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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      It was Amanda Harris’ wedding day, and so far, everything had gone exactly as she’d planned. 

      This would have been a blessing for any bride, but for Amanda, who, two and a half years ago, had tried to marry Chris in a “perfect wedding” that had ended in him leaving her at the altar, it was a Godsend. When all that had happened, Amanda had been crushed and had moved to Martha’s Vineyard from Newark to nurse her wounds near the comforts of her mother, Susan, and her cousin, Audrey. But not long after Chris had left her, Amanda had miraculously met someone else. “Life is what happens when you’re busy making other plans,” John Lennon had said. He’d been right. 

      “Remember how everyone else knew you were in love with Sam before you did?” Amanda’s cousin and dearest friend, Audrey, stood beside Amanda in the glorious and ornate foyer of the Aquinnah Cliffside Overlook Hotel, which had only opened one week ago, smiling at her and gripping her bouquet of peonies nervously. It was five minutes before the double-wide doors would open out onto the beautiful stretch of green field that lined the cliffs. Between lines of white chairs situated on the lush green, Susan would walk Amanda toward the love of her life and the rest of their days together. “You were so resistant to the idea of falling in love with him at first,” Audrey remembered. “But all anyone could do was talk about the way you looked at him.”

      Amanda’s cheeks burned at the memory of those first few months when Sam had known intuitively to take things slowly. He’d sensed that Amanda had been damaged beyond belief and was unwilling to leap into romance too quickly. She’d had to be sure he was the one. 

      “We’ve already been through so much together,” Amanda breathed, eyeing her reflection in the floor-to-ceiling mirror in the foyer, which presented a blushing bride, her hair gleaming, half-up and half-down, just the way she’d requested it. 

      “Gosh, yes. Thinking back over the past few years makes my head spin. There were babies, weddings, car accidents, romances, sailing trips, and mysterious newcomers to the island. Oh, and never forget, we helped Mom direct that play and got snowed in during the blizzard of winter ‘22. Remember?” As Amanda spun with the list of memories, Audrey paused, her eyes focused on the crowd outside. “It’s going to be hard to wrap my mind around you leaving the Sheridan House for good, though. Max will not know what to do with himself without his Aunt Amanda around. And Grandpa and I will probably spend our days eating cookies and cereal.”

      Amanda chuckled. “Noah will be moving in soon. Maybe he can make a salad every now and again?” She was referring to Audrey’s fiancé, who’d made the decision to move into the Sheridan House in the wake of Amanda’s departure. Everything was changing. 

      “Are you kidding? He’s worse than we are,” Audrey said. 

      Out on the field, Amanda’s two hundred guests listened to the five-string quintet play “Pachelbel’s Canon” as they settled into their white chairs. Most everyone had arrived an hour and a half ago for pre-wedding cocktails and snacks, swapping stories and compliments as time ticked toward the wedding. In the suite they’d rented for the bride to prepare, Amanda had felt like a celebrity who couldn’t go downstairs for fear of the paparazzi. Still, she’d made sure the staff had brought cocktails and snacks up to her, Audrey, Susan, Lola, Christine, and Amanda’s two best friends from Newark, Brittany and Brooke. Together, they’d spent the vast majority of the previous few hours laughing, crying, and getting their hair and makeup done. Such was the life of a Sheridan woman— awash with every emotion, yet never one to refuse a meal. 

      Susan, Amanda’s gorgeous mother, wore a periwinkle dress, her hair cascading in gorgeous curls along her shoulder. At forty-seven, the mother of two and grandmother of three was powerful and sleek, a well-known defense lawyer who’d also battled breast cancer and won. Her return to the island three years ago, when Grandpa Wesley had been diagnosed with dementia, had brought everyone else home to mend the wounds from the past. Everyone agreed that Susan Sheridan was the matriarch of the family, their central heartbeat. Amanda loved her more than words. In fact, growing up, she’d wanted to be her mother, so much so that she’d forced her brother to “play” lawyer in the living room of the old house in Newark. 

