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Chapter 1
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SIOBHAN

“Good morning. May I speak to ‘See-o-ban’ Bendlow?”

Oh, for God’s sake! Standing near my kitchen sink, I pulled the phone from my ear to make a face at the caller, and once again, probably for the thousandth time this month alone, cursed my poor dead parents for giving me a Celtic name no one could pronounce accurately. 

I replaced the phone and without correcting her, replied, “Speaking.”

“Hi there!” The too-friendly-for-this-early-on-a-rainy-Wednesday-morning voice rankled my barely awake nerves. Salesperson. Had to be. “This is Tanya Albright at Snug Harbor Realty.”

With a smug smile, I sipped my coffee. I knew it. A salesperson. No one else could sound so cheery at nine a.m. on a gray day like this one—except maybe a political representative. Since the elections were last month, of course, Tanya Albright had to be selling something. 

Tanya Albright of Snug Harbor Realty. Suspicion slithered into my brain, and the coffee made a u-turn in my throat. Wait. What? The hairs on my arms flicked upward, more from dread than the cold morning air. “What can I do for you, Ms. Albright?” Maybe I was wrong. Maybe she wanted me to photograph a property for brochures or flyers. Maybe that ad I’d placed in the local Cents Chopper newspaper was already raking in new clients.

“Your...sister? Deirdre Gordon? She contacted my assistant and asked me to give you a call.”

My legs quivered, and I sank into the nearest chair at the kitchen table. There went all my maybe scenarios. “What for?” I knew what for, but couldn’t believe Dee would sink this low.

“To talk about putting your house on the market,” the woman replied. “I admit spring is a much better time to sell in the area, but Mrs. Gordon insisted neither of you wanted to wait that long.”

I had to speak through clenched teeth to keep my rage demons at bay. “Yeah, well, my sister was wrong. We’re not ready to sell.” My stomach lurched, ready to throw up my breakfast, and I struggled to fight that particular demon, as well.

“Oh? I’m sorry. There must have been a miscommunication.” Her disappointment deflated some of the eagerness in her tone and sharpened an edge that suggested she didn’t believe me. I couldn’t blame her. Dee could be uber-persuasive when money was on the line. “My assistant assured me Mrs. Gordon was in a hurry to sell.”

Yeah, she would be. What was the rush this time? The Amex bill came in? Was she overextended for Christmas already?

“Naturally,” Tanya continued with a little less enthusiasm, “I’d still be interested in representing the property when the time was right. Do you know when you might be ready to put the place on the market?”

Never. I bit my tongue. “I’ll tell you what. I’ve got your name and your number. I’ll give you a call when the time comes.”

“I could come over sometime today. Give you a free appraisal and show you what similar houses in your area are going for?” the woman pressed.

“Thanks, but I really have to get to work right now.” A total lie. My first appointment wasn’t ‘til early afternoon. In fact, I still wore my pajamas, yellow flannel with cats and teacups trailing across the legs. I’d been looking forward to a leisurely start to today: coffee, a crossword puzzle, and toast with cream cheese and jam. Tanya Albright of Snug Harbor Realty had ruined my plans. No, correction. My sister had ruined my plans by daring to convince this woman my house was for sale. Dee had no right to try to sell the place out from under me. 

I rose to my still-unsteady feet, said a quick but polite goodbye and hung up before the realtor could try another tactic in her sales arsenal. This house was probably the only one left in Snug Harbor with a wall-mounted phone equipped with a serpentine cord that stretched halfway across the first floor. Regardless of its idiosyncrasies and outdated appliances, I had no intention of moving out of the place where I’d lived all my life—except for a few months a while back. Where would I go? 

A dull throb pounded behind my left eye, steady and maddening. Dee and I had a deal. Our parents’ will was explicit about my living situation. If I still lived at home at the time of their demise—I did, which really isn’t anything to brag about, but it’s the truth—I would be allowed to remain here for up to seven years. At the end of that time, I could either buy the house or I had to move out, put the house on the market, and split the sale proceeds with Dee. Dad passed away last October, Mom this past February. Whether my sister wanted to start the clock at Dad’s passing or Mom’s, I still had a healthy six years left on my residence status.

I rubbed my temples, did some more quick math in my head to figure out if it was too early to call my sister in Colorado. Then I figured, who cared? She had no qualms about ruining my day. Why should I worry about waking her up? I rode my simmering anger into the living room and dug in my purse for more modern technology: my cell. 

She answered after the first ring, chipper and alert. “Hey, Bon. I can’t talk long. Gotta get Steffie on her bus soon. What’s up?”

My simmer intensified to a boil. What’s up? She knew what was up. Why did she want to play games of innocence now? “I...uh...just got off the phone with Tanya Albright.”

“Who?”

For crying out loud! I stomped from the living room back to the kitchen. I was going to need a full pot of coffee for this conversation. “Tan-ya. Al-bright.” I enunciated each syllable. When she didn’t take the bait, I dangled the rest of the hook. “From Snug Harbor Realty?”

“Oh! The realtor.” 

Well, well. Look who woke up. “Yes.” I refilled my cup from the glass Mr. Coffee carafe and leaned my hip against the Formica counter near the dishwasher.

“Why didn’t you say so?” A clatter rose in the background, dishes clinking, pans banging together. “What’d she say?”

“That she’s interested in selling my house,” I managed to eke through tight teeth.

“It’s not your house, Bon. It was our parents’ house. And, I won’t lie. I could really use the cash the sale could bring in right about now.”

I knew it. I poured a healthy dose of almond milk in my cup, then took a hearty sip before my jaw loosened enough for me to reply, “Yeah, well, I could really use a roof over my head right about now, so rather than tossing my carcass out onto the streets in the dead of winter, I guess you’re gonna have to forego the diamond bracelet or new car you were planning to buy.”

