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“Do you believe there is a love that strong?”

Briana asked as she met his eyes, silvery in the moonlight.

Slade had the feeling they were no longer talking about the legend. The night was heavy with humidity, with sudden sensual tension.

“I’d like to think there is,” she said.

Slade saw the wind blow her hair around her face, watched her reach up to try to tame it. “It’s an interesting story,” he said, wanting desperately to touch that lovely hair, to shove his hands into its thickness, to bury his face in its feminine fragrance. “But I still prefer reality.”

Looking up at him, Briana saw his eyes change, darken, grow heated. Or was it just a trick of moonlight? Emotions so close to the surface lately, swirled inside of her, all tangled together, needs and longings and desire, thickening her voice. “What is reality?”

Slowly, he placed his hands on her shoulders, his eyes on hers. “This.” Lowering his head, he pressed his lip to hers…
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Prologue

On the winding walkway of the Public Gardens on Charles Street across from the Boston Common, Briana Morgan snapped pictures of her seven-year-old son tossing chunks of bread to the sassy ducks in the pond. In the morning sunlight, the child’s blond hair shimmered with golden highlights as he watched an elegant swan regard him disdainfully before swimming off. A baby duck upended himself in the blue water, shaking his little tail, and Bobby giggled.

Briana smiled as she lowered her camera, then checked her watch. “It’s time to go. We don’t want to keep Dad waiting.” Every other Saturday since the divorce, her ex-husband picked up their son for the weekend. The arrangement was amicable.

Bobby tossed the rest of the bread at the ducks, then skipped along the walk, his mother following. They hadn’t gone far when he spotted a green balloon caught up in the branches of a tree. Without waiting for permission, he started climbing.

It wasn’t far up, Briana decided, so she let him go. He was a spontaneous child who loved life and she hated to squelch him in any way. Instead, she took more pictures of her son reaching out to the green balloon, finally freeing it, then carefully scampering back down and looping the string around his wrist. He sent her a triumphant glance, his blue eyes shining, then continued hopping and jumping because merely walking was boring.

They reached the street and Briana looked up and down the block, finally spotting her ex-husband at the corner of Beacon and Charles. He was in an animated conversation with a man whose back was to her. There was quite a lot of foot traffic along the Common, people blocking her view and making recognition of Robert’s companion impossible. So she busied herself snapping more pictures of Bobby studying a caterpillar and passersby hurrying to complete weekend errands and tourists enjoying a warm and lovely April morning.

When next she looked up, Robert Morgan was walking toward them with long, angry strides and a dark frown on his face. But when he saw his son running toward him, Robert’s smile was genuine and welcoming. Briana snapped father and son sharing a warm hug. She decided not to ask Robert why he’sd seemed angry, since he’d apparently put aside whatever had upset him. Instead, she bent down and kissed her son good-bye.

“I love you, Mom,” Bobby said, as he always did.

“I love you, too.” She watched him reach for his father’s hand as they crossed the street together on their way to visit the zoo. “Be careful,” she called after them, as she always did.

She’d planned to drive over to Chinatown to take more pictures for a book in the works, but she could find no better subject anywhere than her son. For the moment, she stood next to a lamppost and kept shooting frames, tilting this way and that for better angles. She switched from wide lens to zoom, capturing each small gesture, each nuance and smile, as Bobby chattered away to his father, the green balloon weaving along on a mild breeze.

She shot around a city bus, a yellow cab changing lanes, and a gray sedan barreling up the street in a rush of speed, nearly colliding with a blue van overflowing with children. Then she shifted her attention to a forsythia in full bloom, its golden blossoms a welcome sign that summer was near.

The crackling sounds didn’t register at first. Briana didn’t even pause in her picture taking, thinking the noise was a car backfiring. It wasn’t until she heard people screaming that she lowered her camera. Peering with ever increasing horror through the Charles Street traffic, she could see several people on the ground directly across from her, others scurrying for cover, and a few shouting for help.

No! It couldn’t be.

Disbelief clotted the scream in her throat. Terror was an ice-cold hand squeezing her heart. Dear God, no!

Dodging cars, Briana raced across the street, not for a moment considering her own safety as a convertible swerved and a Volkswagen screeched to a halt, narrowly missing her. People were gathered around two still figures on the ground, while others got warily to their feet, fear in their eyes. Shoving, she broke through the crowd, looked down, then shrieked as she fell to her knees.

Robert was on his side, not moving, one leg twisted under his body, a horrible gunshot wound in his cheek. And next to him, lying very still, was her son, his denim jacket soaked through with bright red blood. The green balloon, its string still tied around his wrist, flipped and flopped in a macabre dance.

Oh, Lord, not Bobby! Not her baby!

She gathered Bobby to her and held him close, a keening cry bubbling forth from deep inside. A voice behind her yelled for someone to call for an ambulance, quick.

But Briana Morgan knew it was already too late.


Chapter One

Four months later…

It was half a mile from Gramp’s house to Brant Point Lighthouse on Nantucket Island, a walk Briana Morgan had taken countless times. There were fewer tourists up that way, the sand not quite so pure, with clumps of grass growing sporadically along the slight incline. The lighthouse itself sported a new coat of white paint and the walkway leading to the front door looked recently renovated. Leisurely strolling along the beach, she noticed a young couple maneuvering a bicycle built for two along the boardwalk, laughing as they struggled for balance. Probably honeymooners, she decided.

She and Robert had never had an actual honeymoon. She didn’t count a long weekend at Manhattan’s Plaza Hotel as such. They’d vaguely promised each other they’d make the time one day for a really special trip. But he’d been intent on climbing the corporate ladder at his bank and she’d just begun her job at the advertising agency the month before they’d married. The time had never seemed right, and suddenly, they were sitting on opposite sides of the aisle in divorce court.