      “How are you feeling, honey?” Susan smiled and swept a few rogue strands of hair behind Amanda’s shoulder. 

      “Like I might faint,” Amanda said with a laugh. “But otherwise, good.”

      “I don’t think you have anything to worry about,” Susan assured her, glancing back toward Christine and Lola, both of whom wore beautiful periwinkle dresses and clung to similar bouquets. At forty-four and forty-one, respectively, Christine and Lola were Susan’s beloved little sisters, both of whom had found love on the island in the years since their return. 

      “Everything is exactly as you planned it,” Lola said. “This is Amanda Harris we’re talking about. She gets what she wants.”

      Amanda laughed, her eyes flitting around nervously. It took everything within her not to point out that last time, that wasn’t true— that her fiancé had done everything in his power to flee the ceremony and leave her to explain the circumstances to her guests. But what could she possibly say to explain something like that? Everyone had understood that he just hadn’t loved her enough. It was just that simple.

      Suddenly, a figure appeared in front of the double-wide doors that led out onto the lush green grass. He wrestled the doorknob until Lola rushed to open it. 

      “Noah?” Audrey laughed at the sight of her fiancé, who looked stricken, his face pale. “Noah, did you really not find them yet?” 

      Amanda’s stomach clenched. “Find what?” 

      Audrey waved her hand as Noah approached, limping forward like a zombie. Amanda let her bouquet hand fall to her side. Within Noah’s eyes, she saw something very sinister. 

      “Find what?” Amanda demanded again when nobody else said anything. 

      Audrey placed her hand around Noah’s arm. “Baby, what’s going on?” 

      Noah raised his eyes to Amanda. He looked like a student who’d been caught doing something very wrong and now had to confess it in front of the entire class. “The rings are missing,” he explained timidly. 

      Amanda closed her eyes, feeling the world spin around her. “It’s okay,” she heard herself stutter. “We can just fake it and find them later.” She and Sam had gone out of their way to select the perfect rings for the ceremony, but now they’d have to improvise until after the wedding. It was disappointing, but it wasn’t the end of the world.

      But when she opened her eyes, Noah took another soft step toward her. It was clear he wasn’t done yet. 

      “Noah? What else?” Amanda’s voice jumped nervously. 

      “Noah, you can’t be so cagey right now,” Susan warned him. “We have two hundred guests out there, ready for the wedding in just a couple of minutes.” 

      “I can’t find Sam, either,” Noah finished.

      Amanda frowned. “What did you just say?” 

      Audrey leaped toward Amanda, her eyes panicked. “I’m sure he’s somewhere around here. He wouldn’t do this. I mean, come on. It’s Sam!” 

      But Amanda’s head had already begun to twist, her thoughts contorting. Slowly, she backed into the wall behind her and dropped her head against it. She was no longer completely focused on what people said in front of her, nor their opinions. She was now back in the nightmare of January 2021, when she’d learned she wasn’t worthy of love. 

      “Did you look back in the suite where you were getting ready?” Susan demanded of Noah, speaking to him like she was in the courtroom. 

      “Of course. But that’s where I was when we first lost him!” 

      Susan’s hand was in a fist. “Charlotte? Where’s Charlotte?” She scanned the foyer, then ducked into the adjacent hallway to find the wedding planner, Susan’s cousin, who wore a headset and smiled happily. “Charlotte, we have a situation. We can’t find the groom.” 

      Charlotte’s smile fell off her face. “I’m on it,” she said, disappearing through the double-wide doors and out across the green. 

      Audrey spoke to Amanda, trying to console her, but Amanda only got bits and pieces of it. She’d heard Sam wouldn’t do this to you, and he loves you, but what Audrey didn’t understand was that, once upon a time, Amanda never would have imagined Chris would have done that, either. 