The cluck of her tongue sounded as enraging hundreds of miles away as it did when we shared the same address. “Don’t be so dramatic. God, why do you always have to make it sound like you live in some Charles Dickens novel? I’ve got my own troubles, you know. You’re not the only one with worries looming over her head.”

Why did she have to minimize my problems while exaggerating her own? Why did she always try to make me feel guilty? She had a husband who adored her, a beautiful little girl, and the perfect life in Colorado Springs. Her only trouble was her inability to curb her spending—a problem that had haunted her since she earned her first allowance. I shook my head. Not today. I would not let her derail me from the issue at hand this time. Whatever worries loomed over her head, she wouldn’t solve by kicking me out of my home. Still, I had to make sure I’d have nothing to regret later. “Is anyone sick? Dying? In need of a kidney?”

“What? No, of course not.”

“Then I’m not selling the house,” I insisted. “Definitely not for the next six-and-a-half years, and maybe never.”

Dee sighed. “Mom and Dad babied you too much.”

I fired up my sarcasm engine to respond with some scathing remark about her spending habits but before I could get the words out of my mouth, my Call Waiting beeped. Saved by the bell—literally. “Oops! Hang on a sec. I’ve got another call.”  

I didn’t care who was on the other end of the line. I’d even talk to Tanya Albright if it got me off the line with my sister. While gratitude at the intrusion eased my temper, I checked the screen and cringed. Nana Thea. Dang. Did I want to continue battling wits with money-hungry Deirdre or opt for my kooky grandmother? Maybe I could skate away from both of them?

I clicked over to the buzzing line. “Hello?”

“Bon-Bon! How’s my favorite granddaughter?”

Uh-oh. She wanted something. At least I knew it wasn’t my house. She had her own place in Florida, thank God.

Don’t get me wrong. I love the lady. But I swear she must have dropped the brown acid at Woodstock. She had no filter, no sense of decorum. I couldn’t imagine how my mom managed to grow up with Nana as her parental influence. Even Grandpa could never stifle her rowdy spirit.

Once, when I was about fourteen, I had a crush on this guy who lived across the street from us. Jimmy Vais was everything a teenage girl lusted after in those days. He was an older man, almost eighteen, and had long dark hair—even longer than mine!—and he played bass guitar in a band. He was tall and lanky and didn’t know I existed, much to my poor heart’s distress. That summer, I’d finally convinced my puritanical parents to buy me my first bikini, tame by today’s standards, by the way. One hot July day, I decided to wear my new bathing suit while washing Dad’s car. I know. Not a very original idea, but I was an MTV child, and all the sexiest videos had girls in bikinis or school girl uniforms, climbing on the hoods of sleek sports cars. So I’ve got the music blaring on some top forty radio station, and I’m soaking myself with the hose, practically kissing this enormous sponge, and here comes Nana Thea strolling up the walk.

“Well, look at you!” she exclaimed loud enough to drown out Britney Spears singing about getting hit one more time. “You’re gonna be a stunner when you’re finally able to fill out that bra cup.”

“Nana!” I screeched, but it was too late. The damage was done. I didn’t have to glance across the street to know Jimmy had heard her. His hoots of laughter rappelled down my spine and set my skin ablaze with embarrassment. It was the one and only time Jimmy paid the slightest attention to me. Of course, I did my own share of embarrassing things after that, which sent me on a tangent I’d rather never revisit. I’m sure Jimmy knew all about my stint at the clinic for eating disorders—the whole town did. To this day, whenever I hear people whisper around me, I wonder if they’re talking about me. Look. That’s her. They used to call her Barf Bag Bendlow...

I shoved the embarrassing memories aside. Over the years, Jimmy and I had gone our separate ways. Last I’d heard, he’d moved to Manhattan and owned a big fancy engineering firm. Nana, on the other hand, continued to be the bane of my existence far into my late twenties. And apparently, based on this morning’s phone call, beyond. So, now who did I prefer to talk to?

Decisions, decisions.

At least, with Nana Thea, our conversation wouldn’t descend into name-calling and accusations of “Mom always did like you best.” So what if she said something kooky? I could handle my grandmother a lot easier than I could my sister. 

“Can you hold on a sec, Nana? I’ve got someone on the other line.” I clicked back to my sister. “Sorry, Dee. It’s Nana. Gotta go. Just remember. I’m not selling the house. So no more realtors. Bye!” Without giving her a chance to reply, I returned to my grandmother’s call. “Sorry about that. How are you? How’s Florida?” I forced so much cheer into my voice I deserved an Oscar for Best Actress. 

“I wouldn’t know,” Nana said. “I’m not there.”

“You’re not? Where are you?”

“MacArthur Airport. I need a ride to the house. Are you available, or should I take a cab?”

MacArthur Airport, an hour’s drive from here? I snorted. Oh, Nana. What a cutup. With her, I’d play along. Nana had a wicked sense of humor, but she, unlike Dee, was harmless. “A cab’s gonna cost you at least a hundred dollars.”

“Then you better come get me. And bring the van. I’ve got all my stuff with me.”

“All what stuff?”

“My stuff. Well, all the stuff I felt necessary to bring: clothes, jewelry, my yoga mat...”

Shivers skittered down my spine, and for the second time this morning, I sank into the kitchen chair. She wasn’t kidding. She was at the airport. “What are you doing in New York?”

“I came to be with you,” she replied. “This is your first Christmas without your parents. You can’t spend it alone.”

Terrific. Christmas with my grandmother. How much more pathetic could my life get?

♥♥♥♥
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ALTHEA

I could tell my granddaughter wasn’t thrilled with my announcement, but I had a tough time stifling my glee. After a decade in the purgatory known as Florida, I was free! While I waited at baggage claim for Siobhan to arrive, I shimmied back and forth across the length of the floor and eyed the passengers arriving from other flights. Even the people, strangers all, seemed to welcome me home. God, it felt good to be back on Long Island. I could hang around this small area of the airport for hours and still be thrilled to be here.

