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Dear Friends,

 

It is always a pleasure to return to a place we have enjoyed visiting before. And it certainly gives me and Katherine Spencer great joy that you have decided to come back to the Inn at Angel Island.

To me, the inn represents a place of peace and harmony, a warm and homey place filled with the soothing aroma of homemade muffins fresh from the oven. It is a haven that looks out at one of God’s greatest creations: the sea.

But even in this blessed spot, doubt and fear and negativity can find a way in. Even when our hearts are filled with love and joy, as they are on the occasion of a wedding, we may still have to fight off the feelings that keep us from happiness and grace.

Jennifer and Kyle are in love and eager to marry. Their fondest hope is to be married at the Inn at Angel Island, but that wonderful decision sets off ripples of fear in Liza Martin, the innkeeper. Can she handle the job? Will she fail? And how can she be totally happy for the couple when she sometimes fears that she will never experience the love she herself longs for?

And what about the bride and groom? They are happily in love, but no love ever goes untested. Will their love be strong enough to weather the dark storms that are approaching?

There is no greater miracle than love—and in a place like Angel Island, it seems as if God Himself has carved that miracle into the sheltering cliffs and traced it on the shoreline like footsteps in the sand.

Let’s follow them. . . .

Please join us at the wedding. You are always our most welcome guest.

 

Share the Light,

Thomas Kinkade




Chapter One

THE Hobarts were the last guests to leave the Inn at Angel Island on Monday morning. Kate Hobart came down the steps just ahead of her husband and handed Liza the room key.

“Everything was perfect, Liza. I wish we could stay the rest of the week. Or two.”

“I wish you could, too.” Liza placed the key in the cubbyhole of the oak secretary.

The Hobarts had been at the inn for the past four days, celebrating their anniversary. Two other couples had checked in during the weekend, but the Hobarts had stayed the longest and Liza had come to know them the best.

“Come back anytime. Beach weather is on the way,” she promised.

It was the second week in May, and a wave of warm weather over the weekend had given everyone a taste of summer.

“We’re thinking about a stay in July, with the rest of the family,”  Kate said, slipping a brochure into her purse. “Do you have any adjoining rooms?”

“There’s a suite on the third floor. Two bedrooms with a private bath. Ocean view,” Liza added.

Liza did not add that those particular rooms were far from renovated. If the Hobarts made a reservation, the suite would jump to the top of Liza’s to-do list.

“I’ll check our calendar and get back to you,” Kate said. “It was only a few days, but it’s so peaceful here. It’s going to be hard to get back to real life again, right, Tom?”

Kate glanced at her husband, who was coming down the stairs with their bags.

“I’m planning on a slow reentry, honey. With a stop along the road for one last lobster roll.”

The half-dreaming, half-scheming look on his face made Liza laugh.

“Sorry, pal,” Kate replied. “I’ve already gone overboard on that awesome breakfast. Which was worth every calorie.”

Liza was glad to hear that. The rooms weren’t perfect yet, but all the guests were quickly won over by the meals—by Claire North’s cooking, to be precise.

Liza answered a few questions about directions and wished the Hobarts a safe trip back to Connecticut. Then she stood on the porch and watched them drive away.

The Inn at Angel Island had been officially open since the first week in April, just a little more than a month. Though she’d only entertained a handful of guests so far, Liza already knew she would always feel the same exhilarated rush when her guests arrived, and always feel sorry to see them go, as if she were saying good-bye to dear friends.

Most of the guests had come on the weekends, arriving Friday and leaving Sunday morning. A few, like the Hobarts, had stayed longer, from Thursday or Friday night through to Monday. No one had come yet for a solid week. But she hoped to see far fewer blank spots in the reservation book once the warm weather and vacation season arrived. And it was just on the horizon, Liza reminded herself.

She had considered placing advertisements in local travel magazines or even the newspapers. She’d been in the advertising business before moving to the island and knew that a well-designed, well-placed ad worked. But she didn’t have the extra money right now. The inn still needed loads of repairs, and her priority was to keep the renovation going. Right now, there were only a few rooms to offer on the second floor, and one totally refinished bathroom.