Briana lifted her face to the warmth of the August sun. She’d flown over from Boston via Hyannis, arriving bag and baggage a mere hour ago, glad to have left behind a chilly three-day rain. It seemed to Briana that she’d been cold a very long time.

It also seemed as if the disturbing memories outnumbered the good ones lately. If only she could turn off her mind, she thought as she trudged along. Dr. Alexander Davis, the physician her mother had insisted she see when her weight loss and sleepless nights had become noticeable, had told her in his best bedside manner to get plenty of rest, eat right, and that time healed all wounds. Perhaps that old adage would apply to most everything except the death of one’s child. Seven years old was too young to die.

Maybe some things in life couldn’t be healed by time or sleep or good food, by magic potions or even fervent prayer. Maybe there were times when the best a person could hope for was to learn to cope with the ugly hand they were dealt. Maybe just making it through another twenty-four hours without jumping off the Longfellow Bridge was all the victory one could manage. One day at a time, as the saying went.

Briana stopped, squinting up at a cloudless blue sky, feeling warm from her walk. She swiped at her feathery bangs, slightly damp now, and wished she’d brought along a scrunchy so she could twist-tie her shoulder-length hair off her neck. She wished she’d brought along some cold bottled water as well. She kept on going.

Her eyes skimmed the horizon, then drifted to the weathered rocks at the water’s edge just this side of the lighthouse, only a short distance away now. She could see a man sitting on one of the higher boulders where she’d daydreamed away many an hour as a teenager. It was one of her favorite spots.

For a brief moment, her hands itched for her camera, her mind setting up the picturesque scene, considering angles. Then she dismissed the thought She hadn’t held a camera in four months.

She noticed that the man was barefoot, wearing jeans and an unbuttoned blue shirt, its open flaps blowing about. His black hair shifted in a playful breeze as he stared out to sea, seemingly lost in his thoughts. Over the years, Briana had come to know almost all the permanent residents, by sight if not personally. She didn’t recognize the man, who was likely a summer visitor.

Slowing her steps, she kept watching him, wishing he’d chosen to sit elsewhere. She’d have liked to climb up the steep rocks, carefully avoiding the green moss clinging to the sides, and spent an hour emptying her mind as she gazed at the ever changing sea. But someone had beaten her to it.

As she neared, the man started to rise, then teetered on the slippery rocks for several seconds, and finally toppled backwards. He lay very still exactly where he’d fallen. He might have hit his head, Briana decided as she rushed over, both curious and concerned. Carefully, she climbed up the familiar formation and reached his side.

He was on his back, wedged into a crevice in a semi-seated position, eyes closed. Leaning forward, she pressed two fingers to the pulse point of his neck and felt a strong heartbeat. She slipped her hand to the back of his head, searching for a bump or a cut, but found nothing. Easing back, she stared down into his face.

He had the kind of looks that drew a woman’s eye— lean, lanky, athletic. At least two days’ worth of dark beard shadowed his square jaw. Ruggedly handsome, most people would call him, with thick eyelashes and a small, interesting scar just above his left brow giving his face a dangerous slant. Unaware of her, he sighed heavily and began to snore lightly. Not injured, but sound asleep. An odd place for a nap, in broad daylight on a pile of uncomfortable rocks decorated with seaweed alongside a fairly remote lighthouse.

Then she spotted a brown paper bag alongside his hip. Checking, she found that it contained half a dozen empty beer cans. Not merely asleep, Briana realized, straightening. Passed-out drunk.

The sun was most decidedly not over the yardarm, yet here he was, an able-bodied man somewhere in his mid-thirties, drunk as a skunk. What a waste.

She was about to turn away when something made her glance back at him. Even in a deep sleep, his forehead seemed drawn into a frown. There were tiny lines near the corners of his eyes, lines that seemed to her to have been put there more by worry than laughter. There was no relaxation in the way he held his mouth; rather, there was tension evident even in his alcoholic slumber.

Briana sighed. Who was she to judge this stranger? Perhaps he carried burdens as heavy as hers. If she’d thought she could find an answer in alcohol, she might have tried it herself. She had a feeling that, whoever he was, he was going to discover soon that drinking only made things worse. And he was going to have a whopping headache when he finally woke up.

Not her problem, Briana thought, scrambling down. Studying him from the ground up, she decided he was firmly entrenched in his crevice and out of harm’s way, with no likelihood of falling off. Even the tide rolling in wouldn’t reach him. It wouldn’t be dark for another couple of hours and he’d probably awaken before then. Later, after she’d unpacked and returned from getting her supplies, she’d check on him again. Just to be sure.

However, she felt certain that God looked after fools and drunks with equal ease.

She’d almost reached Gramp’s house when a high-flying beach ball came out of nowhere and whacked her on the shoulder. Turning, she caught it on the bounce and swung around. A towhead around seven or eight with two front teeth missing stood several yards from her, grinning his apology. For a long moment, Briana just stared at him, at the beautiful young boy gazing up at her, so full of life.

“Hey, lady,” he finally called out impatiently. “I’m sorry. Can I have my ball back?”

With trembling hands, Briana tossed him the ball, then turned and hurried into her grandfather’s yard and up the stairs. Inside, she leaned against the door, breathing hard. Tears trailed down her cheeks as she swallowed a sob and waited out yet another storm.

Slade had one hell of a headache. Three aspirin washed down with two glasses of water and a hot shower followed by an ice-cold drenching hadn’t helped much. The man who stared back at him through the steamy bathroom mirror had bloodshot eyes and foul breath. He’d brushed his teeth twice and still tasted beer.

