twila Faye.

“Take one of these muffins with you.”

Patting my tummy, I shook my head. “I’m trying to lose the twenty pounds I packed on this past year. I’ll have some cereal later.”


Settling myself on the swing in the far corner of the garden, I lit up a cigarette. Blowing out the smoke, it crossed my mind once again that perhaps smoking was another bad habit I should consider discarding.

I watched Lilly sniffing around the artfully arranged flower beds. Bright, vivid azalea bushes in shades of red. Yellow hibiscus gave forth cheer even on a dreary day. And dominating all of it was the huge, four-hundred-year-old cypress tree. I looked up at the leaves creating shade over the garden and wondered about something being on this earth that length of time. Having withstood tropical storms and hurricanes, drought and floods, it stood proud and secure. Right now secure was the last thing I was feeling. I had an overpowering urge to climb the tree. All the way to the top. And maybe absorb some of the positive energy that it seemed to contain. But with arthritis recently affecting my knees, I decided to stay put on the swing.

Physically, I was in pretty good shape for my age. If we discount the extra twenty pounds and smoking, that is. But emotionally, my life was a train wreck.

“Good morning,” Ali called, walking through the gate along the brick walkway. “Let me put these shells inside and I’ll join you with coffee.”

I nodded and smiled. Ali always had a way of cheering me up. Ever since our college days as roommates, she’d always been there for me as a good friend. A no-nonsense-type person, she stepped in when I called her about my eviction. She demanded I drive down with Lilly, a few belongings, and stay with her at the B&B. She apologized that the second-floor apartment in the Tree House was rented till January, but I could stay in one of the rooms in the main part of the house. The Tree House was detached and located on the side of the garden. Ali had her apartment on the first floor and sometimes rented the one above. Feeling like a homeless person—actually, I was—I was grateful to have any space where Lilly and I could stay. But I won’t lie…going from a 4,500-square-foot luxury home to a 12 x 12 bedroom with adjoining bath was like giving up a BMW 700 for a military jeep.

“I see you still haven’t given up those disgusting things,” Ali said, settling in the lounge beside me.

I snubbed out my cigarette in the ashtray and remained silent. I could have said plenty. Like she was the one that turned me on to cigarettes in the first place, during our freshman year in college. Everyone smoked back then, until it became a health issue long after our college days. I also could have said, unlike her, I hadn’t dabbled in smoking pot. But I let it slide and took a sip of my coffee. The only rule that Ali had imposed when I moved in was no smoking inside the B&B.

Ali flung the long salt-and-pepper braid hanging over her shoulder to her back. She hadn’t changed much since our college graduation. Tall and still very slim. Only faint lines beside her eyes attested to the passing years. She was wearing shorts that showed off her long legs, and a crisp white blouse. Her bronze tan reminded me of the days we used to spend (without sunscreen) on the beaches of Cape Cod.

“So what are your plans today?” she asked.

Plans? I was beginning to feel like an inert creature since arriving in Cedar Key. I had ventured downtown a couple of times. Taken a few walks with Lilly. Read a couple books. But other than that, I felt lost. It had even crossed my mind a few times that maybe I should return to the Boston area. Which always led me to question, to what? My life, as I knew it, had been snatched away from me.

As if reading my mind, Ali said, “Look, Syd, I know you’ve been through a hell of a lot these past couple months. Losing Stephen and then the eviction, but you’ve got to pull yourself together and decide what you’ll be doing for the rest of your life. You can’t just turn off.”

Anger simmered inside of me. “What the hell would you suggest I do? I have no job. I haven’t worked as a nurse in twenty-six years. I’m not sure I’d even remember which end of a syringe to use. I have no training in anything else. My bank account is on low. I have no clue what I’m going to do.” I swiped at the tears now falling down my cheeks.

Ali reached over and patted my hand. “I don’t mean to be hard on you, but it’s very easy for a woman in your situation to regress. You’re in a funk and you need to do something to get yourself moving forward. What happened to that girl I knew in college? The take-charge, independent woman, who knew where she was going and how she was going to get there?”

“She married Stephen,” I said and realized that was true. “He wasn’t supposed to die at fifty-five. And he sure as hell wasn’t supposed to leave me financially insecure. It’s damn difficult not to be angry with the rotten hand life suddenly dealt me.”

As soon as I said the words, I felt embarrassed. Alison had gone through similar circumstances twenty years before. Gary had died suddenly after a three-month battle with cancer. Leaving her alone, with no children and no future. Within a year of his death, she had shocked me with the news that she was uprooting. Relocating to an island off the west coast of Florida where she had vacationed as a child. She explained the place was calling to her and she felt certain she could heal there. She had been right. Purchasing the B&B had turned her into a savvy businesswoman, and given her an increased confidence. Something I definitely lacked.