No point in advertising when she couldn’t accommodate a flood of customers. Or even a steady stream.

“Are the Hobarts gone?”

“They just left.” Liza turned at the sound of Claire’s voice. As usual, Claire had come up so quietly, Liza hadn’t realized she was there. “They said they’re coming back in July. Mainly for some more of that baked French toast thing you served this morning.”

“Cinnamon Raisin Strata,” Claire quietly corrected her. “I’ll copy down the recipe. You can send it to Mrs. Hobart.”

“That’s very thoughtful, Claire. But why would I do that? It’s the perfect bait to get them back.” Liza was partly joking—and partly serious. “We don’t have any bookings until Memorial Day weekend. Only one reservation in June, and July is a big blank,” she reported. “Let’s not even turn the page to August.”

“Don’t turn the page and don’t worry. The calls will come,” Claire said decidedly. She’d set down a large basket of freshly laundered  linens on the wicker table and now began to fold the towels and sheets in her calm, methodical way. The laundry looked so perfectly smooth when she was finished, you’d think a folding machine had done the task.

“I know it’s too soon to worry. I’m just feeling restless. I’m going to check the old registration books and send out more reminder cards. Maybe I can stir up some business.”

“Good idea. People may have heard that your aunt passed away and assume the place is closed.” Claire snapped a fresh white pillowcase in the breeze. “Your aunt Elizabeth used to fret about the same thing this time of year. But most folks haven’t even stuck their noses out the door and realized that summer’s almost here.”

Liza knew that was true. New England winters were long and harsh. It took most of the hardy residents in the area a while to thaw out and accept that the warm weather had arrived. Then suddenly, the long, hot days of summer rolled in.

As usual, something about Claire’s quiet, certain tone soothed Liza’s anxiety. Claire had a way of looking at the world that made life seem easy and uncomplicated.

The housekeeper and cook had worked for Liza’s aunt Elizabeth for many years—as both an employee and a companion. Claire had also taken care of Aunt Elizabeth in her final months last winter when she fell sick with pneumonia and never recovered.

When Liza arrived and took over, she discovered that Claire more or less came with the property—which was at first worrisome but soon turned out to be a blessing in disguise. A great blessing, Liza knew now. She wouldn’t have survived more than a week on her own without Claire’s help.

“Guess I’ll go up and put away these linens.” Claire lifted the  heavy basket with ease and headed for the door. Liza rushed ahead to open it for her. “I did want to tell you, the sink in the laundry room is backed up. Looks like the tree roots again.”

Liza’s heart sank. Another unexpected repair? Was that really possible? And what was this about the tree roots again? She was afraid to ask.

“What do you mean? Do the roots get into the pipes somehow?”

“Every few years. Always in the spring. The new shoots work themselves right through the metal. Nature is amazing, isn’t it? So . . . persistent,” Claire added with a wistful smile.

Liza forced a smile in answer but didn’t feel half so awed by the natural wonder . . . wondering more what this clog was going to cost.

“It always hits that sink first. Low spot on the building. We need to take care of it before the rest of the works get backed up,” Claire warned.

“Yes, of course. There’s a number in the book, I guess?”

Liza had quickly learned that no matter what the crisis, there was always a number in her aunt’s battered old phone book.

So far, there was no repair crisis the big, old house had not seen before.

“Joe Lindstadt. He’s the one. But you might try D for drains . . . or C for clogs. Your aunt had an odd way of categorizing her phone numbers.”

“So I’ve noticed,” Liza agreed.

Aunt Elizabeth had her own way of doing things, artistic soul that she was. Her phone book was the least of it.

Claire took her basket of laundry and went inside. Liza rose but did not follow. She stared out at the startling blue sky and the  wide ocean, silently calculating. The profits from the guests who had stayed over the weekend could have pushed her accounts into the black this month. But now those clogged pipes would wipe out any profits, and then some.

When she looked at the inn’s budget, the income and outlay, she wondered how she would stay in business at all. But you just got started, she reminded herself. You need to have patience. Isn’t that what Claire always tells you? Patience and faith.