Moving slowly, like he was eighty-six instead of thirty-six, he pulled on clean jeans and a white tee shirt, then slipped his feet into tan Docksiders. Where his black sneakers were was anyone’s guess. He’d been wearing them yesterday when he’d set out for a stroll, carrying along a little liquid refreshment, but he’d awakened sometime in the wee small hours of the morning out by the lighthouse. His beer had disappeared and so had his sneakers.

Slade walked into the kitchen, blinking at the bright sun pouring in through the windows. His sunglasses had to be around here somewhere, but he felt too shaky to look for them just now. He reached up to slant the louvered blinds, but the movement cost him as his whole body protested. Hours spent sleeping it off on a pile of rocks could do that to a man. Suppressing a groan, he opened the refrigerator and gazed inside. Not a lot of choices, but then, he’d only been in Nantucket a week, mostly eating out. He’d have to do something about groceries real soon.

There was milk, but even the thought had his stomach roiling. Juice would have tasted good, but he’d forgotten to buy some. “Oh, well,” he muttered, and grabbed a can of beer, of which there was plenty.

Carefully, he made his way out to the front porch, mindful of his head, afraid to jar it unnecessarily. It felt like a percussion band had set up residence inside his brain. Moving closer to the porch railing, he managed to bump his head on a hanging pot filled with nauseatingly cheerful red geraniums. The drumbeat in his brain picked up the tempo. Stepping back, he stumbled into the lone rocker and it went over with a noisy crash. He swore inventively.

Grimacing, Slade righted the chair and eased his aching body into it. Even the popping sound as he pulled the tab on the can had him moaning. He studied the can a moment, some vague memory insisting that beer wasn’t the best remedy for a hangover. But he’d already had water and there was nothing else fit to drink. Tipping his head back with care, he drank deeply.

Blinking, he sat waiting for the explosion, sure he’d detonate with the addition of more alcohol to his system. All he could hear was someone banging around something solid and heavy on the enclosed porch next door. Praying his stomach would settle, he set the can onto the floor, leaned his head back, and closed his eyes.

He wasn’t a drinker in any real sense of the word, hadn’t had more than the occasional beer since his late teens when he’d joined the navy. Most young sailors got drunk on shore leave. It had seemed almost un-American not to. However, most guys outgrew those experimental years. Slade had.

But yesterday, he’d wanted to turn off his brain, wanted a distraction for a few hours, wanted to forget all that coming here had brought to mind. Even so, he wasn’t sure that feeling like hell this morning was worth the short respite. And the memory loss worried him. He’d lost whole snatches of yesterday. He had no idea how he’d gotten up on the rocks and had very little recollection of climbing down. Somehow he’d managed to get himself back here and into bed. He’d even had the good sense to lock up.

Good sense. That was a laugh. His was in mighty short supply lately. Unanswered questions had haunted him ever since the letter from the attorney had found him in California. The curt message had advised him to fly to Nantucket without delay. His good sense had cautioned him that answering that directive would probably complicate his already confused life. But as usual, he’d ignored the warning and come anyway. Sure enough, the things he’d learned had brought up more questions than they answered.

Straightening slowly, Slade reached to rub his forehead where most of the pain lingered. How had his mother managed to drink herself into a stupor repeatedly, recuperate the next day, yet decide to do it all over again every evening? The pain of abandonment, of lost love, of gradually losing the ability to cope with a growing son full of questions she couldn’t or wouldn’t answer had caused her downslide, Slade was certain. Barbara had been a great mother until his father had left them both one sunny California afternoon. After that, the bottle had become her constant companion in a love-hate tug-of-war. In the end, the bottle had won.

Slade glanced down at the half-empty can of beer. Should he or shouldn’t he? He’d hated his mother’s drinking, had even been ashamed of her as a boy. Was it in the genes, maybe—like mother, like son, each reaching for a drink to soften the harsh realities of problems too difficult to face? Had his father turned to alcohol after leaving them? There were no signs of it around the house, with the exception of an extensive wine collection. Even now, living in his father’s home, he sure as hell didn’t know much about Jeremy Slade.

Slade contemplated the can again. What the hell. Who was there to care one way or the other? Closing his eyes, he drank the rest, then tossed the can into the tin waste-basket in the corner. The racket echoed through his aching head, but he felt better.

Better, but there was still that burning sensation in his stomach. Slade ground his fist into the spot, but it didn’t help. Probably needed some good food. First, though, he needed to ease the pain. He seemed to remember seeing a bottle of Maalox in the bathroom medicine chest. Still somewhat unsteady, he got to his feet slowly and went in search of relief.

Who’d have believed that old wooden porch shutters would be so heavy? Briana thought, as she struggled to remove the third one. Taking several steps backward to keep from toppling over from the shutter’s weight, she finally managed to place it alongside the other two. Blowing her bangs out of her eyes, she paused a moment to catch her breath.

Much as she hated to admit it, there were times when a strong man really would come in handy. However, finding a handy man was easier said than done. So she’d learned to manage on her own.

Briana took a long swallow of her bottled water, then glanced over at the house next door. Gramp’s neighbor, Jeremy Slade, had lived there as long as she could remember. Somewhere in his sixties now, Jeremy was one of her favorite people, an artist whose work hung in many a Nantucket home as well as being extremely popular with tourists. Watercolors, mostly seascapes, predominantly pastels, peaceful scenes of Nantucket. His home, a sturdy two-story brick house complete with widow’s walk and well-tended garden, beautifully decorated inside, was a lovely reflection of the gentle man himself.