Outside the glass walls that faced the parking lot, a soft rain fell. I didn’t mind the dreary weather. Over the next few months, I’d welcome the cold, the gray days, the snow when it came. I was back where I belonged at last, in the land of four seasons, and I’d embrace every minute, every raindrop, every snowflake.

When Siobhan finally arrived, her expression reflected the atmosphere outside, dismal and turbulent. She took in the three suitcases lined up near where I stood and stopped short. She waved an arm toward the luggage. “What’s all this?”

I skedaddled closer and pulled her into a tight hug. “Bon-Bon! I’m so happy to see you. ‘This’ is my stuff.”

She peered around me to the pet carrier atop the biggest suitcase. “You brought your cats?”

“Well, of course. I couldn’t leave my babies behind.” I glanced from the carrier to my granddaughter, and a rivulet of panic ran through me. “You’re not allergic, are you?”

“No.”

My relief came out in one long sigh. “Phew. Okay, then. Let’s go.”

I took her hand to drag her forward, but she hung back. “You couldn’t have someone keep the cats in Florida for a while?”

I had really hoped we would have made it to the car before we got to this part of the conversation, but my luck didn’t hold. “I’ve sold the place in Port St. Lucie, Bon-Bon. I’m moving in with you.”

“You’re what?!” She jerked away from me, eyes round with surprise. 

Okay, let’s get into it. I sat her down in the first of the nearest row of chairs and looked down on her, a power move on my part. “I’m home to stay.” She opened her mouth to speak, but I beat her to it. “We’ve both lost everyone dear to us. We need each other right now, you and I.”

She stiffened. “I’m fine, Nana.”

I placed a hand on her tense shoulder and crooned, “I know you are, sweetheart, but I’m not. You and your sister are all the family I have left. And somehow, I doubt Dee-Dee would welcome me with open arms. Besides, Long Island will always be home for me.” 

Her muscles loosened beneath my palm. I stifled the urge to preen about my pretty speech. I’d chosen my words carefully. Siobhan was a good girl, always too eager to please. That particular quirk was one of her downfalls, but for me, it was the perfect weakness to get her on my side. 

Siobhan’s gaze shot back to the carrier while, no doubt, her brain absorbed my plea. “What are their names? The cats, I mean.”

“Shaggy, Velma, and Daphne.”

She snorted, biting back a laugh, I was sure. “So, where’s Scooby-Doo?”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Bon-Bon. Everyone knows Scooby-Doo is a dog.” 

Have I mentioned Siobhan is my favorite grandchild? I know I’m not supposed to admit to having favorites, but I’m old and I do what I want these days. Siobhan understands me; she always has. 

I sensed her waffling in her disagreement with me, and I went in for the kill. I lowered my tone, playing up the urgency and emotion of this moment. “Please. You’re alone. I’m alone. There’s no reason why we shouldn’t pool our strengths. I can even help keep your sister off your back and take some of the pressure off you. She’s not above forcing you to sell that house before your time is up, but she won’t dare play those games with me.”

She looked star-struck. “Did she tell you she called a realtor already?”

I took the seat next to her and patted her hand. “No. But I’m not surprised. Dee always looks out for Dee first and foremost.”

She offered me a tremulous smile. “Okay. I guess we can try to make this work.”

I fidgeted in my chair, fighting the urge to jump up and kiss her. “We can, I promise.”

“You’ll have to sleep in Dee’s room. I haven’t cleaned out Mom’s stuff...” Her voice trailed off, and she turned her gaze toward the empty baggage carousels.

“Of course,” I replied, tamping down my excitement. I still couldn’t believe my son and daughter-in-law were both gone—and within the same year. When I spoke again, my voice was roughened by sorrow and loss. “I won’t be a bother. I’m quite capable of taking care of myself. You’ll hardly know I’m around.”

Minutes later, we exited through the automatic doors, suitcases and cat carrier in hand, ducked the icy rain, and raced through the parking lot. I was ready for the next adventure in my lifetime. With Siobhan’s van loaded up, I climbed into the passenger side and relaxed into the leather seat.

“Buckle up, Nana.”

Funny. I had a feeling I should have been telling Siobhan that same thing. Still, I did as she instructed. The atmosphere inside the vehicle made breathing difficult, thanks to the weight of my granddaughter’s uncertainty. “I’m sorry if my arrival surprised you, Bon-Bon.”

She jerked on her directional so hard I thought the lever might snap off the steering column. “No, you’re not.”

I reached over and patted her coat sleeve. “Yes, I am. But you have no idea how lonely I was down there.”

“You said you loved Port St. Lucie! I heard you telling Mom how you got to spend all your days on the tennis court and the beach. You didn’t have to worry about driving in the snow or shoveling the driveway. Grandpa said he’d never come back to New York, not even if you paid him.”

“He said that. I never agreed with him!” I retorted, then immediately clamped my lips shut. I wouldn’t pit my granddaughter against my poor Archie to get my way.

“Wait, what?” Siobhan glanced at me, then returned her focus to the traffic on the highway. 

I stared out the window at the other drivers around us, some alone, some with passengers, and wondered what was going on in their lives. Were they happy? Were they in a rush? Worried? Did they love each other? When I spoke again, my voice was hoarse with sorrow. “I thought I could do it.”

The truth was I only agreed to go because it meant so much to Archie, and I didn’t want either of us to become a burden to my son and his wife. Then, Archie got sick, and I was glad the kids, grown as they were, didn’t have to deal with the day-to-day turmoil of his deterioration. Every time I called home, I had to pretend life was glorious in Florida. Archie didn’t want his son and daughter-in-law to know the truth—until it was too late.