“That’s total bullshit and you know it. Life isn’t fair, so you move along and make the best of it.”

I sighed and reached to light up another cigarette. “Sometimes all of this feels like a dream. In the blink of an eye my entire life has changed. Stephen was well regarded in our community and at Mass General. We had a wide circle of friends and entertained lavishly. Sure, he had been preoccupied recently, but I thought it was his work. Certainly not illness. When the autopsy revealed a massive coronary had caused the accident, I thought it had been a mistake. Just like I thought the eviction was a mistake. Imagine—he was a compulsive gambler all those years and I didn’t realize it.”

“You allowed Stephen to run the household financially. He paid the bills, he balanced the checkbook. You’re being a little hard on yourself, Syd. I’m not saying it was right, but since you had no idea where money was going, how could you know he’d taken out a second and third mortgage on your house?”

I nodded and felt ashamed. But I should have known. I should have paid more attention, but Stephen made it so easy for me not to. I remembered the conversation with our attorney the day I was slapped with the eviction notice.

“Whose name is on the deed to the house?” Calvin asked.

My mind had gone blank. Whose name? “Our name,” I told him, clutching the phone to my ear. “What difference does it make?”

“A big difference, I’m afraid. And Stephen’s name is on there.”

“Yeah, so? Okay. His name is on there,” I’d told Calvin with impatience.

“You’re not following me, Syd. Only Stephen’s name. Your name isn’t on the deed. Did he purchase your home in his name only?”

“What the hell difference does that make? I’m his widow and beneficiary. Why would I be evicted?”

Calvin’s insistent voice repeated, “Did Stephen purchase the house in his name only?”

“Yes,” I had whispered.

I ran a hand through my hair and looked at Ali. “I should have gotten that deed changed years ago. It was the week before Thanksgiving and I was due to deliver Monica any minute. We got an early blizzard that year in Boston and Stephen assured me I didn’t need to attend the closing. I guess I always felt we were married and the house was half mine anyway, even though my name wasn’t on the deed. Over the years there never seemed a reason to change things. Now it’s come back to bite me.”

Ali sipped her coffee and remained silent.


“I still find it hard to believe that Stephen mortgaged our house to pay off some large gambling debts. And then, making it worse, he defaulted on the loan and was three months in arrears.”

“Syd, sometimes you never know the person you’re living with. Really know them. I’m sure Stephen’s stress level was off the charts. Knowing that the bank was about to take possession of your home for non-payment.”

Anger flared up again inside of me. “And now they’ll sell the house for close to a million and I’m left a bag lady. Literally.”

Ali smiled. “I’ll never let you be a bag lady. You don’t need to worry about that. But speaking of bags, where’s that spinning wheel and knitting bag you brought down here with you?”

“Up in my room,” I replied with no enthusiasm.

“Maybe that should be your plan for today. Sit out here, enjoy the great weather, and do some knitting. That always relaxes you and allows you to think clearly. Try to focus on what you might like to do. Fifty-something is the new thirty—you have the rest of your life ahead of you.”

As always, Ali was right. Feeling sorry for myself was getting me nowhere. Maybe I needed to regroup and figure out where I might be going.
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Sitting in the garden with the late-afternoon sun creating lacy patterns on the grass, I watched Lilly romp and play with Winston. She sure seemed to have settled in quite well. My eye caught the flashy pink bougainvillea draped along the fence and gate. Circular flower beds held purple lantana with butterflies hovering above the blossoms. It was easy to see why Ali had been drawn to this place. I was captivated with the dramatic green of the old cypress tree. The circumference was at least ten or eleven feet, with thick, knotted roots emerging from the ground. My life was in limbo, but sitting beneath the majestic tree provided me a certain amount of tranquility.

I leaned forward toward my spinning wheel and heard a woman’s voice.

“My goodness, I haven’t seen one of those since my grandmother’s attic.”

I recognized her as the guest in room four. “Yeah, it does have an authentic look. That’s what attracted me to it. The brochure said it has the look of wheels from the Baltic area of Poland and Scandinavia. In fact, a well-known spinning-wheel historian said that the manner in which the wheel was built is as close to being historically correct as he’d seen.”

“Oh, it’s absolutely lovely.” The woman reached to touch the walnut finish. “And what on earth are you spinning? Is that dog fur?”

I laughed and nodded. “Yeah, this happens to be Winston’s fur.”

“What a clever idea. So you spin the fur into yarn?”

“Sure. Just like alpaca or any other kind of fiber. Then you knit with it.”

Excitement spread across the woman’s face. “Oh, my goodness. If I mailed you some fur from my Bailey—he’s my Old English sheepdog—would you be willing to spin it for me?”

When I hesitated, she added, “I’ll pay you for your services, of course.”

