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To the Broads, the Brats, the Brawn,  
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For the fun and the friendships





It is sweet to dance to violins
 When Love and Life are Fair:
 To dance to flutes, to dance to lutes
 Is delicate and rare:
 But it is not sweet with nimble feet
 To dance upon the air!

—Oscar Wilde




Prologue


Salem Village, Massachusetts  
June 22, 1692

 



In the dark green shadows of the deep woods, an hour before moonrise, they met in secret. Soon the longest day would become the shortest night of the solstice.

There would be no celebration, no rite of thanksgiving for the light, the warmth, on this Sabbat of Litha. This midsummer was a time of ignorance, and of death.

The three who met, met in fear.

‘Have we all we need?’ The one known here as Air pulled her hood closer so that not a single pale lock of hair could be seen in the light of the dying day.

‘What we have shall do.’ Earth laid her parcel on the ground. The part of her that wanted to weep and to rage over what had been done, over what was to come, was buried  deep. With her head bent, her thick brown hair fell forward free.

‘Is there no other way for us?’ Air touched a hand to Earth’s shoulder, and both looked at the third.

She stood, slim and straight. There was sorrow in her eyes, but behind it lived a firm purpose. She who was Fire threw back her hood in a gesture of defiance. Curling waves of red spilled out.

‘It is because of our way there is no other. They will hunt us down like thieves and brigands, murder us, as they have already murdered a poor innocent.’

‘Bridget Bishop was not a witch.’ Earth spoke bitterly as she rose to her feet.

‘No, and so she told the court of oyer and terminer. So she swore. Yet they hanged her. Murdered over the lies of a few young girls and the ravings of the fanatics who smell brimstone in every breath of air.’

‘But there have been petitions.’ Air linked her fingers together like a woman preparing to pray. Or plead. ‘Not everyone supports the court, or this terrible persecution.’

‘Too little,’ Earth murmured. ‘And far too late.’

‘It will not end with one death. I have seen it.’ Fire closed her eyes, saw again the horrors to come. ‘Our protection cannot outlast the hunt. They will find us, and they will destroy us.’

‘We have done nothing.’ Air dropped her hands to her sides. ‘No harm.’

‘What harm did Bridget Bishop do?’ Fire countered. ‘What harm have any of the others accused and waiting trial done to the people of Salem Town? Sarah Osborne died in a Boston prison. For what crime?’

Temper lanced through her, hot and keen, and was ruthlessly  rejected. Even now she refused to let power be stained by anger and hate.

‘The blood is up in these Puritans,’ she continued. ‘These  pioneers. Fanatics they are, and they will bring a wave of death before sanity returns.’

‘If we could help.’

‘We cannot stop it, sister.’

‘No.’ Fire nodded at Earth. ‘All we can do is survive. So we leave this place, the home we made here, the lives we might have led here. And make another.’

Gently, she cupped Air’s face in her hands. ‘Grieve not for what can never be, but celebrate what can. We are the Three, and we will not be vanquished in this place.’

‘We will be lonely.’

‘We will be together.’

And in that last flicker of the day they cast the circle - one by two by three. Fire ringed around the earth, and the wind lifted the flames high.

Inside the magic circle they formed another, joining hands.

Accepting now, Air lifted her face to the sky. ‘As night takes the day, we offer this light. We are true to the Way and stand for the right. Truth here is done, a circle of one.’

Earth, defiant, raised her voice. ‘This hour is our last upon this ground. Present, future, past, we will not be found. Strength not rue, a circle of two.’

‘We offered our craft with harm to none, but the hunt for our blood has already begun. We will make our place away from here.’ Fire lifted joined hands high. ‘Away from death, away from fear. Power lives free, a circle of three.’

The wind kicked, the earth trembled. And the magic fire speared through the night. Three voices rose, in unison.

‘Away from hate let this land be torn. Lift it from fear, from death and scorn. Carve rock, carve tree, carve hill and stream. Carry us with it on midsummer moonbeam. Out past the cliff and out past the shore, to be severed from this land forever more. We take our island out to the sea. As we will, so mote it be.’

And a great roar sounded in the forest, a swirling torrent of wind, a wild leap of fire. While those who hunted what they never understood slept in their righteous beds, an island rose up toward sky, circled madly toward sea.

Settled safe and serene on quiet waves. And took its first breath of life on that shortest night.




Chapter One


Three Sisters Island  
June, 2001

 



She kept staring straight ahead as the knuckle of land, bumpy and green with distance, began revealing its secrets. The lighthouse, of course. What was an offshore New England island without its stalwart spear? This one, pure and dazzling white, rose on a craggy cliff. Just as it should, Nell thought.

There was a stone house near it, fog-gray in the sharp summer sunlight, with peaked roofs and gables and what she hoped was a widow’s walk circling the top story.

She’d seen paintings of the Light of the Sisters and the house that stood so strong and firm beside it. It was the one she’d seen in the little shop on the mainland, the one that had sent her impulsively to the car ferry.