Yet, although Jeremy’s white Ford pickup was in his driveway, she hadn’t seen him around. There’d been no lights on in his house last night, so she’d assumed he’d gone to the mainland on one of his infrequent trips. Then this morning, just as she’d removed the first shutter, she’d seen a man step out onto Jeremy’s porch. He’d knocked over Jeremy’s rocker, then cursed the chair, the bright sunshine, and the fates in general. Moving closer to the screen for a better look, she’d recognized the man she’d seen on the rocks by the lighthouse yesterday.

Last evening, concerned for his safety, she’d strolled along the boardwalk to check on him after her grocery run, and found him curled up and still sleeping it off. She’d even felt sorry for him, thinking he’d be stiff as a board and really hungover this morning. That is, until she’d seen him come out onto the porch, pop the tab on a can of beer, and drink half down without stopping. A little hair of the dog that bit you, apparently. Some people never learn.

Reaching up to unhook the fourth and last shutter, Briana wondered who the drinking fool making himself at home in Jeremy’s house was. He didn’t seem at all the sort of guest Jeremy would invite in. Actually, in all the years she’d been on Nantucket staying with her grandparents, she’d never once seen anyone visiting Jeremy. It wasn’t that the man was reclusive, for he had a lot of friends on the island. He’d often wandered over and sat alongside Gramp on this very porch, both of them smoking a pipe, conversation at a minimum, as was the habit with many New Englanders. She’d never heard Jeremy speak of family or even mainland friends, and found it difficult to connect the drunken stranger to the gentle man she knew.

None of her business, Briana decided as she freed one hook. Steadying that side, she worked on the other hook, trying to dislodge it so the shutter would release. But the metal was slightly rusty and being stubborn. One-handed, she pushed and poked at it, growing ever more frustrated as she balanced the heavy shutter with her other hand.

Annoyed, she gave the hook a mighty punch and it slipped free. But she lost her balance at the sudden shift of weight and the shutter slipped from her grasp. “Oh!” she yelled as she slammed onto the painted boards of the porch floor, quickly rolling sideways to keep from being hit by the unwieldy shutter as it fell.

Seated once more on the open porch next door, nursing a small glass of Maalox, Slade couldn’t help hearing what sounded like a cry for help followed by a loud crash. He felt shaky and decidedly unneighborly; still, his training was too deeply ingrained to allow him to ignore the possibility of someone in distress. Sipping the chalky antacid, he slowly made his way over and entered the enclosed porch.

The woman rubbing her hip looked more embarrassed than hurt, Slade thought as he set his glass on a corner table before picking up the fallen shutter and setting it out of the way. “You all right?” he asked, offering her a hand up.

“I think so.” His hand was big, calloused, and strong, Briana noticed as he helped her up. She found herself looking into bloodshot gray eyes. “Thanks. I managed the first three, but this one got away from me.”

Face-to-face with her, Slade did a double take. The resemblance was remarkable and quite startling. She was small and slender, but so were millions of women. But this one had the same honey-colored, shoulder-length hair and her face was oval-shaped, just like the one that haunted his dreams. Yet it was the eyes that bore the most resemblance. They were a rich brown, flecked with gold, filled with pain and brimming over with sadness. Intellectually, Slade knew he was looking at a stranger, yet he felt an emotional jolt nonetheless.

Uncomfortable under his intense examination, Briana frowned. “Is something wrong?” She was infinitely more comfortable behind the camera studying people rather than as the subject being scrutinized.

“You remind me of someone.” With no small effort, he turned aside. “These are too heavy for a woman as small as you.” He began stacking all four of the shutters near the door.

“Yes, well, my grandfather always took them down in early spring and put them back up in late fall. I arrived yesterday and decided to air out the place. The house has been closed up since he moved to Boston.”

Just what his pounding head needed, a chatterbox neighbor. “I’m sure he appreciates you taking care of his place.” He swung around, unable to resist studying her again. Of all the luck, flying three thousand miles and running into someone who’s the spitting image of the woman he couldn’t seem to forget.

“Actually, he’s in a nursing home now and …” Briana’s voice trailed off as she remembered her last visit here in the spring. Gramp had already been slipping, having memory lapses, but he’d so enjoyed fishing with Bobby and strolling on the beach after dinner.

A sick grandfather was undoubtedly the reason there was such a sorrowful look about her, Slade decided. “Where do you want these?”

“I can manage from here, really.” She hated being thought a helpless, hapless female.

“Where do they go?” he asked again, his patience straining.

Far be it from her to interfere with his need to be macho, Briana decided. “In the garage, if you don’t mind.” She held the porch door open for him as he picked up two shutters, then led the way around back, yanking up the garage door. “Over there will be fine,” she told him, indicating a space in front of Gramp’s blue Buick Riviera.

Briana stood aside as he walked past her with his heavy load, then waited while he went back for the others. She was about to close the door after he finished, but he reached past her and pulled it shut himself. Apparently, he thought her not only clumsy but totally inept to boot. “Thanks, I appreciate the help.”

“No problem.” Slade started back toward her porch, the pain in his stomach a sharp reminder of his antacid. “I left my glass in there.”

Following him, she glanced at the solid brick house next door. “Where’s Jeremy? I haven’t seen him around.”

Slade paused at the porch steps. “Jeremy died about a month ago. He left his house and everything in it to me.” Hearing himself say the words out loud still shocked him. He stepped onto her porch and picked up his glass, came back out.

“Died? I’m so sorry to hear that.” Briana remembered the last time she’d seen Jeremy. It was on Easter week. He’d been teaching Bobby to play chess on his porch, their two heads bent over the board, one gray-haired, the other so very blond. “How’d it happen? Had he been ill?”

“Heart attack, so they tell me. His lawyer phoned with the news.” Uncomfortable with the conversation and with being here, he shifted his weight to the other foot. He wanted to go lie down, try to get rid of his headache. But he found it difficult to turn his back on her stricken look. “Did you know him well?”