Pay me for my services? To spin dog fur? “Well, uh…I’ve never really done this for other people. I mean…”

“I’d need enough to knit myself a sweater. I’d be the hit of my knitting club, I can tell you that. How’s two hundred dollars? Would that be adequate?”

I was flabbergasted that somebody would offer me money to do something I enjoyed.

“I’ll add another hundred,” she said. “I know it’s presumptuous of me to even ask you. But I adore my Bailey and he’s getting on in years. To think I could have a part of him with me forever. I’d be so indebted to you. By the way, I’m Lucille—Lucille Graystone, but you can call me Lu.”

I had no idea if the price was too high or maybe not enough. It did involve a certain amount of work to prepare the fur for spinning. After being properly cleaned, it then had to be carded. Not to mention the labor of spinning it. I knew how I felt about Lilly and couldn’t think of the day she’d no longer be with me so it was easy to understand how Lu wanted a keepsake of Bailey. Besides, I was desperate to earn some money.

“Alright,” I told her. “I’ll do it for you, but I have to explain what you need to do before mailing it to me. Plus, you’ll require quite a bit of fur for a sweater unless you want to combine the fur with another yarn.”

Lu threw her head back laughing. “Bailey sheds so much, quantity won’t be a problem.”

 

“Well, hey girlfriend, you could be on to something here,” Ali said later that evening. “You might want to think about opening your own business. Spinning pet fur for devoted owners.”

We were sitting on the porch after supper enjoying a glass of sweet tea.

“I don’t think so. I haven’t a clue about running a business.”

“Neither did I when I bought this place.”

I shook my head. “No, I’ll do this favor for Lu, but I wouldn’t know where to begin starting a company. I do need to begin thinking about a job though. Any ideas?”

Alison sighed. “Hmm, not really. Unless you’re a merchant, most of the jobs on the island are cleaning, waitress positions, or clerks. Minimum pay.”

“Oh, God. I haven’t been a waitress since my college days.” The emptiness I’d been feeling since Stephen’s death overwhelmed me as moisture filled my eyes. “What the hell am I going to do, Ali? It’s not like I’m sixteen again and can run home to my parents. They’re both gone now anyway. Monica has been extra cool toward me since she found out about the foreclosure on the house. Not that I’d ask her for help anyway.”

Ali remained silent, sipping her tea thoughtfully. After a few minutes she said, “I hate to be so brutally honest, Syd, but I guess the time has come for you to figure out what you want to be when you grow up.”

I flashed her a nasty look. With raised eyebrows, I said, “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You’ve always been somebody’s daughter, wife, mother. You know yourself you relied on Stephen way too much and as a result you lost your own identity over the years. Haven’t you ever wondered about the real you? Who you are inside? Not that person created by other people.” She paused for a second. “Have you ever thought about searching for your biological parents?”

I sat up straighter in the chair and took a deep breath. Oddly enough, after losing Stephen it had crossed my mind again to wonder if the woman who had given me life might still be alive. Perhaps I wasn’t completely alone in the world. I’d shared my adoption story with Ali years ago, but we hadn’t discussed it recently. There was nothing earth-shattering about it. Vanessa and Bob Sherwood had been unable to have children of their own. They applied to adopt a child and brought me home when I was three weeks old. I had been told as a young child that I was adopted and it always made me feel special. When I got to be a teen, I became curious and questioned my mother about that other woman. All she could tell me was that I’d been born in New York City, March 19, 1955. I weighed 7 pounds, 12 ounces. I assumed that the woman who had given me away was young and unwed. The typical story.

I reached for a chip from the bowl in front of us and shrugged. “I always wanted to search, but I felt it would be a betrayal to my parents. They gave me a good life. You know that.”

“Yeah, but I remember when Monica was born. You questioned if maybe she’d inherited looks or traits from your real parents and it bothered you. I tried to encourage you to begin a search. I think your parents would have understood. It’s only natural to be curious and want to know exactly where we came from. Genes aren’t everything in forming us, but they do matter.”

Ali was right. It wasn’t that I felt like a misfit in my adopted family, but I had always felt a void. I used to wonder if maybe my smile was passed on from a cousin or aunt that I’d never met. Had my mother enjoyed knitting like I did? I hadn’t seemed to get many traits from my adopted parents.


“Do it,” Ali said.

I looked at her with surprise. “Do what?”

“Search for your biological mother,” she said forcefully. “You’re floundering, Syd. You’ve lost all that you knew as your way of life. You need to move on and maybe locating some information about that woman will help you to do that. We all need a touchstone. Something to make us feel whole and understand why we’re the person we are. I think the time has come for you to discover that.”

I recalled shortly after Monica was born that I went so far as to research A.L.M.A. on the Internet. Adoptee’s Liberty Movement Association was located in Denville, New Jersey. I never bothered to list my own name though. Maybe I was afraid of what I might find. But now, at age fifty-two, I had a compelling need to search for my roots. Find out where I had come from. And perhaps enable myself to find out where I was going.