      “Maybe it was all a game to him,” Amanda said very quietly. “Maybe he wanted to make me fall in love with him, just to do this to me again?” 

      “No!” Audrey protested. “He’s got to be around here somewhere.” 

      But that moment, Charlotte burst back into the foyer with more news. “Have you seen Kelli?” 

      Their cousin, Kelli Montgomery, was the hotel manager of the Aquinnah Cliffside Overlook Hotel. Two summers ago, she’d been instrumental in its purchase by a man named Xander Van Tress, and together, they’d built it back to its former glory and beyond. They’d also fallen in love along the way. 

      “She said she was going to be here,” Susan muttered. “She wouldn’t miss Amanda’s wedding.” 

      “There’s been a lot of chaos at the hotel today,” Noah mentioned, his eyes flashing. “She probably had to take care of something.” 

      “That’s no reason to miss a family wedding,” Susan said. 

      A moment later, Sam’s younger brother, Xavier , appeared in the foyer, similarly panicked. “Have you seen Sam?” 

      Amanda crumpled into herself against the wall, rolling in and out of fits of panic. As everyone before her spoke all over one another, spitting questions and offering solutions to find her groom, Amanda began to face her fate: Sam had probably left her at the altar. And she was going to have to start a brand-new life all over again.
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        One Week Earlier

      

      

      Kelli awoke at sunrise. It was Saturday, opening day of the Aquinnah Cliffside Overlook Hotel, the first day of the rest of her life, and she couldn’t waste any time. Leaving the handsome Xander Van Tress in bed, his muscular arm wrapped tenderly around the glowing sheets, she tip-toed to the bathroom to shower and do her makeup and hair. As she slid into a two-piece suit and adjusted the jacket over her shoulders, she knowingly eyed herself in the mirror and said, “Come on, Kelli Montgomery. You’ve been preparing for this for nearly two years. You can do this.” Still, Kelli felt jittery with doubt. 

      Downstairs, Xander was up, brewing a pot of coffee and scraping peanut butter over a slice of toast he said she was legally required to eat. He kissed her dutifully on the cheek, careful not to mess up her lipstick, then whispered, “But we’ll do plenty of kissing when we get home tonight.”

      Kelli’s cheeks were warm. “You’re still coming up today, aren’t you?” 

      “Of course! I’ll be there by eight,” Xander affirmed. 

      “And you have the list of to-dos I gave you?” 

      “I put the list in my phone so I wouldn’t lose track of it,” Xander told her. 

      As Kelli sipped her coffee, a text buzzed through on her phone. It was from Susan Sheridan, her cousin, whom Kelli both loved and felt equally annoyed at. 

      
        
          
            
              
        SUSAN: Good luck today with the opening! 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        SUSAN: I’m so relieved you managed to open in time for Amanda’s wedding next week. 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        SUSAN: That was touch and go!

      

      

      

      

      

      Kelli grimaced and decided to text Susan back later. As the construction and design crew had restructured the old Aquinnah Cliffside Overlook Hotel for the past two years, Kelli’s brain had been twisted with worries that had only doubled in size when Susan had set the date for her daughter’s wedding to June 10. Last autumn, Kelli had been sure the redesign would be finished by then. But as time had gone on, it had become increasingly clear just how complicated a redesign of this nature was— and they’d just-barely managed to open one week before Amanda’s wedding. 

      “Was that Susan?” Xander could read Kelli like a book. 

      “She’s a nervous wreck. I get that.” Kelli tried to laugh it off. “But I have two hundred guests staying at my new luxury hotel tonight, and I have to somehow throw them a party, keep them safe, and ensure they write amazing Google reviews, all for the future of my employment. I can’t think about Susan’s anxiety right now!” 

      “Then don’t.” Xander said things like this simply, as though choosing what you thought about was easy. 

      “Are you really such a master of your own emotions?” Kelli collected her car keys and glanced at herself in the mirror. 