“While your grandfather was sick,” I continued, “I guess I was too busy taking care of him to notice how dull my life had become. You know me, Bon. I am soooo not ready for four o’clock dinner theater, sidewalks rolled up by eight, and bed before nine-thirty. Every conversation revolved around who died this week and who might be next. It was like this macabre Death Lottery every day.”

Her eyes rounded. “Get out! It wasn’t really that bad, was it?”

Worse. “Florida took all the fun out of my life. The food had no flavor, the music had no soul, and once I lost your grandfather, there was nothing worthwhile to keep me in that land of mosquitos and old people.” I sniffed back the bitter memories. “I tried. Honest to God, I did. I’m just not ready to wait around for death to come for me like most of the other residents down there. I may not be a teenager anymore, but I’m not an invalid, either.”

“No, you’re not.” 

We continued our trip home in relative silence, each of us lost in our thoughts and plans. As she drove past the Welcome to Snug Harbor sign, I allowed my gaze to stare at the landmarks we passed. The shoreline, worn down by the pounding waves over the years, looked closer to the road these days. The field where I once tricked the local little league into letting me play baseball on a boys’ team by having my dad register me as “Al” now had lights, an electronic scoreboard, and girls on the team who didn’t have to hide their gender to participate. I smiled to myself at the memory. I played almost a dozen games before one of the other parents spilled the beans that our family only had one son: Tim, who was, at the time, playing on another field about five miles away. I was such a rebel in those days. To many, including Siobhan I suppose, I still am.

The familiar sped by in a blur of colors and flavors along the road. I tended to avoid thinking too long about the changes that had occurred here since my childhood. It only depressed me to see the deli where I used to buy a fudge bar for a nickel had become a frozen yogurt shop that charged by the ounce, the beach where I’d experienced my first kiss was now closed to the public, owned by some hedge fund hotshot who “summered” here. 

When did summer become a verb?

Maybe I was an old rebel. I know I wasn’t old enough for Sunny Hills, the senior complex in Port St. Lucie with its Bingo Tuesdays and bus rides to doctors’ appointments and grocery stores. I missed walking to the local bakery for a hot coffee and a chocolate croissant on Sunday mornings. I loved digging in a garden, or strolling the beach in winter when the tourists had disappeared. I hated routine and boredom and most of all, I hated Florida.

I wasn’t a senile old fool or a dried out husk of human with nothing left to live for. My juices ran full and forceful. At my venerable age, seventy, I craved fun, laughter, and love. Not necessarily in that order.

Take it from me, friends. Life is too damn short. I’d lost too many loved ones—especially in the last few years—so I knew firsthand a person had to seize every opportunity to experience all life had to offer. Eat tacos, make love in the ocean, travel, read, explore. When Death comes calling, be ready to say, “It’s been a good ride. Let’s see what’s on the other side.”

Siobhan turned onto Mermaid Lane, and our house came into view. My bones relaxed, and my breathing evened. Home. I had returned to the place where my husband carried me over the threshold so many years ago, where I’d raised two kids (and outlived both), where I’d lived and loved, laughed and cried with my husband for decades. I had missed my split-level ranch with its creaky floors, swollen doors, and too-small closets.

“This will always be home for me,” I said aloud.

“I know what you mean,” Siobhan replied. “I couldn’t imagine living anywhere else.”

Activity across the street caught my eye. “Hmm...big goings on at the Vais place?” A very good-looking man stepped out of a sleek, black sports car. I squinted my eyes to get a better look. “Is that little Jimmy Vais? My, how he’s grown!”

“Huh?” Siobhan veered her attention to where I pointed, and the van drifted with her gaze. 

When she didn’t instantly correct her steering, I grabbed the wheel. “Easy, Bon,” I admonished. “Watch it.”

“Oops. Sorry.” She pulled into our driveway, turned off the engine, and faced me. “All set, Nana?”

Her flushed cheeks and the breathy tone intrigued me. I dared another glance at the Vais house where Jimmy lifted a suitcase from his open trunk. Well, well. Bon-Bon still had the hots for the boy across the street. I thought she’d given up on him when she was in high school.

As a daughter of the moon, I always believed any action I undertook had a purpose that the universe would reveal in its own time. While taking in my granddaughter’s suddenly flustered appearance, I knew why I’d had to come home right now, today. 

I was going to make sure Siobhan finally snared the man of her dreams, no matter who that happened to be. 
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Chapter 2
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SIOBHAN

After I got Nana and her cats settled in Dee’s old room at home, I had a few minutes to spare before heading to my studio. I brewed a cup of green tea, drizzled in a bit of honey, and stood in front of the picture window in the living room that looked out over the street and directly into the Vaises’ driveway. The rain had stopped, leaving shiny puddles on the asphalt.

Jimmy, on the other hand, was still across the street, carrying boxes from the sleek, black sedan to the house. He moved with that same panther grace I remembered from high school, but his hair was much shorter, though with the same glossy darkness it sported in his youth. I would have loved to see a paunch, some gray, a stoop to his stride, some sign that age had dimmed his appeal. But, no. The man he’d become jumpstarted my heart with the same speed the teen used to, as if time hadn’t lurched forward since those adolescent years.

I glanced at the clock and realized another ten minutes had passed while I stood there, ogling my former neighbor. Not entirely true, I told myself. I was dragging my heels because I didn’t trust Nana to behave while I was gone. I watched her dancing around the kitchen, humming and smiling like she’d just won the lottery, and feared I’d come home at nine-thirty tonight to find her hosting a kegger with a bunch of frat boys. I had to find a way to keep an eye on her. Only one idea came to mind, and I didn’t relish it. Still...

“Nana? Do you want to come to work with me? I hate the idea of you being stuck here all alone for so long.”