It had taken a huge leap of faith to quit her job and move here from Boston, taking on the inn without any experience at all at running a hotel. Except for spending summers here with her aunt and uncle, watching them run the place.

The change had been exhilarating at first. But now that reality had set in, along with invading tree roots and a list of other unexpected crises, Liza sometimes wondered what she had gotten into. But in her heart, she knew she’d made the right choice. The daring choice, but the perfect choice for her.

She would quickly look past her worries and out at the world around her—the tender blue sky and sparkling sea that greeted her every morning. The long curving stretch of sandy beach below the cliffs, just across from the inn’s front door. The garden her aunt had planted so long ago, green stems slowly pushing through the earth, peonies and early roses bursting into bloom. The sight calmed her heart and restored her spirit.

She was so grateful to live here, surrounded by beauty every day in every season, and grateful to have the freedom of running her own business. The freedom to create a life for herself that felt authentic and true to her spirit and values.

If the pipes got clogged and the gutters drooped . . . well, it  was an old building and one that had been neglected for years. Liza knew she had to step back and focus on the big picture. Things were slowly but surely falling into place, getting a little bit better every day. She had made a big change in her life to be here, but she felt it had been the right one. She felt right being here, as if she was in the place she was meant to be, doing what she had always been meant to do.

Liza gave the ocean one last lingering look, then entered the inn, intending to search through her aunt’s phone book and call Joe Lindstadt—then had the impulse to call Daniel Merritt instead.

She knew Daniel couldn’t fix this problem, though his skills seemed to cover just about everything else under the inn’s roof. But she did know she’d feel better just hearing his deep, calm voice. He had a way of making her laugh about even the worst catastrophe.

Daniel, a local carpenter and jack-of-all-trades, had also come with the property and had also proven to be another blessing in her life. Her aunt Elizabeth had relied on Daniel for everything from a squeaky hinge to a shaky chimney.

Liza was far more self-reliant, willing to try her hand at most jobs that didn’t require great skill, just basic know-how and grunt work. When she made a mess, as she often did, Daniel would step in and show her the proper way to do things. They would usually wind up doing the job together, which Liza always enjoyed. That was how they had first gotten to know each other and become friends.

Now it seemed there was something more between them, though it was hard to say exactly what. Liza didn’t worry about it. She was very newly divorced and had not yet begun dating. She wasn’t sure if she was ready for a new relationship—even with a man as attractive as Daniel. All she did know was that she always looked forward to  seeing him and always laughed with him. She always felt better just being around him. That seemed enough for now.

Finally, Liza decided not to bother Daniel and instead, under D for drains, found Joe’s number. Daniel might run over even though he couldn’t fix it, and she didn’t want to waste his time.

Later that morning, Liza stood beside Joe Lindstadt in the dank, dingy basement, peering over his shoulder as he searched for the trap on the main line.

Joe stood up, clicked off his flashlight, and sighed. “I’m sorry, Ms. Martin,” he said, and named a price that was twice as high as what she’d expected. “I can usually do a job like this for less,” he went on. “But for one thing, these pipes are old. We have to handle them with care. And that new water heater has blocked the trap. So I have to cut a new trap somewhere. If we have to dig—”

“I understand,” Liza replied evenly. She could tell it was a fair price for the work involved, just a lot more than she had anticipated. But what could she do?

“I can start today. Or maybe you’d like to think about it?” he offered in a kind tone.

Liza knew he was giving her a chance to call around for another estimate. But choices were limited on the island and most of the repairmen came from the town of Cape Light, on the mainland. Joe had come over to the island quickly and now that he was there, it was best to just let him get started on the work.

“You go ahead, Joe. If you can start today, that would be great.”

“I can start right now,” he said cheerfully. “I just need to go back out to the truck.”

Liza climbed up the steps to the first floor and Joe followed.  When they reached the foyer, he slipped out the front door, leaving it ajar. “I’ll be right back with my tools.”

“No problem,” Liza told him. She turned to Claire, who walked out of the kitchen to meet her.