She’d been following impulse and instinct for six months,  just two months after her meticulous and hardworked plan had freed her.

Every moment of those first two months had been terror. Then, gradually, terror had eased to anxiety, and a different kind of fear, almost like a hunger, that she would lose what she had found again.

She had died so she could live.

Now she was tired of running, of hiding, of losing herself in crowded cities. She wanted a home. Wasn’t that what she’d always wanted? A home, roots, family, friends. The familiar that never judged too harshly.

Maybe she would find some part of that here, on this spit of land cradled by the sea. Surely she could get no farther away from Los Angeles than this pretty little island - not unless she left the country altogether.

If she couldn’t find work on the island, she could still take a few days there. A kind of vacation from flight, she decided. She would enjoy the rocky beaches, the little village, she would climb the cliffs and roam the thick wedge of forest.

She’d learned how to celebrate and cherish every moment of being. It was something she would never, ever forget again.

Delighted with the scatter of clapboard cottages tucked back from the dock, she leaned on the rail of the ferry, let the wind blow through her hair. It was back to its natural sun-drenched blond. When she’d run, she’d hacked it short as a boy’s, gleefully snipping off the long, tumbling curls, then dying it deep brown. Over the past months, she’d changed the color periodically - bright red, coal black, a soft sable brown. She still kept it fairly short and very straight.

It said something, didn’t it, that she’d finally been able to let it be. Something about reclaiming herself, she thought.

Evan had liked it long, with a riot of curls. At times he had dragged her by it, across the floor, down the stairs. Using it like chains.

No, she would never wear it long again.

A shudder ran through her, and she glanced quickly over her shoulder, scanning the cars, the people. Her mouth went dry, her throat hot as she searched for a tall, slim man with gilded hair and eyes as pale and hard as glass.

He wasn’t there, of course. He was three thousand miles away. She was dead to him. Hadn’t he told her a hundred times that the only way she would be free of him was in death?

Helen Remington had died so Nell Channing could live.

Furious with herself for going back, even for a moment in her mind, Nell tried to calm herself. She breathed in slowly. Salt air, water. Freedom.

As her shoulders relaxed again, a tentative smile played around her mouth. She stayed at the rail, a small woman with short, sunny hair that danced cheerfully around a delicate face. Her mouth, unpainted and soft, curved up and teased out the hint of dimples in her cheeks. Pleasure brought a rosy glow to her skin.

She wore no makeup, another deliberate act. There was a part of her that was still hiding, still hunted, and she did whatever she could to pass unnoticed.

Once she had been considered a beauty, and had groomed herself accordingly. She’d dressed as she’d been told to dress, wearing sleek, sexy, sophisticated clothes selected by a man who claimed to love her above all things. She’d known the feel of silk against her skin, what it was to casually clasp diamonds around her throat. Helen Remington had known all the privileges of great wealth.

And for three years had lived in fear and misery.

Nell wore a simple cotton shirt over faded jeans. Her feet were comfortable in cheap white sneakers. Her only jewelry was an antique locket that had been her mother’s.

Some things were too precious to leave behind.

As the ferry slowed to dock, she walked back to her car. She would arrive on Three Sisters with one small bag of belongings, a rusted secondhand Buick, and $208 to her name.

She couldn’t have been happier.

Nothing, she thought as she parked the car near the docks and began to wander on foot, could have been farther from the pleasure palaces and glitz of Beverly Hills. And nothing, she realized, had ever called more truly to her soul than this little postcard village. Houses and shops were both tidy and prim with their colors faded by sea salt and sun. Cobblestone streets were curvy and whistle-clean as they climbed the hilly terrain or arrowed back to the docks.

Gardens were lovingly tended, as if weeds were illegal. Dogs barked behind picket fences and children rode bikes of cherry red and electric blue.

The docks themselves were a study in industry. Boats and nets and ruddy-cheeked men in tall rubber boots. She could smell fish and sweat.

She hiked up the hill from the docks and turned to look back. From there she could see the tour boats plugging along in the bay, and the little sickle slash of sand beach where people spread out on towels or bobbed in the energetic surf. A little red tram with white letters that read THREE SISTERS TOURS was rapidly filling up with day-trippers and their cameras.

Fishing and tourism, she supposed, were what kept the island afloat. But that was economics. It stood against sea,  storms, and time, surviving and flourishing at its own pace. That, she thought, was courage.

It had taken her too long to find her own.

High Street speared across the hill. Shops and restaurants and what she supposed were island businesses lined it. One of the restaurants should be her first stop, she thought. It was possible she could hook a job as a waitress or short-order cook, at least for the summer season. If she could find work, she could hunt up a room.

She could stay.

In a few months, people would know her. They’d wave as she walked by, or call out her name. She was so tired of being a stranger, of having no one to talk to. No one who cared.

She stopped to study the hotel. Unlike the other buildings it was stone instead of wood. Its three stories with elaborate gingerbread, iron balconies, and peaked roofs were undeniably romantic. The name suited it, she decided. The Magick Inn.