“Aw, honey, that’s sweet of you.” She shimmied from the kitchen to the living room and bumped her hip against mine several times, splashing spots of tea on my wrist. “I’ll be fine. I promise. Don’t worry. I already told you. I’m not going to be a bit of trouble. You’ll barely know I’m here.”

Pretty speech, but I didn’t buy it for a second. “Uh-huh.” I grabbed a tissue from the decorative box on the coffee table and dabbed at the droplets.

Meanwhile, she pulled the curtain away from the window and practically pressed her nose against the glass. “Looks like Jimmy’s moving into his parents’ house for good.”

“I doubt it. His parents sold the house last month. About time, too. They had it on the market for over a year. More likely he’s removing the last of their stuff before the new owners come in.”

I watched him remove a large box from the back seat of that sleek sedan, shift his body to accommodate the added weight and stride forward toward the stairs leading into the house, effectively making a liar out of me.

“Guess again. That boy’s moving stuff in, not out. I bet he was the buyer. Or the renter the Vaises finally got for their place.” 

Not improbable. A lot of local residents either sold their homes to their kids for a song or left them in charge so they could afford to continue to live in Snug Harbor where many of us had opened or inherited local businesses. Decades ago, this sleepy seaside community was considered too far for most urbanites to visit. Thus, the residents grew up insulated and isolated from most strangers. Nowadays, though, the rich and famous, locked out of the Hamptons due to overcrowding, had moved farther east. Their migration had resulted in an explosion in business for goods and service, but also sent the real estate prices in this area skyrocketing. Locals who’d lived here for generations could no longer afford to stay where they’d grown up—unless Mom and Dad figured out a way to help their kids. 

But Jimmy couldn’t possibly be moving in. Last I’d heard, he had a great job, a great apartment, and a great wife—all in Manhattan. My heart hammered. The last thing I needed was Jimmy Vais living fifty yards away—again. I sipped my tea and feigned nonchalance. “Well, maybe he’s helping Justin move in.”

Jimmy’s brother, Justin, was safe. He never made my tongue thick in my mouth or my stomach freefall with a smile or his more usual greeting, “Hey, how ya doin’?” The fact that Jimmy said the exact same thing to everyone he met—male or female, young or old—didn’t prevent my senses from drowning in want whenever he looked my way. 

“Bah. Justin.” Nana’s tone turned disapproving. “That boy never took responsibility for anything in his life. I wouldn’t trust him with a goldfish, much less a house. Remember the summer I hired him to mow our lawn? He showed up the first Saturday, only did half the backyard, disappeared, and never came back again.”

“That was almost twenty years ago. Justin was thirteen.”

“Leopards don’t change their spots, Bon-Bon.”

Across the street, Jimmy Vais reappeared in view, this time without his heavy winter jacket. 

“Mmm-mmm. Look at that physique! That’s a man who can hold his woman in his arms all night long—if you get me.” She jabbed an elbow into my ribs.

“I should go,” I said and turned away from the sight of broad shoulders, great biceps, and a rock hard chest packed in a long-sleeve black tee, which was tucked into faded black jeans. One desperate woman leering at the poor man was enough.

“I’ll walk you out.”

“No, don’t. It’s freezing out there today. Stay inside and get comfortable. I don’t want you to get sick. Relax. Binge watch TV and cuddle your kitties. Take some time to unpack.” In other words, behave yourself. Please. “That’s what I’d do if I didn’t have to work today.”

“How about I just watch you go from the door?”

I’d forgotten Nana always liked to wave goodbye until the car was out of sight. I guess old habits were tough to crack for someone her age. “Okay.” I grabbed my coat and purse and headed to the front door with Nana on my heels.  

“Go on.” She practically pushed me outside. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”

I paused in the doorway and took in the glimmer in her eye. Yup. She was planning a kegger. I knew it. She shoved me again, this time hard enough that I nearly tumbled down the cement stairs. I righted myself and headed for the van, snuggling into the fake fur collar of my coat to ward off the biting wind. God, I hated winter here!

While my face stayed buried and my imagination pictured half-naked twenty-something males chugging beer with my grandmother, I made it to the driveway before I heard her shout, “Yoo-hoooooo! Jimmy Vais! Welcome home, young man!”

I skidded to a halt. Oh, my God. She did not just do that!

“Hey, how ya doin’, Mrs. Bendlow?” he called back with a half-hearted wave.

“Bon-Bon, say hello,” she added in a shout so loud I was pretty sure the neighbors on the next block heard her.

I wanted to crawl into the garden and hide under the low-hanging branches of the weeping willow tree. Instead, I found myself waving a little too briskly. “Hi, Jimmy. Nice to see you again. Sorry. I’m in a rush. Gotta get to work.”

“Uh-huh,” he replied with no warmth. 

I dove into my van, started her up, and pulled out as quickly as I could without burning rubber. I’m no soccer mom—or any kind of mom, for that matter. The van was the easiest way for me to carry all my equipment. I offered traditional services like wedding and special occasion photographs, but I also hawked beach photos to tourists during the summer, provided aerial shots for real estate and government agencies, and occasionally, played paparazzi for celebrity charity events. I needed a vehicle that served as a moving storage facility and a mobile dressing room, in case I had to change clothes in a hurry. Best of all, it kept the sleazy lecherous men at bay—the ones from out of town, looking for a little vacay action. In this day and age, a minivan was more effective than a wedding ring for chasing away the cheaters. Men automatically assumed I was a single mom with at least two-point-three kids, and none of those fun-in-the-sun players were looking for that much baggage. 

For the rest of the drive, I gripped the steering wheel until my knuckles turned white and sang along with the radio to keep from screaming my frustration and embarrassment.