“Since I was a little girl. He was a real gentleman, unfailingly kind and very talented.”

Everything he wasn’t, Slade thought without rancor. Maybe if Jeremy Slade had stuck around and helped raise his son, things would have turned out a lot differently. He would be different.

“Forgive me for prying, but we never heard Jeremy mention anyone other than his Nantucket friends. You must have known him in another life.”

So his father hadn’t told his closest neighbor about him, not in all those years. Slade wished the knowledge didn’t hurt so damn much. “You could say that. I’m his son, though I haven’t seen him since I was ten.”

Ten. There had to be a story there, Briana thought, but it was none of her affair. A private person who disliked personal questions from near strangers, she decided to drop the whole thing. If Jeremy’s son wanted her to know more, he’d tell her himself. Instead, she glanced at the glass he held, the inside stained with some thick white liquid. “I see you’ve switched drinks.”

About to walk away, Slade turned back. “How’s that?”

“From beer. I ran across you yesterday while I was walking on the beach by the lighthouse. You were … napping on some rocks.”

Terrific. Didn’t she have anything better to do than to track his movements? “Yeah, I went there to think, to be alone. Guess it didn’t work, since you found me.”

Chagrined, she nodded. “Point taken. I’ll butt out.”

“Good idea.” Angrier than the incident called for, Slade marched up onto his father’s porch and went inside, closing the door with a resounding thud.

So much for neighborliness, Briana thought as she walked to the front yard. From outward appearances, Jeremy’s son had inherited none of the older man’s gentle ways. Or good manners. However, she hadn’t come here to make new friends, which was a good thing, since she’d just struck out on her first attempt.

She was here instead to let this tranquil island heal her, Briana reminded herself. As she looked around the familiar yard, memories washed over her. There was the picket fence she’d painted the summer she’d turned fourteen. That had been half her lifetime ago, back when her grand-mother had still been alive. How Briana had loved spending her school vacations on Nantucket. Even as a college student, she’d come often; then later as a new bride, she’d brought her husband to meet the grandparents she adored. Only, Robert had been too restless to enjoy the peaceful island. After that first visit, she’d left him home and come with Bobby.

But now her grandmother was gone and they’d finally had to put Gramp in a nursing home last month, as Alzheimer’s robbed him of his precious memories along with his dignity. And Robert and Bobby were gone, too.

So much sadness, Briana thought as she gazed at the drooping daffodils that her grandmother had taken such pride in. The porch steps were wobbly, the door didn’t close quite right, and the lovely gray paint was peeling off the wood shingles, the white off the shutters. Inside, there was a shabby, neglected feel to the house that once had been a proud and happy place. It seemed that with the loss of its occupants, the home had lost its heart.

Briana knew just how that felt.

She let the sea breeze ruffle her hair and breathed in the clean, salty air. Her eyes were shadowed, her heart heavy, and her smiles still infrequent. But yes, she’d made the right decision in coming here to the house her grandfather had built so long ago. The house where she’d always felt safe.

Lord only knew she hadn’t been doing well lately in her Boston town house. Most days, she paced the rooms, restless and fidgety, unable to concentrate on even her photography, the second career she’d grown to love. Nights she pounded the pillows, fighting sleep, afraid her dreams would replay her worst nightmares. Dad had suggested a change of scenery, knowing how Briana loved Nantucket, and she’d reluctantly agreed. Perhaps here she’d find peace again. Perhaps here she could come to terms with all that had happened, if that even was possible.

Maybe a walk into town would be good, past Brant Point Lighthouse to South Beach and on to Main Street. She’d clean up and change clothes, take a leisurely stroll, stopping in to reacquaint herself with some of the shop-keepers she’d visited often over the years. Perhaps she’d pop in for lunch at that charming little inn overlooking the ocean, the one that served tiny tea sandwiches and scones with clotted cream.

And, please God, perhaps the people and places along the way would distract her from the pain in her heart that was a living, breathing thing.


Chapter Two

Briana had always enjoyed the shops at the west end of Main Street near North Wharf. She walked slowly, stopping at the Fudge Factory for a bag of candy and at the Nantucket Vineyard to buy a bottle of chardonnay.

Next, she strolled to the Needle Pointe, the little shop her grandmother had opened and operated until her death two years ago. Helen Jaworski, the woman who’d bought the place, said she’d heard rumors but wanted details about the state of Gramp’s health. Briana updated her, then hurriedly accepted condolences about the tragedy and moved on.

Farther down, she checked out the window displays at the florist shop and went inside the new Island Book Store, finally choosing the latest Sue Grafton mystery, hoping she could once more concentrate on reading. In recent months, she’d barely gotten through the daily paper.

As she left there, Angelique, the owner of the Cheese Board, stepped outside and spotted Briana. The tiny French woman motioned her in, slipped an arm around her waist, and led her to the back, murmuring all the way.

“Oh, my dear, it’s so good to see you back with us. Gaylord and me, we feel so terrible about your tragedies.” Her small face wrinkled in empathy. “First the accident, and now your grandpÈre. It is too much.”

Briana felt her eyes fill as she looked down at the floor. “Thank you. You’re very kind.” Oddly, the kindest sentiments always started her weeping when she should feel grateful that people cared. She glanced around, desperate to change the subject. “I see you’ve remodeled since I was here last. I like that center display.”

Before Angelique could reply, her husband came bustling over, his dark eyes sympathetic. “If there’s anything we can do, Briana, you have only to ask.”

Briana accepted Gaylord’s hug. The two shopkeepers had known her since childhood and were friendly with her whole family. “I know,” she acknowledged.