“It’s the roots, just like you thought,” Liza told her. “Aunt Elizabeth hadn’t taken care of it for a while, so it’s worse than usual. And the new water heater is blocking the trap or something. In short, the bill is going to be a whopper,” Liza concluded. “I don’t know. Sometimes, this inn seems like a disaster just waiting to happen. Sometimes I feel like the entire place is just about to fall down around me. . . .”

Liza noticed the look on Claire’s face and realized someone had entered the inn and was standing right behind her.

She heard a polite cough and felt her face flush.

There was someone here, a potential guest perhaps, and here she was, going on and on about how the inn was a falling-down mess.

Great marketing strategy.

Claire sailed past the tongue-tied Liza with a smile. “Good morning. May I help you?” she asked in a warm, polite, and totally sane tone.

“I’m looking for Mrs. Dunne . . . Elizabeth Dunne . . . Is she still here?”

“Not any longer, dear,” Claire explained. “Elizabeth Dunne passed away a few months back, in February.”

Liza felt relieved that Claire had stepped in to relay that news. It still pained her to tell anyone about her aunt’s passing. She took a calming breath and turned slowly.

She saw a young woman in her early twenties, standing at the open door. The light breeze lifted the long hair that hung past her  shoulders in gentle waves, a rich shade of auburn with golden streaks of blond. Natural highlights, Liza could see, not the kind from a beauty salon.

Everything about her looked very natural and unstudied. She wore a flowered sundress and a dark blue sweater that complemented her wide blue eyes and dark brown lashes. A khaki green canvas bag was slung over one shoulder. It was big and battered enough to be a backpack but was probably a purse. She was very pretty, Liza thought; strikingly pretty, without a bit of makeup. And she didn’t even seem to realize it.

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. I knew her, a little. She was so nice. A really interesting person,” the young woman said sincerely. “Was she a relative of yours?” she asked Claire.

“We weren’t related. Just friends. I’ve worked here a long time.” Claire turned to Liza. “This is Ms. Liza Martin, Elizabeth’s niece. She owns the inn now.”

“Oh, you’re the new innkeeper?” The young woman looked at Liza, clearly cheered to learn that someone had taken over.

Liza met the young woman’s gaze and smiled. “Yes, I am. Can I help you with something?”

“I hope so. . . . I’d like to have my wedding here.” The girl smiled as if she’d just informed Liza she had won some sort of sweepstakes. The grand prize, in fact.

When Liza didn’t immediately react, the girl looked at her curiously. “You do weddings here, don’t you?”

Liza stared back, still dumbstruck. “You want to have your wedding here?”

I’ve barely mastered serving breakfast, Liza nearly confessed.

Before Liza could say more, Claire jumped into the conversation.  “Oh, there have been some lovely weddings here. We even have pictures around somewhere. Such a romantic setting, especially in the summer. . . . Would anyone care for a cup of tea? I just put the kettle on.”

“I’d like some tea,” the young woman said. “By the way, my name is Jennifer Bennet.”

“Hello, Jennifer. Nice to meet you,” Liza said.

“Nice to meet you, Jennifer. I’m Claire North,” the housekeeper introduced herself as she headed back to the kitchen. “Why don’t you two go into the sitting room. I’ll serve the tea in a minute.”

Claire’s easy, gracious ways made Liza remember her own manners. “Please come in, Jennifer. We can talk more comfortably in here,” she added, leading the way to the large sitting room.

Liza couldn’t imagine what she would say to this girl. Had she really come here hoping to plan her wedding? The idea was simply . . . impossible. But something in Jennifer Bennet’s gentle manner and hopeful expression made Liza reluctant to disappoint her.

When they entered the sitting room, Jennifer slowly looked around, seeming pleased by what she saw. She settled on the chintz-covered sofa as Liza chose a nearby armchair.

“It looks the same, almost exactly. Kyle will be glad to hear that,” Jennifer announced. “I mean, it’s been painted and all. But not that much has been changed.”