“You could be right,” I told Ali. “Maybe it’s an innate desire in all of us. Whether we admit it or not.” I took the last sip of my tea and placed the glass on the table. “Could I use your computer tomorrow to list myself on A.L.M.A.?”

Ali put up her hand for a high five. “Absolutely. And something else I think you should do is scout around town for some space and see about opening a knitting shop. There’re a few shops downtown that are being refurbished. I’d bet anything one of them would be perfect for you.”

I thought of my bank account dwindling down to nothing after putting a deposit for a lease. And stock? Where would I get the money to order supplies to get me started? After voicing my misgivings to Ali, I was sorry I’d mentioned it.

“I can give you a loan, Syd. You know I would.”

“Yeah, I know you would, and I don’t want you to. If, and I say if, I’m going to do this, it has to be on my own. I’m just not sure I’m ready for that step. What if it falls apart and I lose everything?”

“For Christ’s sake, life is a risk. You’ll certainly get nowhere if you don’t take a chance. It’s the same with your search. If you don’t even try, you’ll never find your biological mother.”

Ali always gave me something to think about. She pushed me to pursue things I wouldn’t ordinarily do. Like the time in our sophomore year in college she found out I couldn’t swim. She insisted I could and after three weeks of her instruction at the college pool, she proved me wrong.

I let out a deep sigh. “I’ll think about it,” I told her. Wanting to change the subject, I asked when I was going to meet the mysterious Paul.

Ali laughed and then surprised me as a crimson flush covered her face.

“I told you. He works for a large pharmaceutical company in Atlanta. It isn’t that easy for him to get down here a lot. And he isn’t mysterious at all. We’ve been seeing each other off and on for a few years now.”

“Does he have any plans to get down here in the near future?”

“When I spoke to him the other night, he said he was going to try and come down for a few days at the end of the month.”

Feeling like I was back in our dorm room at college, I asked, “So is this serious?”

Ali threw her head back laughing. “Honey, what’s serious when you’re our age? I don’t have marriage in mind, if that’s what you mean. But yeah, we have a kinda sorta committed relationship. We don’t sleep with anyone else.”

I’d forgotten how outspoken Ali could be. She’d always marched to the beat of a different drummer, and I guess age hadn’t changed a thing.

“Don’t look so shocked,” she teased me. “People over age fifty do continue to have sex, you know. And I can vouch for the fact it’s even better as we get older.”

Speak for yourself, I thought. I couldn’t remember the last time that Stephen and I had had sex. A year? Two? It wasn’t something we’d discussed or even brought to a halt intentionally. It had just sort of happened. Or not happened. I guess like most other things in my marriage, I had grown to accept it. And the magazines I’d see at the supermarket checkout seemed to confirm that sex was for the twenty, thirty, and forty year olds. Making love was a taboo subject for those of us over age fifty. But I had to admit that when I was reading a novel and came to a sex scene, it made me pause. Or when I watched a chick flick that involved some hot romping in bed, I felt sadness that that part of my life seemed to be over.

When I remained silent, Ali went on.

“Hell, years ago we had to worry about pregnancy. There’s a certain freedom in reaching a point in your life where lovemaking is simply pleasure. Both in the giving and receiving.”

I was saved from commenting by the ringing of Ali’s phone.

“Cedar Key Bed and Breakfast,” she said, in her polished business tone. “Monica. Hey, it’s great to hear your voice. Yup, she’s right here.”

I rolled my eyes as I reached for the phone. “Hi, sweetie. How’re you doing?”

“More to the point, how are you doing? Have you decided what the heck you’re going to do down there? Are you sure you shouldn’t have stayed up here? God, Mom, you’ve got yourself in quite a situation.”

As if I didn’t know that, and I could always depend on Monica to make me feel worse than I did. Never one to cut me any slack, she always stormed full speed ahead on everything. She made me feel like all of this was my fault. My fault that Stephen died, my fault that I got evicted, and my fault she’d lost her childhood home. Unlike me, Monica had always been sure of herself. Strong willed and independent, she made no pretense of the fact that I should have known better than to leave the house in Stephen’s name. She also blamed me for not paying more attention to her father’s hobby of gambling. Monica maintained I should have been aware that he visited the dog and horse track more than was normal.

My anger flared up and I didn’t mince words with her. “I have no idea what I’m going to do. But you know what, Monica? You can be assured you will not be called upon to look after your middle-aged mother. I guarantee you of that.” Pushing the disconnect button, I slammed the phone on the table.