      “You’re going to be great, Kelli.” Xander gave her a soulful look that told her he meant business. “You and that old hotel are the two greatest things that ever happened to me. I can’t wait to see what happens next.” 

      As Kelli drove through the gorgeous June morning en route to the Aquinnah Cliffside Overlook Hotel, she could only think back over the previous two years. Back then, she’d been newly separated from Mike, her verbally abusive ex-husband, and had been working as a real estate agent, just like her parents before her. Kerry and Trevor Montgomery had always spoken about the Aquinnah Cliffside Overlook Hotel, which had been destroyed during a hurricane in the forties. Nobody in the family had completely understood the dramatic history that had linked their family to the old place, until Kelli had learned so much more when she’d tried to sell it to the handsome developer, Xander Van Tress, who always purchased old, romantic properties. 

      What had happened was back in the forties, the luxurious and elegant Aquinnah Cliffside Overlook Hotel had been owned by Robert Sheridan, Kelli’s grandfather. During a particularly strange summer, a very rich man named James arrived on the island with his wife, Marilyn, who would eventually become Kelli’s grandmother. James had come to the island to buy the hotel from Robert, but Robert seemed inconvincible, keeping Robert and Marilyn at the hotel longer. James hadn’t known that his wife, Marilyn, and Robert had fallen in love at first sight and begun an exhilarating affair. Around the time James learned about the affair, Robert sold the rights of the hotel over to him— only a few hours before the hotel itself crumbled beneath tremendous hurricane winds and rain. James had granted Marilyn a divorce and fled the island, taking his ownership papers of the hotel along with him.

      Two summers ago, Kelli and Xander had tracked down James’ son, who’d explained the story and eventually passed over the rights of the hotel to Kelli and Xander, who’d decided to keep it in the family. By then, Kelli and Xander had fallen in love, anyway. 

      Kelli parked her car outside of the hotel and gazed up at it, coffee in hand. The construction crew had done a remarkable job of upholding the luxurious spirit of the old place while adding artistic touches here and there that made it something else, something uniquely Kelli and Xander’s. Kelli had begun to think of her and Xander’s love in a similar vein to Marilyn and Robert’s. It was their second chance, their leap into the ether even after so many other things in life had told them not to hope. They weren’t naive this time, but they were happy and knew how to generate that happiness from nothingness. 

      Kelli stepped through the double-wide doors of the old and beautiful place, then paused in the foyer to take stock of the artistic design that she had had a hand in creating. On the wall hung several gorgeous paintings of Martha’s Vineyard throughout history: violent storms above sailboats, gorgeous purple fogs around lighthouses, and the jagged cliffs just outside. Each of the paintings had been commissioned by local artists and had cost the hotel an arm and a leg. Seeing them hanging along the beautiful walls, Kelli felt it was worth it. 

      “Morning, ma’am!” One of the front desk workers, Piper, whipped past with a smile, carrying a box of supplies. “We’re almost set up at the front desk.”

      “That’s fantastic, Piper.” Kelli jumped to action, walking past the front desk, through the beautiful combination dining room and ballroom, which had been designed to imitate the old ballroom, then up a back staircase toward her private office. There, Kelli fetched her itinerary, gave herself another pep talk, then returned to the foyer to welcome the fifty-seven members of staff who would be at the hotel over the next week of their “soft” open. Kelli wasn’t sure exactly why this opening was so “soft.” It felt ridiculously heavy, the sort of thing that would destroy her if she didn’t keep her wits about her. 

      As Kelli stood in the foyer, her staff members gathered and peered at her with a mix of excitement and intrigue. There was joy in being a part of the very first group of employees at a brand-new place. It was up to them to create the magic. 

      “Good morning!” Kelli began, grateful that her voice sounded confident. “Welcome to your very first day at the Aquinnah Cliffside Overlook Hotel. I’ve hired all of you because I believe you have the singular power to make this place just as elegant as it once was, all those years ago when my grandfather walked these halls.”