“I haven’t changed much in these rooms so far,” Liza replied. Partly because she didn’t have the funds yet to redecorate. But also because there was something warm and familiar in the rooms just the way they were. Her aunt and uncle had both been artists and had exquisite taste and style.

Liza assumed Kyle was Jennifer’s fiancé, but before she could  ask, Jennifer smiled and pointed to the big bay window that framed a view of the ocean. “I remember those curtains, with the birds. They’re so pretty.”

“My aunt designed them and made them herself. She was a wonder with a sewing machine.”

The silk fringed curtains with their remarkable fabric had held up well. Liza had considered putting them away, as a memento, but it turned out that they had only needed a good cleaning to make the colors bright again. Liza was pleased to rehang them. The curtains seemed to carry some of Elizabeth’s vivacious spirit in their style.

“When were you here last, Jennifer?” Liza asked, curious about how well the girl had known her aunt.

“Oh, about six years ago, I guess,” Jennifer replied.

The answer surprised Liza, but before she could ask more questions, Jennifer began to explain.

“My boyfriend, Kyle, and I . . . Well, he’s my fiancé now,” Jennifer corrected herself. “We met on the beach just down the path, across the road from the inn. We were in high school. Kyle is a little older than me, two years. I’d seen him around school, but I never had the nerve to talk to him.

“I came to the island for the day with some friends,” Jennifer continued, “just to hang out on the beach. I got bored and decided to take a walk, and there was Kyle. He was fly-fishing with his brother, but he said hello when I walked by and we started talking. He’d noticed me around school, too, and had been trying to meet me. He told me that later,” she added with a laugh. “We just hit it off, and we spent the rest of the day together. When we finally left the beach, we came up here, to the inn. Your aunt was so sweet. She brought us  cold lemonade and cookies, and we sat up on the porch in the shade and talked to her for a long time.”

Liza could see it all happening. Her aunt must have spotted the budding romance and decided to encourage it along.

“She showed us some of her artwork,” Jennifer went on. “And when we finally left, she told us to come back and visit her. We did come back a few times. We liked to bike ride on the island or come to this beach. We started thinking of it as our beach,” she added. “We always stopped to say hello to your aunt. She told me once that she was sure Kyle and I were a perfect match and felt sure we’d get married someday,” Jennifer confided with a small smile. “I asked if we could get married here, at the inn, and I remember exactly what she did. She sat back and clapped her hands and said, ‘My dear, that would make my heart sing.’”

Liza smiled. That was Aunt Elizabeth. Her heart could sing, quite beautifully. And she could make other hearts sing, too.

Liza heard the rattle of china and flatware and saw Claire coming into the sitting room with a tray that held a teapot and cups and a dish with slices of fragrant lemon poppy-seed cake.

Claire set the tray on the table. “The tea has been steeping in the kitchen. I think it’s ready to pour.”

“Thank you, Claire,” Liza said. “Would you like some tea and cake, Jennifer?”

“Yes, please. I really shouldn’t have the cake, now that I need to shop for a wedding dress. But it looks delicious,” she admitted.

“Oh, a small piece couldn’t hurt,” Liza assured her. She was grateful for the small break in the conversation. Talking about her aunt brought back memories. Liza did miss her.

“So, you visited my aunt often while you were in high school but haven’t been back in a while?” Liza asked.

“Around the time Kyle started college, we stopped coming to the island. Not enough time, I guess.” Jennifer shrugged. “But we never forgot this place. We always imagined having our wedding here someday. It’s just so special to us, almost . . . magical or something.” Jennifer’s bright eyes sparkled. “Your aunt told us the legend of the island, too.”

Liza smiled ruefully, not at all surprised. “The legend, yes, of course. My aunt loved that story. I made her tell it almost every night when I was a little girl and stayed here during the summers.”

Aunt Elizabeth never minded telling it over again—unlike some adults who balked at repeating a bedtime story—even though Liza knew it by heart and could have easily told it to herself.

In the mid-1600s, English colonists came to the area and founded the town of Cape Light. During their second winter, a highly contagious illness ravaged the village. None of the usual cures, herbs, or even bleeding, could help, and most of those who became ill did not survive. The village authorities decided quarantine was necessary to control the outbreak. The sick were brought to the island, and very few of the colonists were brave enough or selfless enough to come out and help them.