Once inside my studio, I checked my appointment book. All the blank lines with no appointments mocked me. A few years ago, I worked sixteen-hour days in December and still had to turn clients away. Nowadays, though, everyone had the ability to take a photo with their phone and download it to one of a hundred sites where they could have their holiday cards printed and sent to them already embossed with their names. Thus, my busiest season had dried up to the few loyal customers who wanted portraits for grandparents and weren’t satisfied with the annual school photographs, or required evidence of milestones like “Baby’s First (or Second or Tenth) Christmas.”

Unless I filled all these holes soon, I’d end this year in the red for the first time since I opened my studio. I had nowhere else to cut corners. I’d already let my assistant go at the end of October when the frenzy of wedding season had died down with a whimper instead of a bang. 

Around that same time, some real estate hotshot, certainly not Tanya Albright of Snug Harbor Realty, had shown up to offer me a whole lotta money for this space. Apparently a high-rolling reality television celebrity wanted to open a boutique here—like this town needed another shop where the rich and famous could buy pashmina scarves at a thousand percent markup. I was second-guessing my decision to turn him down now, but I loved my studio and its location. Giving it up would be like cutting off my right arm. 

I checked the book again, telling myself I did so to be certain the Haley twins were my first appointment of the afternoon, but really, I kinda hoped I’d see a few more slots filled in. As if Santa might have sent an invisible elf to book me clients because I’d been a very good girl this year. Sadly, I was wrong. No new clients, no elfin magic, meaning there was no Santa. Either that or I hadn’t been as good as I thought.

The front door opened, ushering in a burst of icy wind, a harried-looking Mrs. Haley, and her two impish sons, Lukas and Lincoln, bundled up in wool topcoats that probably cost more than my monthly electric bill here.

“Oh, my God, it’s crazy out there today,” Mrs. Haley exclaimed as she leaned against the door to close it. “I hope the wind didn’t ruffle their hair too much. We came here straight from the salon. I need everything to be perfect.” 

And she’d ride my butt to make sure she got that perfection. Still, she was a loyal customer—one of the few I had left. “Don’t worry. You and your boys are in good hands. Claire’s not in today.” Or tomorrow or the day after that, but Mrs. Haley wasn’t interested in how my financial woes had me cutting back on staff. All she cared about was results. “So I’m going to set up. Come on back when you’re ready.” Leaving Mrs. Haley to remove the boys’ coats and straighten up whatever stray wisps of hair her acute vision noticed on their perfectly coiffed heads, I opened the door to the rear room where I made my magic happen.

With the studio lights on, I arranged the sled, fake snowman, and red velvet blanket with white fur trim against the Christmas backdrop and took a step back to view my handiwork. I frowned as I surveyed the scene. Something was missing. I couldn’t put my finger on it.

“Do you have another background?” Mrs. Haley’s disapproving tone came from behind me and fell like a sodden blanket dropped onto my shoulders. “We used this one last year.”

Right. I glanced over at the boys, six years old and dressed like forty-somethings on their way to work at some investment banking firm: three-piece charcoal gray pinstriped suits, white shirts, red silk ties, shiny black shoes, hair slicked back and gelled into submission. Poor kids. They looked so formal. So stiff. So...not like a childhood Christmas. What was I going to do? Shove them in front of a screen with the green glowing numbers of the New York Stock Exchange in the background?

“Maybe we should loosen those ties,” I suggested with a hint of a question to the statement.

“Absolutely not! These photos are for posterity! I won’t have people wondering why I allowed my children to resemble hooligans for a formal sitting.”

Strike one. Why hadn’t I updated my background screens? Oh, that’s right. Funds were low. If this economic downturn kept up, I’d be taking pictures on the sidewalk before long...

Hey! The lightbulb went on inside my head—dim, but lit. Outside, the town had draped all the old-fashioned streetlamps lining the sidewalks with green garland and red bows. The cloudy day and blustery wind could actually work in my favor. Yes. My artistic eye visualized a bleak gray background, the only burst of color the boys themselves in their matching coats topped with colorful scarves blowing in the breeze. 

“One sec,” I told the Haleys and raced to my closet, silently praying I still had those plaid sashes from the Scottish-themed wedding I’d photographed last spring. The green tartan peeked out at me from a box on the top shelf, and I stood on tiptoe to yank the fabric away from the cardboard.

Victorious, I waved my prizes at the boys. 

“What are those for?” their mother demanded.

“Mrs. Haley, I’m going to make sure you have the most unique photos this year! Trust me. Your friends’ kids’ pictures will look like stick figure art next to what I’m going to create for you.”

“Oh.” Her satisfied purr confirmed what I’d always suspected. This photo shoot—and all the others—was about one-upping her friends and relatives. On that, I figured I could deliver.

I grabbed my high-performance DSLR camera and multi-flash. “Go get your coats,” I told the boys. “We’re taking some shots outside.”

The miniature business execs flashed such hopeful expressions my heart cracked. Were they ever allowed outdoors? Did they ever get to be kids? To play? Or did they spend their childhoods cooped up in a nursery with adding machines and stacks of books about accounting and the IRS codes?

“Outside?” Mrs. Haley’s dubious tone demolished the kids’ happiness faster than finding coal in their Christmas stockings. 

I was really going to have to sell this idea to Mother Joyless if I had any chance at all of keeping this account. I flipped off the studio lights, the better to keep her from reading the anxiety in my eyes. “Trust me,” I said with false bravado. “This will only take a few minutes, but I promise you the results will be breathtaking.”

In the dark studio, my imagination went into overdrive, picturing what I could capture with a little creativity and the angelic faces of these two kids. My blood pulsed harder as my excitement grew. I could do this. In fact, I don’t know why I’d never thought of trying this kind of photo session before. Maybe desperation led to inspiration. Whatever. If I pulled this off the way I thought I could, by spring I’d have customers clamoring for my skills again.