      Kelli half-blacked-out during her pep talk, congratulating the people before her, their work ethic, and their drive. “The first guests will begin to check in by one. The bar needs to be open and prepped by then, as many guests will want afternoon wine and cocktails after their journey to the Vineyard. Chef Billiard, I assume you’re prepping for lunch?” 

      Kelli spoke eloquently with her staff, nodding as they explained their plan, as though she hadn’t already pestered them to give her that information before. Nothing could be left to chance. Everything had to be perfect. 

      By two-thirty that afternoon, the Aquinnah Cliffside Overlook Hotel was swarming with guests. They were well-dressed, often wearing white or cream linen, holding cocktails, and laughing with one another as the late spring sunlight dove through the windows and glinted across the tiled floors of the foyer and the hardwood of the ballroom. Another fifty or so guests were outside, seated beneath umbrellas and taking in the view of the glorious cliffs along the edge of the lush green grass. In only a week, Amanda Harris’ wedding would be set up right here, presenting the newlyweds with a remarkable view of the glittering horizon. 

      “There she is!” Suddenly, Kelli’s father was before her, smiling gently. He had a cocktail in hand and waved toward Kelli’s mother, saying, “I found her! You’ve been difficult to track down, you know.”

      “I have to be everywhere at once,” Kelli explained, hugging her father, then her mother. 

      “Darling, we’re just so proud of you,” Kerry said. “My father would have been over the moon to see the old place up and running.”

      Kelli took a small moment to really feel what her mother told her, then said, “I hate how stressed I am. I wish I could enjoy it.”

      Trevor gestured toward a long table a bit further through the crowd, where all of Kelli’s Sheridan cousins and Montgomery siblings sat, enjoying one another’s company. When Kelli spotted them, they all waved. Even Kelli’s children, Lexie, Sam, and Josh, sat at the table, their smiles enormous. Kelli hurried over to them and hugged them as though she hadn’t seen them in years. Because she would always be their mother, she demanded if they’d had enough to eat and if they were drinking enough water between glasses of wine. They rolled their eyes and shooed her away, saying, “You have work to do!” 

      It was four-thirty, and Kelli already felt like she’d walked one thousand miles in her heels. Perhaps it had been a mistake to wear them, but then again, they gave her the kind of confidence she felt she needed in front of so many guests and employees. She took a moment in the foyer when she thought nobody was watching to close her eyes and take a deep breath. Just her luck, Xander entered the foyer, tracking her down again. 

      “There she is. The woman of the hour.”

      Kelli laughed and opened her eyes. 

      “Were you napping?” 

      Kelli swatted him. “I was just thinking about how nice it will be to take off these shoes sometime in the next ten hours.”

      Xander winced. “That bad?” 

      “I’m just exhausted, and it’s only day one,” Kelli said.

      “It’ll get easier,” Xander assured her. “And like I said, I think you need to hire someone to pick up some of the slack.”

      Kelli hesitated. She’d assumed she could juggle everything herself, the way she’d watched Susan Sheridan juggle motherhood, cancer, new love, and a new law office, seemingly with ease. 

      “Don’t be a hero,” Xander said. “But hey! I have to run. I have to put out a fire myself.”

      “Don’t even tell me what it is,” Kelli begged him. “I can only deal with so much drama at once.”

      “I’ll keep it to myself,” Xander assured her, then sped off. 

      Kelli sighed, then got up the nerve to walk back toward the party. But just before she turned the corner to enter the ballroom, something incredible happened. The heel of her right shoe snapped beneath her, and her ankle went sideways toward the ground. Kelli tumbled, just out of sight of her guests, and sat on the ground, at a loss, staring at her ankle, which would surely bruise. 

      What was she going to do?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      Just as Kelli made peace with the idea of clambering back to her feet and limping to her office to hide from her guests for the rest of the day, a twenty-something staff member spotted her and hurried over. “Oh my gosh! Kelli, are you all right?” 