“Hmm,” Ali said, picking up the phone to inspect any damage. “Aren’t mother-daughter relationships wonderful?”
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Sitting in the quiet garden was quickly becoming my favorite way to start my days. While my Lexington neighborhood wasn’t overly noisy, it did have a fair amount of sound. Car doors slamming, the roar of a motorcycle in the distance, or the faint voice of the WBZ disc jockey floating onto my patio from the radio next door. But here on the island, it was utter and complete silence during the early morning. Occasionally, I’d hear the engine of an air boat across the water. But even that I found to be a soothing hum.

After my conversation with both Ali and Monica the evening before, I’d decided this was the day I’d head downtown and attempt to find some type of employment. I looked up to see Ali and Winston walking toward me. Lilly immediately ran to her new best friend and both dogs took off to explore the garden.

“Feeling better this morning?” Ali questioned, pulling up a chair beside me.

I shook my head. “I don’t know. My life is spinning out of control, and I know you’re right. I’m the only one that can change that. So first on my list is to beat the pavement downtown and try to find a job.”


“It’s a good start.”

I was feeling extra emotional this morning. “After all that Stephen did to me—the lying, the betrayal, the secrets—I still miss him,” I said, as tears formed in my eyes.

“Well, of course you do, Syd. God, you were married to the man more than half your life. Even couples with marriages not made in heaven have a certain attachment and fondness for each other. Stephen wasn’t a mean person.”

I blew my nose into a tissue and nodded. “You’re right. I think he meant well. He just had this terrible addiction to gambling, I guess. But why the hell couldn’t he tell me about it? I mean, I knew he loved playing the lottery. I even went with him a few times to Suffolk Downs and to Rockingham for the races, but I never realized he was a compulsive gambler.”

“He was ashamed. Admitting this to you would have meant he was…well, flawed. And Stephen was a very proud person. He was the doctor. The one to always fix things. People and situations. But this was something he couldn’t fix. Not alone. And obviously, he never sought help for his addiction.”

“Half of me misses him. You know, the physical presence of him. And the other half of me…hates him. I hate him for doing this to me. For leaving me completely alone and on my own.” I felt the tears streaming down my face once again as Ali stood up and leaned over to put her arms around me.

Looking down at my face, she said, “We’re going to get through this, Syd. It’s just going to take time. Like everything else in life.”

 

I enjoyed walking along Second Street in the downtown district. On a weekday, it was quiet with few vehicles or pedestrians. The weekends were when tourists flocked to the island for a respite from city life, but by Monday afternoons, the locals had their town back to themselves.

Lilly trotted along in front of me on her leash as I passed the Historical Museum and then stopped to browse in the corner bookstore. A brand-new release by Debbie Macomber was in the window, and I realized that spending twenty dollars for a book was something I’d never given a second thought to. Twenty dollars now had much more meaning for me. I paused in front of Pelican Realty to browse at photos of homes for sale. Thinking of my house in Lexington brought a sick feeling to the pit of my stomach. Haven Isle Gift Shop caught my eye with an attractive display of stuffed animals, glass Victorian balls in vivid shades of blue, pink, and lilac, and brass wind chimes. I passed the Jiffy store, the post office, and city hall. And then I saw a sign that made my heart beat faster. HELP WANTED, it said on a piece of cardboard nailed to the post in front of Cook’s Café. I took a deep breath and headed to an empty table at the outside patio area.

“I think we might be welcome here,” I said to Lilly as she curled up under the table. That was one of the things I liked about this town. It was dog-friendly and outside establishments allowed well-behaved canines to visit.

When the waitress came out, I ordered coffee. Lighting up a cigarette, I glanced across the street to the empty shops and knew those were the ones that Ali had referred to.

“Here ya go, sweetie,” the waitress said, placing coffee in front of me and a bowl of water down for Lilly.

“Thank you. I’m sure she appreciates that.”

She bent down to pat Lilly and smiled. “She sure is cute. Visiting the island for the holiday?”

In the week I’d been with Ali, I hadn’t given a thought that Thanksgiving was on Thursday. My first one in years without Stephen or Monica. My first one alone.

“Yeah, I guess you could say I am. I arrived last week from the Boston area and I’m staying with my friend, Alison Marks. You might know her. She owns the B and B.”

The waitress put her hands on her hips and laughed. “I sure ’nuff do. Honey, you’ll soon find out that everyone knows everyone on this island. Ain’t no secrets here. And you must be Sydney. Alison told all of us ’bout you comin’.”

I felt foolishly pleased. I’d lived in Lexington for thirty years and barely knew my next-door neighbors.

“Welcome to the island,” she told me. “How long you stayin’?”

I laughed and wasn’t used to such abrupt questions. “I really don’t know. Maybe permanently. Actually, I need a job and I saw the sign you have looking for help….”