“How are you really doing, chÈrie?” he asked.

“Better. Each day, a little progress.” Briana wasn’t sure that was so, but it sounded good.

Gaylord’s smile was tinged with sadness. “Ah, like it was yesterday, I see Bobby coming in here with you, asking for a sample of the cheese with the holes.”

She couldn’t do this, Briana thought, nearly panicking. She couldn’t be drawn into yet another stroll down memory lane today. She’d been wrong to think she could handle these conversations. She simply wasn’t strong enough yet. “Listen, I really must go.” She broke away from them, from their good intentions and probing questions, from their puzzled looks and worried faces. “I’m sorry. Please forgive me,” she called over her shoulder.

Outside, she hurried past the shop, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue. How could she forget her pain when everything and everyone reminded her of her loss? What kind of person would even want to forget the best part of her life? Yet how could she go on with these tortured memories haunting her every step of the way?

The walk wasn’t helping, Briana decided, and turned around, heading back. But she’d scarcely gone a block when she ran into two of her grandfather’s old friends, Jake McGrath and Ambrose Whitmore. Both elderly retirees and widowers, they were lifetime residents of Nantucket. Naturally, they’d heard about Gramp moving to the Boston nursing home near Briana’s folks, and they had a dozen questions. Shifting from one foot to the other, she answered politely, then begged off, saying she had to get back.

At least they hadn’t brought up the tragedy that had changed her life forever, Briana thought as she turned onto Cliffside Road at last. Rounding the bend, she glanced up at the corner house painted Wedgwood blue, the home of one of her favorite people. Irma Tatum’s age was a secret she’d likely take to her grave, though Briana knew she was hovering around eighty. She admired the fact that the woman’s mind was quick, her humor bordered on the bawdy, and her sense of style was girlishly bizarre.

She’d buried three husbands, Irma was fond of saying, and survived the Great Depression and several smaller ones. Yet she was still here, as solid a fixture as Nantucket’s cobblestone streets. She was the kind of person who always made you feel better for having talked with her, and Briana badly needed to feel better.

Before she could knock, the widow was at the door, opening the screen, drawing Briana in for a long look and a comforting hug. Irma was every inch as tall as Briana’s five-seven, her back straight and her figure quite slim. Today’s outfit was a long, maroon broomstick skirt, a multicolored floral blouse, and silver dangle earrings that nearly reached her shoulders. A bout with cancer and chemo had thinned her hair to near baldness so she’d purchased an assortment of wigs in various colors and styles. This morning’s version was an outrageous shade of red, twisted and gathered at the back of her head and anchored with a large mother-of-pearl comb. She owned almost as many pairs of glasses, wearing bright turquoise frames at the moment.

“I’m so glad you’re here, honey,” Irma said, her throaty voice unable to disguise her sudden emotion. “You look like you could use a good meal. Let’s go into the kitchen. My clam chowder should be ready. We’ll have a nice lunch.”

Dropping her packages on a nearby chair, Briana followed Irma into her big, inviting kitchen. “I’d planned to stop at the inn for lunch, but after walking around the shops, I didn’t have the energy.” She settled in one of the maple captain’s chairs at the round table, feeling at home, remembering how often she’d shared a cup of tea or homemade pastry here with Irma. This room was the heart of her home, with its plank flooring, large oval braided rug, and corner brick fireplace. Even though it was a warm day, there was a fire going. Briana stretched her hands toward the flames and felt herself relaxing.

Irma squinted through her glasses as she reached for two Franciscanware soup bowls. “Did one of those shopkeepers say something they shouldn’t? Bunch of nosy busybodies. I hope you didn’t let them upset you.” She moved to the stove and began spooning chowder.

“Everyone’s been very kind. I realize they want to know about Gramp, a few even want to fly over and visit him. It’s so hard, telling people that on a good day, he may recognize them. But most of the time…”

“Folks should know that. Don’t they read? There’re articles in the paper constantly about Alzheimer’s.” The disease was like a festering fear that hovered over every senior citizen. Two of Irma’s lady friends had it, and now Andy Gifford, Briana’s grandfather.

She set the steaming bowls on the table along with napkins and silverware, then put the kettle on for tea. “Jake and Ambrose came by last week, wanted to know if I knew anything. Couple of old coots. Once they plop down on your porch, you can’t get rid of ‘em. ‘Specially that Ambrose.”

“Maybe he was here for more than information, Irma.” Knowing how much the older woman enjoyed men and loved to flirt, Briana felt a smile forming, the first in a long while. It felt good.

“Pshaw! I can do better than either one of those two.” Arranging crackers in a dainty Limoges dish, Irma returned to the table.

“Well, you can relax. I ran into them on Main Street and brought them up to date.” She inhaled the marvelous aroma of the chowder. “This smells wonderful.”

“Dig in, kid. We’ve got to put some pounds back on you.” Irma would have chided her more for not taking better care of herself, but she knew exactly why Briana had lost weight, why she had dark circles under her eyes. Irma didn’t have the heart to go on about it. Who could blame the poor thing for her loss of appetite? She bent to taste her own soup, found the chowder to be quite tasty, if she did think so herself. “How’s the house looking these days? Your grandfather hadn’t done much in months, though we can scarcely blame him. Andy’s been ill longer than any of us knew.”

Briana let a spoonful of chowder slide down her throat, enjoying the wonderful flavor. “No, we certainly can’t blame him, but the house has been neglected for longer than a few months. When I was here last Easter, I did a thorough cleaning but there’s so much more that needs doing. The whole place could use a fresh coat of paint, a roof inspection, possibly a furnace check before winter. And the garden! What a mess.” She bent to her soup, feeling overwhelmed by such a big project right now. Perhaps if she weren’t so preoccupied and restless.