      Kelli winced as she looked up at the young woman, who dropped to inspect her ankle. The woman had mousy brown hair but intelligent eyes, and she wore an outfit that indicated she was a bellhop, someone who carried luggage to people’s rooms. Kelli didn’t recognize her; the head bellhop had probably hired her instead of Kelli. 

      “My heel broke,” Kelli explained timidly. “I feel very stupid right now.” 

      The woman raised her chin to lock her gaze with Kelli’s. “Don’t feel stupid. Can you put pressure on it?” 

      Kelli said she thought she probably could, but she allowed the young woman to help her to her feet, where she learned her ankle was definitely messed up and needed a bit of ice. Slowly, they went through the kitchen to retrieve ice and up the back to get to Kelli’s office, where the young woman wrapped the ice in a towel and placed it tenderly on Kelli’s ankle. 

      “Wow,” Kelli said. “What would I have done without you?” 

      “Don’t worry about it! I saw you on the ground, and my instincts took over. I was a lifeguard when I was younger.”

      Kelli smiled at the young woman, who spoke a little too quickly, as though she was constantly nervous. “What’s your name?” 

      “I’m Sandra,” the woman said. 

      “Nice to meet you, Sandra. I’m Kelli. I take it you work as a bellhop?” 

      Sandra said she did. “It’s my first job on the island,” Sandra went on. “I just got here about a month ago and read about the new hotel opening by the cliffs. Since I needed a job, I jumped for it and was so relieved when Greg called me and said I was in.”

      Kelli felt at ease for the first time all day, chatting with this young woman who adored her job so much, who was just so grateful to be there. “Have you ever worked in hospitality before?” 

      “Never,” Sandra said, “although I told Greg that I had. Please, don’t tell him.”

      Kelli laughed. “I’ve never really worked in hospitality, either. I took a six-week course on hotel management last year, but I don’t think you can learn anything like this through a course. It has to be hands-on.” 

      “It seems like you’re doing a really good job so far,” Sandra said. “I mean, everyone respects you and listens to you.” 

      Kelli wasn’t sure if the young woman was lying, but she wanted to believe her so badly. “How do you like the island so far?” 

      “It’s beautiful! I don’t know if I’ve ever been to a place like this before. Back in Providence, things got bad for me,” Sandra said. “I wasn’t sure how the rest of my life was going to go. But here, I’ve already met some wonderful friends, and I feel very positive. Maybe that’s naive?” 

      “No,” Kelli assured her. “I think positivity is a wonderful tool that we can use to build better futures. I tell myself that, anyway.”

      As luck would have it, Kelli had a spare set of flats in the office. When the swelling of her ankle went down a bit, she slid her feet into the flats and showed them off to Sandra, who clapped and said, “It’s already evening, which means most people have had one too many cocktails to notice you changed your shoes.”

      Kelli laughed. “You’re probably right. Besides, people come to an event like this to be seen. They don’t care about what the hotel manager looks like, right?” 

      “Absolutely,” Sandra said, opening the office door for Kelli, who strode out— acting, yet again, like she owned the place. She basically did. 

      Kelli and Sandra re-entered the ballroom, where the dining room tables had been set for a five-course meal. Still, the guests mingled, showing off their expensive dresses and their tans, which they’d gotten from Mediterranean vacations, or trips to the Bahamas. Kelli had never been one to take such lavish off-island vacations, as she liked to take every season on Martha’s Vineyard as it came. 

      “Sandra?” A voice came from somewhere in the crowd. Kelli watched as Amanda burst out, waving at Sandra. “I had no idea you would be here!” 

      Kelli eyed Amanda curiously as she flung her arms around Sandra, her engagement ring glinting. 

      “That job I was telling you about was here!” Sandra said as the hug broke.

      “Wow. You should have told me! Kelli and I are related,” Amanda said. “In fact, I’m having my wedding right here next week.”