“We sure ’nuff are. I’m Ida Mae,” she said, extending her hand. “Me and my husband, Gus, we own this here place. My Gus though, he had a heart attack a few months ago and can’t help as much as he used to. Needs to rest, the doctor told him. Rest? How on earth can ya rest when ya have a restaurant to run? Listen to me babbling on. What I need is somebody to open for me at seven o’clock four mornings a week…my other girl, she works the other days. So the hours are from seven till two. You’d cover the breakfast and lunch crowd. That would be twenty-eight hours for the week. Nice crowd here too. Mostly locals. You have waitress experience, do ya?”

“Not in over thirty years,” I said honestly. “But I’m a quick learn.”

“I bet you are. Aw, there isn’t much to waitressing. Let me get you an application,” she said, heading back inside.

For the first time in weeks I felt a jolt of encouragement. Lifting my coffee cup to my lips, I realized that the woman sitting a few tables away was staring at me intently. At least I thought she was. It was difficult to tell with ebony-shaded glasses covering her eyes. Feeling under scrutiny, I lit up a cigarette and glanced away. But not before I noticed the outlandish outfit the woman was wearing. She appeared to be early seventies, but was valiantly attempting to look thirty. A large, straw crimson hat covered her head and clashed terribly with curly hair that was just this side of orange. Dangling from around the brim were small, white circular things that reminded me of cotton balls. The woman’s purple elastic tube top would have been more suited on a younger girl and the tight capri-style pants, with the same dangling white balls down the side, brought a grin to my face. Completing the outfit were assorted gold bangle bracelets that clinked each time the woman took a drag off her cigarette.

Ida Mae returned with the promised application. “Here ya go, honey. You just fill this out and bring it inside when you’re finished. Can I give you a call at Alison’s place?”

I realized that I didn’t even have a phone number to call my own. “Yes. That’ll be fine and thank you.”

I filled out the application without much hope. I didn’t even have former job references to put down. Not unless you counted the hospital where I’d worked years before. I brought the paper inside and left it on the counter. When I unclipped Lilly’s leash from the leg of the table and began to walk away, I swear I could feel the eyes behind the ebony glasses following me.

The sound of drills and hammers from across the street caused me to cross and take a peek inside. Contractors were working on a restoration, and I tugged on Lilly’s leash to enter one of the empty shops. Long French doors at the corner space were open. I stood in the middle of the brick-walled room and saw tin buckets of paint, various carpentry tools, drop cloths, and ladders. Beyond seeing the construction, I visualized the space being turned into a quaint retail shop. Because of the restoration, it would have a definite Victorian ambiance. I walked over to run my hand along the original brick of the wall and was startled to hear Lilly growl at the same time I heard a male voice.

“Interested in renting some space here?”

Leaning down to quiet Lilly, I looked up to see a middle-aged man standing in the doorway. His height was slightly below the door frame. Wearing tan Dockers and an Irish knit pullover sweater, his curly silver hair contrasted in a pleasing way with the bronze of his tan. Mahogany eyes observed me.


“Oh, I don’t think so,” I mumbled. Had I ever seen a shade of brown eyes that deep?

His smile only increased his pleasant looks. “Well, that’s good. Because I’m thinking of placing first dibs on this particular space. And I’ve never accepted competition well.”

As I was trying to decide if the cockiness in his tone implied humor, he extended his hand.

“Noah Hale,” he said.

“Sydney Webster,” I replied, surprising myself by not wanting to release his grip.

After a moment, he let go, raising both arms to include the space. “So I don’t have to worry about you stealing this from me?”

At that precise moment, I wasn’t so sure. An idea had begun to form in my head at the same time I experienced that long-ago sensation when I worked in the emergency room—of being in control to make an important decision.

I ignored his question and asked one of my own. “Why would you want this space?”

“I’m an artist and returned from Key West last year to look after my mother. My family has lived on the island for five generations. I’m planning to open a gallery.”

“An artist?” Somehow he struck me more as an outdoors-kind-of-person.

Noah shifted from one foot to the other. “Do you have something against artists?”

“Not at all,” I replied, heading toward the door. “As long as they don’t think being a native and an artist gets them superior treatment. See ya,” I tossed over my shoulder, as I tugged on Lilly’s leash and crossed the street.

 

“Noah Hale?” Ali repeated, as we finished up dinner.

I had explained my afternoon encounter with him. “Yeah. Why? Do you know him?”


“Not personally, but I know of him and Paul kind of hangs out with him when he’s here visiting.”

“Hmm. Well, he seems a bit arrogant to me. Just his tone of voice and implying that I’d better not even think of renting that space because he wants it.”

“His family has been here on the island since the eighteen eighties. You know that huge, gorgeous house on the corner of Fourth and F Street? It’s called the Hale-Johnson House. He lives there with his mother.”

I got up to help Ali clear the table and begin the dishes. “Still lives at home with mom? Is he gay?”

Ali laughed. “I doubt that very much. In case you failed to notice, he’s pretty damn hot. Very good looking and I’d say Cedar Key’s most eligible bachelor.”