“I could recommend a couple of handymen. Fix the place right up while you supervise from the porch.” Irma got up to pour boiling water into her favorite Royal Doulton teapot. Through the years, she’d collected lovely things, not to be admired but to be used daily. After all, who did she have to save them for?

Letting the tea steep, she returned to the table. “I heard Andy say a dozen times that if something happened to him, the house belonged to you because you always loved the place as much as he.”

Briana sighed, still touched by her grandfather’s generosity. “Yes, Tom Richmond sent me the documents. Gramp drew up the paperwork a while back. He has a life estate until his death, and afterward, it’s officially mine. I doubt he’ll ever come home again, poor soul.” The attorney’s notice had jarred her, not because of its message, but seeing it in writing somehow made it seem so final, as if to say that her grandfather wouldn’t be around much longer, a fact she didn’t want to face.

“Do you know what you want to do? Perhaps fix up the place and move here? Or are you thinking of maybe selling the house?” Irma waited, hoping Briana’s answer wouldn’t disappoint her.

“Oh, I couldn’t sell that house. I’d feel like I was cutting off my right arm.”

Irma let out a relieved breath, pleased her assessment had been on the money. “Maybe, under the circumstances, living here away from all the memories in Boston would be a good thing for you right now.”

Slowly, Briana set her spoon down. “I have memories of Bobby here, too. No matter where I go, he’s with me.”

The words were said so softly, so sadly, that Irma took a moment to swallow the sudden lump in her throat before reaching over and grasping Briana’s hand. She’d been waiting for an opening, knowing from personal experience that a parent who loses a child wants to talk about it, yet doesn’t. She’d walk carefully here, and let Briana lead the way. “He always will be,” Irma said. “My Timothy was two when meningitis took him. That’s fifty-two years ago, and I still think of him.” The grieving and working two jobs to make ends meet had killed her first husband shortly after their son’s death. The double sorrow had nearly finished Irma.

Briana squeezed the older woman’s hand as her eyes, brimming with tears, met Irma’s equally damp gaze. “Tell me, does it ever get better?”

“The sense of loss never, ever goes away. It’s like an open wound that scabs over, but never quite heals. Yet the pain does ease in time.” Irma cleared her throat. “And work, physical work like fixing up that house, can help a great deal.”

Briana dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. “I’m sorry. I get like this several times a day, and I can’t seem to control it.”

“That, too, will let up, honey. I’m living proof that a strong woman can get through a very difficult time.”

Briana tried a smile. “I don’t think I’m as strong as you.”

“Sure you are. Just give it time, and strength will come to you. You’re a survivor, Briana. There are two kinds of people in this world, the quitters and the survivors. And it’s been my experience you can pretty much tell early on which way a body’s going to go.” This was turning into a pity party, the last thing her young friend needed. Rising, Irma cleared the soup bowls and busied herself with the tea things. “Just wait until you see what I have for dessert.”

“Not for me, thanks. The chowder was just enough.”

“You can’t turn this down.” Irma brought forth a cake dish, setting it on the table. “Chocolate with double fudge frosting. Sinfully delicious. And honey,” she added with a wink, “ain’t nothing wrong with a little sin now and then.”

Knowing when she was defeated, Briana accepted a piece large enough to feed a lumberjack. “Wow, you are generous with that knife.”

Irma brought over the teapot, then placed her hands on her hips and stood at an angle in front of Briana. “Well, what do you think? See anything different about me?”

Briana examined her from head to toe and couldn’t imagine what Irma had in mind. “Uh, not really.”

The older woman patted her rump. “Look, I’ve got curves back here.” She thrust out her rear, then gave an exaggerated bump and grind. “The damnable thing is that after fifty or sixty, you get flat back here. No man wants to pinch a woman who’s flat. I remember vacationing in Italy before you were born. Got pinched everywhere I went. Glorious trip. So, last weekend, they had a flea market going on over at the Wharf. I found these padded panties. Don’t you think they’re wonderful?”

Briana squelched a laugh, somehow managing to turn it into an approving smile. “I see it now. Looks great.”

Pleased with herself that she had her friend smiling, Irma sat down and squeezed lemon in her tea. “You better take good care of your parts, honey, ‘cause they have a way of disappearing.” She patted her chest. “The boobs are the first to go. You dry up and wither away to practically nothing. I’ve got pads here, too. Why do you think I always wear these busy little blouses? I’d look like a young boy in that lovely little knit thing you have on, even with a little stuffing.” She sighed dramatically, picking up her cup. “What nature’s forgotten, we take care of with cotton. Or,” she went on, pausing to stroke her cheeks, calling attention to her second face-lift, “what nature changes drastically, we correct plastically.” She chuckled at her own joke.

Briana shook her head, gazing at the older woman with affection. “I’ve missed you, Irma. You’re one in a million.”

The widow sobered. “I’ve missed you, too. I know I’m being selfish, but I’ll say it anyhow. I hope you’re here to stay.”

“I’ll be around awhile.” She needed the time to sort out her options. “I think I’ll enjoy redoing Gramp’s house.” Irma was right A few weeks of hard physical work couldn’t hurt. “I’ve always loved it here.” Her grandparents’ home had been the one constant in her life, with her parents continually moving while she’d been growing up. After their marriage, she and Robert had lived first in Manhattan, then in an apartment in Boston, followed by a house in Cambridge. And finally, after the divorce, she’d bought the Boston town house that had never truly felt like home, especially now, filled with memories of the son she’d never see again.

Her only real roots had been here in Nantucket. A part of Briana longed for permanence, a place she felt she belonged, where she felt safe. Perhaps after fixing up Gramp’s house, she’d know what she wanted to do with the rest of her life.