♥♥♥♥
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ALTHEA

I stood by the front door long after my granddaughter left for work, watching the activity across the street and puzzling over Jimmy’s cool behavior. Something troubled that young man, and I was determined to find out what. I rummaged in the kitchen, found the ingredients for a blueberry buckle cake, and set to work. In all my years of living, I’d discovered the best way to get a man to talk when he didn’t want to was to feed him treats. 

My late husband, Archie, proposed to me after a few bites of one of my sunny lemon muffins. At the time, back in 1971, I was twenty-two years old, I’d lost my brother in the war in Vietnam, my parents were coming down hard on my freedoms in their effort to keep me safe, and I wanted out from under their thumbs. Don’t get me wrong. That wasn’t my only reason for marrying Archie. I loved him, and I knew in my heart he was the one for me. I was also eight weeks pregnant, which kinda helped my heart make up its mind about him. I didn’t tell Archie about the baby, though—I wouldn’t force him to marry me. Instead, I baked up a batch of lemon muffins and carried them over to the gas station where he worked at the time.  

When I arrived, Archie’s smile tripped up my heartbeat. “Thea, what are you doing here? I thought I was supposed to pick you up after six.”

“You are,” I told him and held out the Tupperware container. “In the meantime, I made these for you. A little something so you don’t forget I’m waiting for you at home.”

He couldn’t help himself. Despite the black grease staining his fingers, he reached in and filched one of the treats from the plastic bowl. I winced, but said nothing. He took a big bite, and his eyes rolled up to the sky, his smile grew dreamy, and the deepest sigh of delight elicited from his pursed lips. After he swallowed, he said, “When we get married, I’m gonna have you make these every Sunday.”

No, it wasn’t that easy!

I played off the comment with false laissez-faire while inside, my belly and its new resident flip-flopped. “Hmmph! You haven’t asked me to marry you. And what makes you so sure I’d say yes if you did?”

His expression grew serious, and his tone flattened to somber. “My number got called up. I was planning on telling you tonight.”

I dropped the bowl, and the muffins spilled out to roll across the asphalt. Oh, God. No. Not Archie. Not now. The smell of funeral flowers and smoky candlewax still filled my nostrils every time I thought about my brother, Tim. About sitting in that ghastly front row with the uncomfortable chairs and a chorus of weeping women while my older brother lay stiff and lifeless in a shiny mahogany casket in the front of the dim room. Tim, the war hero. His picture and that stupid triangle flag—the gift from a grateful nation—was encased in a frame on my parents’ mantle, a constant reminder none of us would see Tim again, not in this lifetime. 

I couldn’t bear the idea my only memory of Archie and the love we shared might soon be in a similar box. That wasn’t what I’d planned for our future. I wanted years together yet—decades—not weeks or months.

“We could go to Canada,” I said in my sudden desperation. “My cousin, Lonnie, moved to Toronto last year. We could stay with him.”

I knew, even as the words rushed out of my mouth, Archie wouldn’t run. For me to suggest it only insulted him. He was too honorable, too devoted to the idea of God and country, and would consider the idea traitorous. I didn’t care. He could have all the hurt feelings he wanted, as long as he stayed here. Not here in the literal sense. We didn’t have to stay in Snug Harbor, or even in the States. Or flee to Canada. All I wanted was him to be alive, to be with me, to help me raise our baby together.

God help me, I almost blurted out my secret right then and there. 

He ran a hand up my bare arm, gentle as a butterfly. “I know you’re scared, babe. But if they call me to serve, I have to go.”

I swallowed the lump in my throat and nodded. Tears stung my eyes, and I looked toward the sun to dry them. Buying time, I picked up the ruined muffins and stuffed them into the Tupperware bowl. 

Archie knelt beside me. “Talk to me, Thea.”

I shook my head. I couldn’t speak. I was too afraid of what might come out of my mouth next. I might curse him for a fool for his willingness to sacrifice himself to the futile and bloody war. Or I could just as easily blurt that I was pregnant, effectively tying him to me in the most unfair way. Maybe I was worrying for nothing. Maybe he’d flunk the physical, or get stationed in Hawaii, or...I don’t know. Maybe Nixon would call an end to the war next week. All possible scenarios, though none of them were likely. I struggled to keep my twisted emotions in check. 

“Finish your muffin,” I said with no emotion whatsoever, which was probably better than too much emotion. “I don’t want Gus to keep you late tonight ‘cuz you were out here talking to me when you’re supposed to be working.”

He popped the rest of the baked treat into his mouth, chewed, and swallowed. That was when he said it. “Thea, will you marry me?”

I nodded.

That was it. My dream marriage proposal didn’t come with a candlelit dinner, a man on bended knee, or a sparkly diamond. A muffin, a question, and a nod while we stood outside Gus Elrod’s Esso station on the hot, oil-stained asphalt effectively changed us from two dating kids to an engaged couple. And I wouldn’t have had it any other way.

The timer on the oven beeped, jolting me back to the present. I pulled out the cake, whipped up the sugar drizzle, and poured it over the hot crumb topping. The aroma of cinnamon and blueberries filled the warm kitchen and warmed my heart. It felt so good to be home again!

I let the cake cool enough to transfer from the baking dish to a serving platter, then grabbed my coat before heading across the street with my home-baked welcome gift.

Jimmy’s black sedan still sat in the driveway, but the front door was closed, the vertical blinds in the bay window drawn so tight not a sliver of the meager afternoon light slipped through. Clearly, he had no intention of entertaining visitors today.

Luckily, I considered myself family. I’d known the Vaises for decades and Jimmy himself since he was three days old. I’d changed his diapers on occasion. And as far as I was concerned, since I’d seen his winkie, we were family. Or, at least, close enough to it that he couldn’t ignore me while I stood on the doorstep ringing the bell.