There would be weekly visits with food and water and other necessities but not much more than that. Sometimes storms washed out the land bridge and made it impossible to reach the island by boat. In the winter, the island was practically inaccessible to the villagers, even if they wanted to come.

That winter was particularly brutal with ice storms and high snow. For months, no one could get to the island to visit the sick  villagers, and no one believed they would survive. It was spring when a group from the town finally made it out to the island, bracing themselves for a grim sight. But the truth was even more shocking than they could have imagined. The quarantined islanders had not only survived the harsh winter but were restored to full health.

They claimed that a group of very able, gentle people had come and nursed them through the winter. But no one could say exactly where those helping hands were from.

Of course, they wanted to thank their rescuers. After they all returned to the mainland, some of the survivors traveled around, searching for the ones who had answered their prayers. But they could never find a nearby town or anyone who knew about the quarantine. Or who would admit to having gone to the island that winter.

A number of the survivors concluded that they had been saved by the healing touch of angels disguised in human form. It was said that their spiritual healing presence could be felt and experienced on the island forever after. Those who believed even pointed to the shape of the island’s cliffs that jutted out like angels’ wings.

The unnamed island became known as Angel Island, and locals still debated the truth of its history.

“I heard different versions of the story growing up,” Jennifer said. “But your aunt made it sound so . . . convincing.”

“Yes, she did.” Liza had to agree.

“What do you think? Do you believe the legend?” Jennifer asked curiously.

“I guess I’ve gone through phases, believing and not believing,” Liza said honestly. “Right now, I suppose I’m in an ‘anything’s possible’ stage,” she added with a smile.

“Me, too. I do think that anything’s possible.” Jennifer’s expression  became more serious. “Your aunt told us that when couples married on the island, the angels watched over them for the rest of their lives. She said the partnership is forever blessed and protected.”

“I’ve never heard that before,” Liza admitted, “but it’s a lovely thought.” And romantic and spiritual, too, just like Elizabeth. Now that Liza knew her aunt had been in the picture, it made it even harder to refuse Jennifer’s request.

But she couldn’t do a wedding here. There had to be some way to let the girl down easy. To make her see that, despite her lovely memories and daydreams, the inn in its present state would never live up to her fantasies.

“It sounds as if you and Kyle are a perfect match,” Liza said sincerely. “I understand why the inn has such meaning for you, but I just don’t think it’s possible to do a wedding party here. Not at this time,” she quickly added.

“But your helper . . . Claire . . . She just said that you do weddings.” Jennifer looked stunned and suddenly so sad.

“I know she did. I think she meant that there were weddings here in the past—when my aunt and uncle ran the inn and were up to the task. But that was years ago. And I just took over in March,” she added.

“Oh . . . I see.” Jennifer sighed and looked down at her hands a moment, twisting her diamond engagement ring on her finger—a sparkling round stone in a plain gold setting.

She suddenly looked at Liza again. “Does that mean you haven’t had the opportunity to do a wedding? Or you just don’t want to do one? Because this isn’t going to be a very big wedding,” she continued. “Not big at all. Just our immediate family and a few friends. I mean, if you do any sort of parties here, it wouldn’t be much more complicated. And if you want to just try a wedding, it would be a good place to start.”

Liza couldn’t help smiling at the girl’s persuasive manner and persistence. Jennifer had seemed a bit shy at the door but was clearly no pushover.

“Frankly, I haven’t given weddings much thought, one way or the other,” Liza said honestly. “We have so much repair work to do. After my uncle died, my aunt wasn’t able to keep the inn up, and now we need some major renovations, inside and out.”

“You seemed to be talking about that just before I came in. I overheard a little from the porch.”

Liza’s face flushed, recalling her exact words—a disaster waiting to happen—but she tried to maintain a professional manner. “It’s not quite as bad as it sounded. I was feeling a little frustrated about something.”

“Well, that’s good to hear,” Jennifer said quickly.