“It’s even better around here when all the tourists go home, you remember? No need to make reservations at the best restaurants. Hell, they practically give meals away, too. And the traffic slows down to a comfortable crawl.”

“I remember. And winters are so beautiful.”

Irma picked up her fork, indicating their dessert. “As I recall, chocolate’s your favorite, so have at it.” She’d baked the cake this morning after hearing via the grapevine that Briana was back. If she hadn’t stopped in, Irma had planned to take it over later.

Briana gave in to temptation. “Mmm, this is delicious.”

They ate in silence for a bit before Irma began again. “Did you hear about Jeremy dying? That man was a real class act. If I’d have been twenty years younger, I’d have set my cap for him long ago. You know, in the near thirty years I knew Jeremy Slade, I never once saw him with a woman romantically, though there were a few who tried to catch his interest.”

“Nor did I. I was very fond of him. When I was a child, he used to let me sit and watch him paint, if I promised to be very, very quiet. Afterward, he’d reward me with a lemon drop from the bowl he always kept on his table. He even let me go with him in his truck when he took his paintings to the gallery.” She took another couple of bites, then pushed her plate aside. After eating so little for weeks, she couldn’t manage more. “Have you met Jeremy’s son?” If anyone knew anything about her new neighbor, it would be Irma, who was privy to everything that went on in the island.

“Oh, yes. I’d heard he was coming because Tom Richmond was Jeremy’s attorney, too. At the funeral, he seemed more ill at ease than grief stricken, standing in the back, watching everything, hardly saying a word. Once I ran into him in the market. He bought milk, bologna, catsup, bread, and beer. Lots of beer. Odd, since Jeremy was a gourmet of sorts and an expert on wines. But then, Slade doesn’t look anything like his father, either.”

“Slade? He goes by his last name?”

“Apparently so. Tom said that Jeremy referred to him as J.D. in the will, but as a grown man, he goes by Slade.”

“Do you know anything about him, where he’s been all these years, why Jeremy never even mentioned having a son?” Briana couldn’t say why Slade aroused her curiosity so. Probably because she hated seeing anyone ruin his life with drink, and naturally wondered what drove him to the bottle.

“Well, you know how closemouthed Jeremy was. Never said much about himself except he’d been a traveling salesman in California, and that he’d walked away from that life and moved here to paint. Tom had quite a time finding the son since he’d moved around a lot. Finally located him in Sacramento, where he’s a fireman. After the funeral, he came back about a week ago, but he keeps to himself, hardly ever leaving the house. In that way, at least, he’s like his father.”

“What about his mother?”

“Tom told me Jeremy never mentioned her. He did say that Slade spent some time in the navy.”

“The navy,” Briana said. “That’s why he moved around a lot, like we did because of Dad’s navy position.”

“Have you met him?” Finishing every crumb of her cake, Irma sipped tea.

“Sort of. I was taking down the shutters on the porch and having a hard time. He came over and helped. But he was less than cordial, especially when I mentioned I’d gone walking on the beach and run across him yesterday passed out drunk over by the lighthouse. I think he was nursing a monumental hangover.”

Irma shook her head. “Damn fool inherits one of the best houses on the island and probably a hefty bank account, to say nothing of a stack of unsold paintings worth a bundle, and he sits around the house eating bologna sandwiches and getting soused all day. Jeremy’s probably whirling around in his grave.”

“You know, Slade told me he hadn’t seen his father since he was ten, and yet Jeremy left everything to him. That seems odd.”

“Maybe that’s why he drinks so much. Those who lose their parents one way or another when they’re young never quite get over it. Still, the man’s going to kill himself with all that boozing.”

Briana glanced up as the old-fashioned Seth Thomas clock hanging on Irma’s fireplace chimed the hour of one. She’d managed to fritter away the whole morning and then some. But she did feel better after her visit. Rising, she carried her teacup and half-empty plate to the sink counter. “This has been lovely and I’m stuffed.”

Irma bustled about, finding a covered dish and cutting a large chunk of cake. “You can have some of this with your dinner or tomorrow. And I’m sending some chowder home with you, too.”

“That’s nice of you, but not necessary. I went to the market and stocked up yesterday.”

Irma shoved the first container into Briana’s hands. “Yes, it is necessary. I want to see you regain that weight and … and I want to see you smile again.”

Briana pulled the older woman into a hug. “I’m working on it.”

The phone was ringing as Briana unlocked the front door. Only her folks knew where she was, or even knew the number. She dumped her packages on the kitchen table and answered somewhat breathlessly.

“You sound like you’re in training for the Boston marathon,” the man said.

“Craig? Is that you?” Briana pulled out a chair and sat down.

“Sure is. I got your number from your mother. I wanted to know how you’re doing. Like I’ve said, I worry about you, Brie.”

“Well, you needn’t. I’m fine.” Which wasn’t exactly the truth, but she wasn’t about to admit it. “How are things with you?”

“Great. The market’s high so things are perking.”

Briana pictured Craig Walker, Robert’s best friend, leaning back in his swivel chair at Fidelity Mutual Savings, the bank where they’d shared adjacent cubicles. His Armani suit coat would be hanging on his elaborately carved clothes tree and his Ferragamo loafers would be propped on an open desk drawer. A single man, Craig could afford expensive clothes. “I’m glad to hear that,” she said.

“You didn’t tell me you were going to Nantucket. I could have taken off a couple days and gone with you.”

She’d known for some time that Craig was interested in her. He’d asked her out several times even before the ink had dried on her divorce papers. But Briana had told him she didn’t want to ruin their friendship by trying to make something more of their relationship. Craig had accepted that good-naturedly and they’d remained casual friends.
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