I don’t know if he used the same argument, but he did come to the same conclusion because he opened the door and offered a tired smile. “Mrs. Bendlow, hi. Sorry, but now’s not a good time—”

“I baked a blueberry buckle cake,” I rushed out before he could finish his statement and slam the door in my face. I held the platter up toward his nose, hoping the wind would whip some flavor-filled air toward him and weaken his resolve. “Then I remembered Bon—I mean, Siobhan—wouldn’t be home ‘til late. It’s supposed to be enjoyed while it’s still warm.”

“You could nuke it.”

I grimaced. “Sacrilege. You nuke a mass-produced box of chemicals that resembles a cake you buy at the supermarket. This beauty was made from scratch, with blueberries picked from my own garden.” Yes, they’d been picked by someone other than me, probably sometime in July, and frozen since the summer, but still, they were hand-grown in the garden I’d cultivated in the backyard since the seventies.

On a deep sigh, he slapped the handle to the storm door, and I knew I had him right where I wanted him. “I hope you’re okay eating off paper towels. I haven’t finished unpacking and I’m too tired to look for the box with dishes in it.”

“Paper towels are fine. Is your coffeepot set up?”

“First thing I plugged in. But I don’t have milk or sugar yet.”

“I drink it black.” I didn’t, but like I said, I wasn’t going to give him an opportunity to lock me out, leaving him imprisoned in whatever fortress of solitude he planned for himself right now.

“You’re not going away, are you?” Despite the animosity in his tone, he held the door open for me. “You’re still the ‘stubborn pain in the ass’ my father used to call you.”

Whoops. With one careless remark, the ogre had returned to remind me I was an unwelcome guest. He could bark all he wanted. I wouldn’t surrender that easy.

“Honey, your dad wasn’t as clever as you think. Everybody in this neighborhood called me that. And worse. It’s nice to be remembered for my good qualities.” I stepped inside and took in the dim living room with its sealed window coverings. “You oughta open the blinds. Let some light in here. The house will feel less claustrophobic.”

“No, thanks.” 

So much for small talk. Oh, well. I just had to keep on my toes with this one. I strode toward the kitchen and settled on one of the high stools situated in front of the breakfast nook. “If you give me a knife, I can cut this while you make us some coffee.”

He stopped in the doorway between the living room and kitchen, his expression reflecting his impatience and suspicion. “Why are you here, Althea?”

“Funny,” I said, maintaining the cheery attitude. “I was about to ask you the same question. What’s brought you back to Snug Harbor and your parents’ old house?” 

“A job,” he said, but he folded his arms over his chest, telling me there was a lot more to his return. I gave no reply, allowing judgmental silence to fill the room, until at last, he surrendered the details with a shrug. “I’ve been contracted to do a long-term project on the beach erosion for the hotels here. Since my parents were having trouble selling this place, I bought it outright so I’d have a place to stay while overseeing the details of the project. It actually turned out to be more cost-efficient for the firm.”

Uh-huh. And in my spare time, I moonlighted as an exotic dancer for the over-sixty crowd. I’d have to keep him talking if I planned to dig out why he was really back here in Snug Harbor. Well, I had all day. And all week, month and year should it come down to it. “When’s your wife coming to join you?”

His expression darkened to furious. “She isn’t.”

“Oh,” I said, amping up my acting skills to portray more pity than joy. “I’m sorry. When did you two split up?”

“A while ago.”

“What happened?”

The question jolted him as if I installed booster rockets in his back pockets, and he made a beeline for the coffeepot. “You said you need a knife?”

“Yes, please. And those paper towels.” I opted to temporarily change the subject, the better to distract him when I honed in again. “I’m new back in the neighborhood, too, you know. Just got home today.”

“Yeah? Where were you?”

“Prison.”

Clank! He dropped the knife on the counter, and the sudden noise erupting in the oppressive silence made us both flinch. 

He arched a brow. “Who’d you kill?”

I suppose normal people would find our banter disturbing, but after months of conversations that revolved around cholesterol numbers and the disrespect of these kids today, I reveled in sharpening my tongue with a skilled adversary. “Ennui.”

“On-who?”

“Ennui,” I repeated while slicing into the cake. “You know. Boredom, world-weariness, tedium.” Okay, so maybe he wasn’t as skilled as I thought, but I could lower my game a bit. After all, I was doing this for Siobhan. And I wouldn’t rest ‘til my only granddaughter knew the happiness with her man that I’d experienced with my Archie.
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Chapter 3
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SIOBHAN

Mrs. Haley was so thrilled with the proofs of our photo session she didn’t blink when I upped the price for the package to almost twice what she’d paid last year. She whipped out her platinum charge card fast enough to make me regret not asking for even more money—until I reached for the plastic only to have her yank it back.

Crap. I’d overestimated my talent. Darn it all, I shouldn’t have let my greed and desperation overrule my common sense. I held my breath, my hand still stretched to take the card that dangled from her fingertips an inch or two away. So near and yet so far...

“How much extra for an exclusive?”

“An exclusive?”

“Yes. Your promise you won’t let any other client have photos like these.”

I stalled for time to allow my brain to catch up to my hammering heart. Was she saying what I thought she was saying? Was it possible I hadn’t blown this deal after all? That, in fact, I could drive the price even higher? “Oh, umm...gee, Mrs. Haley, I’d like to help but—”

“You said you’d make sure all my friends wouldn’t be able to compete with my photos this year.” Her eyes narrowed.

“Yes, I did, but I have a lot of other clients booked for holiday photos this month.” Okay, maybe not a lot. More like a few. And if Mrs. Haley was willing to pay extra for this particular style without batting an eyelash, who else might? My craven need to keep my business afloat warred with my conscience toward a loyal customer. “I’ll tell you what. No one else’s photos will be exactly like yours, but I have to maintain the freedom to use the technique.”
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