      “Same time, same place,” Kelli said, wavering with nerves. 

      “What a wonderful location for a wedding,” Sandra said. 

      “How do you two know each other?” Kelli asked. 

      “Sandra and I met at yoga class,” Amanda explained. “Probably about a month ago, now, right?” 

      “I started going when I arrived,” Sandra explained. 

      “That’s right. Sandra’s a brand-new islander! But I think we already have you wrapped around our fingers,” Amanda teased. “You won’t know how to leave after a summer here.” 

      Amanda then turned back to Kelli and touched her elbow delicately. “How are you holding up, Kelli?”

      Kelli lied through her teeth. “Everything is going perfectly. I’m over the moon!”

      “Everything has been divine so far,” Amanda said, just as her fiancé, Sam, approached, placed his hand on Amanda’s lower back, and beamed at Kelli. 

      “This place is spectacular,” Sam said. “And the staff are superb.”

      “If you like it so much, maybe I’ll steal you away from the Sunrise Cove to help out,” Kelli teased. 

      “I don’t know about that. Even after just two years, the Sunrise Cove has my heart,” Sam said. 

      Sam worked as the hotel manager at the Sunrise Cove Inn because everyone else in the Sheridan family had separate projects and couldn’t work at the inn full-time. Now that he was marrying Amanda, the hotel would again be a family-run business— yet another generation, seeing the inn through tourist season after tourist season. 

      “Why don’t you come over and have a drink with us?” Amanda urged Kelli. 

      Kelli’s head rang with the thoughts of everything she still had to do, everything she still had to check up on. 

      “You have time,” Sandra told her quietly. “Dinner starts in an hour, at which time you can do everything else you need to do.”

      Kelli tilted her head, wondering how the young woman had read her thoughts so clearly. “Well, all right. Just one drink.”

      Sandra smiled and tapped her nose. “I have to run. I’ll see you later, Amanda. Maybe even at yoga on Monday?”

      “I wouldn’t miss it,” Amanda said as she guided Kelli back through the crowd. 

      Familiar, smiling faces called out to Kelli as she approached. First, her little brother, Andy, burst up to hug her, overwhelming her with his excitement. 

      “I can’t believe this place, Kelli,” he said. 

      “You built some of the furniture in here! You were such a help in bringing the old magic to life,” Kelli reminded him. 

      Andy blushed and palmed his neck. “Sure. Yeah. But we delivered that furniture a few months back, and it feels like the whole place has changed since then.” 

      “Oh, Kelli.” Kelli’s younger sisters, Charlotte and Claire, hurried forward to hug Kelli, their eyes alight. Charlotte and Claire had always been the best of friends, and now, even their careers aligned— one a florist and the other a wedding planner. Unfortunately for the Martha’s Vineyard families, now that Charlotte’s daughter was off to college in the fall, Charlotte had agreed to move to Orcas Island with Everett, her fiancé, who’d taken a job as a travel writer on that island all the way across the continent. 

      And finally, behind her sisters came the stoic face of her elder brother, Steve, who, as it turned out, had a plus one. “Kelli, it really is something special,” he said as he hugged her. “I hope you don’t mind that I brought a friend?” 

      “Rita!” Kelli greeted the woman with the short, black bob with a genuine smile and a hug. “It’s good to see you again. Are you back from California for long?” 

      “Just a week,” Rita explained. “Steve invited me to the wedding, and I was lucky enough to finish out a project back home and hit the road.”

      “What project was it?” Charlotte asked, her voice lowering. 

      “Yeah! Give us the gossip,” Claire said. 

      Rita laughed, accustomed to everyone’s obsession with her career as a private detective. “I was looking for someone’s ex-husband. He’d disappeared without a trace, or so his ex-wife had thought. Fortunately, it took just a brief scan through his phone records to realize he’d moved to Las Vegas to be with his mistress, where he’d already lost hundreds of thousands of dollars of his children’s college funds.”
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