“He’s never been married?”

Ali placed dishes into the sudsy water. “I’m not certain, but I heard rumors that he was married years ago. To a French girl. That was when he was painting and teaching in Paris.”

When I remained silent, Ali said, “So…are you interested?”

“In Noah Hale? Don’t be ridiculous.”

Ali looked at me with raised eyebrows. “Actually, I was referring to being interested in the retail space.”
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“It’s for you,” Ali said, passing me the phone.

Expecting to hear Monica’s voice, (who else would call me?) I was surprised to hear a Southern drawl.

“Hey, there, sweetie. Ida Mae here. I have your application and I’d like to hire you.”

“Me?” I replied, stupidly.

I heard Ida Mae’s laughter come across the line.

“Sure. You. I think you’d be reliable and dependable. Not like those teenagers who say they want to work and then lounge around. So…tomorrow’s Thanksgiving. That means a very busy weekend. Could you start on Friday? And your days would be Friday, Saturday, Monday, and Tuesday? This way you’ll have two pretty busy days and then two slower ones. How would that be?”

Be? I never thought I’d be so excited to gain employment as a waitress. We discussed salary, and I was surprised to hear she’d be paying me a little more than minimum wage, plus my tips, of course.

I clicked to disconnect the phone, grabbed Ali, and proceeded to dance her around the kitchen, both of us giggling and laughing like we used to in college.

“I take it you got the job?” she teased.

“Can you believe it?”

Slowing down to catch her breath, she said, “Of course I can believe it. You have a lot to offer in any position, Syd. Believe in yourself.”

I felt good. The best I’d felt in months. “Here,” I said, sitting her down at the table. “Let me practice and pour you some sweet tea.”

Just as I’d placed the glass in front of her, the phone rang again. My confidence evaporated as I prayed it wasn’t Ida Mae changing her mind.

“Monica,” Ali said, passing the phone to me again.

“Hey, sweetie,” I said, feeling more positive than I had in ages. “Guess what?”

“You’re coming back up here?”

Why couldn’t that girl get it through her head that up there was a dead end for me? “No, I’m not. But…I did get myself a job today. I’ll be a waitress at Cook’s Café downtown. Four days a week.”

“Oh, God, Mom. Are you serious? Doing waitress work at your age? What about your bad leg veins? How the heck are you going to stand on your feet for hours, carting heavy trays?”

I have to admit…my daughter certainly had a way of bursting my bubble. “My age? Christ, Monica, I’m hardly ready for a nursing home. I’m still ten years away from Social Security. No, it won’t be easy. But I have to do something for income.” I found myself apologizing to my daughter. For what, I wondered.

“Well, I didn’t mean to imply you’re over the hill, but…whatever. I just wanted to call and wish you a Happy Thanksgiving a day early. Jen and I are heading out tomorrow morning for the White Mountains. They’ve had snow and the skiing should be good.”


“You and Jen? Aren’t you spending Thanksgiving with Russ?” My daughter had been dating the Boston attorney for almost a year. He’d written a book and they’d met at a party the publishing company she worked for had given.

There was a brief silence and then she said, “Russ and I are finished.”

That was it. No explanation. Nothing.

“Oh,” I replied, not knowing what else to say.

“Right. So anyway, have a good day tomorrow. I’ll be back on Sunday, so I’ll touch base with you next week.”

I hung up the phone, looked at Ali and shook my head. “I don’t know what it is about Monica and me. We got along so well when she was younger. But lately…we’re like oil and water.”

“Is she giving you a hassle again?”

“I think it’s safe to say she’s not enthused at all about her mom working as a waitress. Probably ashamed. And I just found out that she and Russ are over. I don’t understand that either. She gets into, what seems like, serious relationships and then before a year has passed, they’re history.”

“Well, she’s twenty-six and still has plenty of time to find Mr. Right. Girls today stay single much longer than we did.”

“Hmm, true. She might not be happy for me, but I’m going to take Lilly and go for a nice walk downtown to the beach to celebrate getting back into the work force.”

“Good for you. I think you’ll enjoy working at Cook’s. Ida Mae’s from another family that’s been here forever on the island. Some of the people you’ll meet will be a bit quirky, but they’re good people, and I think you’ll enjoy them.”

“Speaking of quirky,” I said and proceeded to tell Ali about the woman with the dark glasses I’d encountered the day before.

Alison laughed. “Oh, yeah. That would be Sybile. Sybile Bowden—a real character. Lived here all her life. Rumor has it that she left the island at age eighteen for the big lights of New York City. But after a very lucrative divorce settlement, she came back. The prodigal daughter, I guess.”

“Was she an actress?”

“Into modeling, I think. I’m not really sure. She keeps pretty much to herself. Has a sister here on the island, but they’re like night and day. You’d never know they were sisters. Sybile lives in a very unusual home—the Lighthouse. It’s on Rye Key. I think when it comes to marching to the beat of a different drummer, Sybile has me beat by miles.”