“But the inn really is a work in progress,” Liza insisted.

“That’s okay. As long as it’s presentable.”

“Presentable?” Liza echoed. Jennifer nodded.

Didn’t brides want to be married in picture-perfect, jawdroppingly beautiful sites? Like castles and chateaus? Vineyards and grand estates?

The inn was far from that standard.

Liza was starting to feel backed into a corner. No matter how many pitfalls she pointed out to having a wedding here, Jennifer had some solution.

She decided to change the subject entirely.

“So tell me a little about yourself, Jennifer. Are you in school?” Liza thought she looked about college age.

“I just graduated,” Jennifer replied. “I went to Boston University. I grew up in Cape Light. My family still lives there. They didn’t want me to go too far away and it worked out fine.”

“What did you study?”

“I have a degree in education,” Jennifer said proudly, “but I decided to put off looking for a job until Kyle and I are married. Teaching jobs are so hard to find right now, and it seemed a lot to do along with planning the wedding.”

“That would be a lot to handle.” Liza paused. They were back to the wedding again. No avoiding it. “Have you and your fiancé picked a date?”

“We’d like to be married as soon as possible. In a month or so. Certainly by July.” Liza could see that Jennifer was watching her expression, waiting for her reaction. “Would that be a problem for you? I mean, it sounds as if you don’t have any other big parties planned here.”

“No . . . I don’t . . . but that’s because I don’t do big parties,” Liza clarified, reminding herself of the fact again. “I mean, I don’t do them yet. And a month or so . . . well, that’s not much time to plan a wedding, don’t you think? I mean, for anyone to pull it together.”

“That’s what my mother keeps telling me. If you need a bit longer, that would be all right. But not too much. I don’t want to have one of those long, drawn-out engagements. Kyle and I just want to be married. We don’t need to make a project out of it. We’re not that type of couple. Know what I mean?”

“Yes, I do.” Liza smiled at her. So often it seemed that couples—especially the brides—were so focused on the wedding day, planning it for a year or even two, that they forgot about the days after, the rest of their married lives together. But Jennifer seemed to have the right focus.

“Is this the first place you’ve visited?” Liza asked curiously.

“Yes, it is. And the last. I really don’t plan on visiting any place  else. Honestly.” Jennifer’s expression was completely calm and certain, as if Liza had not just told her point-blank, several times, that she didn’t do weddings.

“I thought brides liked to look around and compare their options. Maybe if you looked at some other inns or restaurants, you’d be surprised—and pleased,” Liza suggested.

She had a feeling this inn would not seem nearly as appealing compared to other possibilities, local choices like the Cape Light Country Club or the Newburyport Yacht Club, both just a short distance away on the mainland.

Jennifer sat back and smiled. “Oh, I don’t need to go through all that. It would be a waste of time. Kyle and I have our hearts set on the inn. We really do. It would mean so much to us. And we wouldn’t be fussy at all, I absolutely promise. The inn is so charming and unique. Even if it’s not in perfect condition, it really has character. Could you just please think about it, Liza?”

Jennifer stared at her with wide blue eyes. Liza didn’t know what to say.

She had been touched by Jennifer’s romantic story and hearing that her aunt had known the young couple. That part had hooked her, for sure. It wouldn’t be good for her business reputation, either, if she just dashed this girl’s hopes to bits and seemed unfeeling and abrupt.

“Yes, I will definitely consider it. But I’m not promising anything,” she hurriedly added when she saw the sun come out again in Jennifer’s lovely face. “I have to warn you, I think the answer will still be that I’d love to do it, but the circumstances here aren’t ideal.”

“But you’ll think about it?” Jennifer replied quickly. “I mean, you really will think it through?”

Liza sighed, then nodded. “Yes, I will. I promise.”

“Great.” Jennifer practically bounced in place on the old sofa. “As I mentioned, we aren’t planning on a large party at all, only thirty to, say, fifty guests at most.” She gazed at Liza quickly to check her reaction. Liza was about to explain that it was premature for any details like that, but Jennifer rushed on and Liza couldn’t get a word in edgewise.