Based on what I’d observed the day before, I had to admit Alison was probably right.

 

Unlike the cold and gloomy New England Novembers, afternoons on the island were perfect for walking and soaking up the semi-tropical climate. I stood on the bridge heading to Dock Street and paused to watch airboats cruising out from the marina into the Gulf. Their loud motors reverberated through the otherwise silent air. Mullet jumped in the water below and further away, I could make out the silver fins of dolphin jumping. Yeah, each day it was becoming easier to see what drew Ali to this place.

Walking along Dock Street, I ended up at City Park and the beach. Unclipping Lilly’s leash to let her run, I went to sit on a bench and sip my afternoon coffee. The yipping of a small poodle drew my attention to an elderly man entering the park. He raised a hand in greeting as he took the bench next to me and his dog ran off to play with Lilly.

“Beautiful afternoon isn’t it?” he said.

I nodded. “It sure is. Coming from New England it’s hard to believe that tomorrow’s Thanksgiving.”

“You visiting here?” the man inquired.

“An extended visit, you might say. My friend Alison owns the B and B, and I’m staying with her.”


The man turned to face me. His baseball cap stated he was a member of Eagles Aerie 424 and his T-shirt, suspenders, and baggy pants reminded me of Jeb on The Beverly Hillbillies. A weather-beaten face showed too many years of sun and caused deep furrows in his forehead and cheeks. But these features faded when he smiled.

Extending his hand to accompany a grin, he said, “Why, I know who you are. Yup, you’re that friend of Ali’s she said was comin’ from the Boston area. Nice to meet ya, ma’am. I’m Saren. Saren Ghetti.”

I accepted his handshake and laughed. “Are you serious? That’s really your name? Like the Serengeti Plain?”

He joined my laughter. “Yup. My mama and daddy, they thought if they gave me a different kinda name, I’d go on to do great things in the world.”

I couldn’t resist. “And did you?”

“Well, now, that depends what ya think great things are. I’m an artist. Nah, not as great as Picasso or Monet, but I’ve gotten by. Sold a lot of paintings around the world over the years.” He nodded his head emphatically. “All those sales have provided for me in my old age. So I guess I did okay.”

I detected a resiliency in the man’s demeanor. “Do you still paint?”

Saren removed his cap, scratching his head before replying. “Yeah, guess ya could say I do. But not as much. The old fingers don’t work like they used to. Damn arthritis tightens them up.”

I glanced at his hands that were twisted with swollen joints.

“But ya gotta keep movin’. What’s that they say? If ya don’t use it, ya lose it. Well, I don’t intend to lose it. I turn eighty-two on my next birthday and I say life is what ya make of it.”

Good philosophy. The man obviously took the bad with the good. “Cute little dog,” I said, watching the black poodle dash into the water to catch Lilly.


“Ah, that’s my Aggie. Me and her, we go way back. She’s fourteen. Never know it though, would ya? That’s ’cuz I keep her as active as I am. We walk three times a day. Don’t know what I’d do without my Aggie. She’s my best friend.”

The simplicity of his words touched me. “All of your love for her shows. She looks great.”

Saren waved his hand to somebody in back of me and I turned to see the strange woman with the sunglasses walking past the park.

“Hi, Saren,” she called in greeting and kept walking.

Today she was wearing bright orange slacks, an orange tank top, and spangled wedge-heel sandals. A white bandana with orange polka dots covered her head. I could see she did have an enviable figure for an older woman.

Saren nodded toward the departing figure. “Have ya met Miss High and Mighty yet? Thinks she’s queen of the island, she does. Ain’t no better than the rest of us, but she doesn’t know that. Comes back here a failure and thinks she’s a celebrity.”

“I saw her at Cook’s the other day. Alison said she left the island years ago to become a model.”

Saren pursed his lips and grunted. “She wasn’t no Christie Brinkley, that’s for sure. I don’t know what all she did up there in that fancy town, but if it was so great, what’d she come back here for? Probably to bury her secrets, that’s what I say. She only speaks to me when she has a mind to.”

I was beginning to realize that fishing wasn’t the only past time on the island. Gossip flowed as easily as the water.

Saren stood up and whistled. The poodle came running without hesitation. “This here is Miss Aggie.”

I leaned over and let the dog sniff my hand. “Well, you sure are cute and it looks like my Lilly has found herself another new friend.”


“Sure ’nuff she has and we’ll see you tomorrow for dinner. You take care,” he said, walking away with the poodle close at his heels.

I remembered that Alison had said she’d be cooking for five other people, but was surprised that Saren Ghetti was to be one of the guests. I smiled as it occurred to me that the dinner conversation would probably be pretty lively.
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