“. . . and we would like the ceremony here, too. Maybe out in the garden in back. I remember there was a beautiful garden, with all these roses and all kinds of flowers in the summertime.”

“I’m not really sure what’s left of the garden. My aunt wasn’t able to do any outdoor work as she got older.”

That was another item on her to-do list. Liza loved to garden and had begun working around the property as the warm weather set in. But the large beds of perennials, in the back especially, needed serious attention—a new garden design and a truckload of new plants.

“The gardens need some work,” Liza said briefly.

“Oh, we won’t worry about that. We’ll bring in flowers. That’s what florists are for,” Jennifer cut in again. “And don’t worry about a lot of fancy food either. Honestly, the food thing is so overdone at all the weddings I go to lately.”

Liza had to agree with that. There was usually a lavish cocktail hour with hundreds of appetizers. Just when you thought you couldn’t eat another bite, the guests were led into another room for a long dinner with several courses followed by an elaborate array of desserts.

“We want something different. Something fun but simple. Maybe just champagne and hors d’oeuvres.”

“That sounds simple and elegant, too,” Liza had to agree. She liked parties like that. Maybe with live music, a trio of some kind in the corner. Flowers, of course. Yes, she could see it.

Jennifer looked pleased at her reply, and Liza caught herself before saying anything more.

Whoa, what was going on here? She was letting this girl get her carried away, like a riptide. Getting her all involved in these wedding plans when tomorrow Liza knew she would have to tell Jennifer in a diplomatic but final way that she could not have her wedding here.

This conversation was only getting the girl’s hopes up. That wasn’t right. “What I meant to say is, it sounds like a simple, very tasteful wedding. The type of party you could have anywhere,” she added quickly.

“I’m glad you think it sounds easy. All the more reason to have it here, right?” Jennifer grabbed her big bag and stood up. “It was so great to meet you, Liza. Thank you so much for taking time to talk with me.”

Jennifer leaned over and grabbed Liza in a quick, warm hug.

She felt almost embarrassed by Jennifer’s effusive gratitude. Especially since she knew what her answer would be.

“I enjoyed meeting you, too, very much,” Liza replied sincerely. There was something about Jennifer that was truly refreshing. She was earnest and straightforward but not in a pushy, overly assertive way. She was also so sweet.

Jennifer smiled and briefly squeezed Liza’s hand. “I’ll call you tomorrow. Or maybe you should call me?” she asked brightly.

“I’ll call you,” Liza said, wondering what she’d gotten herself into. Jennifer quickly scrawled her phone number on a piece of paper and handed it to Liza. She stared down at the number. She was really just postponing the inevitable, wasn’t she?

But maybe it was best to give this girl the bad news over the phone. When she didn’t have to look right into those big blue eyes and see that brilliant smile unravel.

“The morning is probably the best time to reach me,” Jennifer said. “But please, take your time. Think this through. Maybe you should jot down a few notes—just so we can talk when we get together again. The guest list will be very small, and the ceremony on the premises, remember?”

Liza nodded. She did remember everything Jennifer had told her, but she wondered now if this girl had heard a word she’d said.

“I will call you tomorrow. I promise.”

Joe Lindstadt appeared in the foyer, a metal bucket full of rags in one hand and a power drill in the other.

“How’s it going, Joe?” Liza asked.

“Okay, I guess,” Joe answered in his typical laconic tone. “I’m almost done with the new trap.”

“Sounds good,” Liza replied as he walked out to his truck again.

“I can see you’re busy here. I’d better go. So long.” Jennifer departed with a little wave and Liza waved back, watching her head down the porch steps.

“Bye, Jennifer. Have a good day,” Liza added, though she normally didn’t use that trite postscript.

What she really wanted to say was, “Have a good life, dear.”

She felt a sudden rush of protective feelings for the girl. Maybe because Jennifer was so buoyant and hopeful and so much in love.

Liza suddenly wished she could have Jennifer’s wedding at the inn and could make the girl’s dream come true. But it didn’t seem possible, however small and simple the party. It was just out of the question.

Wasn’t it?
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