It was a good bet that she’d find work there. Waitressing in the dining room, or as part of the housekeeping staff. A job was the first order of business.

But she couldn’t make herself go inside, deal with it. She wanted time first, a little time before she settled down to the practical.

Flighty, Evan would have said. You’re much too flighty and foolish for your own good, Helen. Thank God you have me to take care of you.

Because his voice played all too clearly in her ears, because the words nipped at the confidence she’d slowly rebuilt, she turned deliberately away and walked in the opposite direction.

She would get a damn job when she was ready to, but for now she was going to wander, to play tourist, to explore.  When she was finished roaming High Street, she’d go back to her car and drive all over the island. She wouldn’t even stop at the Island Tourist Board to get a map.

Following her nose, she hitched up her backpack and crossed the street. She passed craft shops, gift shops, loitered at the windows. She enjoyed pretty things that sat on shelves without purpose. One day, when she settled again, she’d make a home just as she pleased, full of clutter and fun and color.

An ice cream shop made her smile. There were round glass tables and white iron chairs. A family of four sat at one, laughing as they spooned up whipped cream and confetti-colored sprinkles. A boy wearing a white cap and apron stood behind the counter, and a girl in snug cutoff jeans flirted with him as she considered her choices.

Nell sketched the picture in her mind and walked on.

The bookstore stopped her, made her sigh. Her home would be full of books, too, but not rare first editions never meant to be opened and read. She’d have old, scarred books, shiny new paperbacks all in a jumble of stories. In fact, that was one thing she could start now. A paperback novel wouldn’t add much weight to her pack if she had to move on.

She looked up from the display in the window to the Gothic lettering spilling across the glass. Café Book. Well, that was perfect. She would hunt through the stacks, find something fun to read, and look through it over a cup of coffee.

She stepped inside to air that was fragrant with flowers and spice, and heard music played on pipes and harps. Not only the hotel was magic, Nell thought the minute she crossed the threshold.

Books, in a banquet of colors and shapes, lined deep blue shelves. Overhead, tiny pricks of light showered down from  the ceiling like stars. The checkout counter was an old oak cabinet, deeply carved with winged faeries and crescent moons.

A woman with dark, choppy hair sat on a high stool behind it, idly paging through a book. She glanced up and adjusted silver-framed reading glasses.

‘Morning. Can I help you?’

‘I’m just going to look around, if that’s all right.’

‘Enjoy. Let me know if I can help you find anything.’

As the clerk went back to her book, Nell roamed. Across the room two generous chairs faced a stone hearth. On the table between stood a lamp fashioned from a figurine of a robed woman with her arms lifted high. Other shelves held trinkets, statues of colored stone, crystal eggs, dragons. She wandered through, passing books on one side, rows of candles on the other.

At the rear, stairs curved to the second floor. She climbed and found more books, more trinkets, and the café.

Half a dozen tables of glossy wood were arranged near the front window. Along the side was a glass display and counter boasting an impressive array of pastries, sandwiches, and a kettle of that day’s soup. The prices were on the high side, but not unreasonable. Nell thought she might have some soup to go with her coffee.

Moving closer, she heard the voices from the open door behind the counter.

‘Jane, this is ridiculous, and totally irresponsible.’

‘It is not. It’s Tim’s big chance, and it’s a way off this damn island. We’re taking it.’

‘The possibility of an audition for a play that may or may not be produced Off Broadway is not a big chance. Neither one of you will have a job. You won’t—’

‘We’re going, Mia. I told you I’d work till noon today, and I worked till noon.’

‘You told me that less than twenty-four hours ago.’

There was impatience in the voice-a low, lovely voice. Unable to help herself, Nell edged closer.

‘How the hell am I going to keep the café up without anyone to cook?’

‘It’s all about you, isn’t it? You can’t even wish us luck.’

‘Jane, I’ll wish you a miracle, because that’s what it’s going to take. No, wait - don’t go off in a huff.’

Nell caught movement in the doorway and stepped to the side. But she didn’t move out of earshot.

‘Be careful. Be happy. Oh, damn it. Blessed be, Jane.’

‘Okay.’ There was a loud sniffle. ‘I’m sorry, really, I’m sorry for leaving you in the lurch this way. But Tim needs to do this, and I need to be with Tim. So . . . I’ll miss you, Mia. I’ll write.’

Nell managed to duck behind shelves just as a weeping woman raced out of the back and ran down the stairs.

‘Well, isn’t this just fine.’

Nell peeked out, blinked in automatic admiration.

The woman who stood in the doorway was a vision. Nell couldn’t think of another word for her. She had a mass of hair the color of autumn leaves. Reds and golds spilled over the shoulders of a long blue dress that left her arms bare to the silver bracelets that winked bright on each wrist. Her eyes, sparking with temper, were gray as smoke and dominated a flawless face. Slashing cheekbones, a full, wide mouth painted siren red. Skin like . . . Nell had heard skin compared to alabaster, but this was the first time she’d seen it.

She was tall, willow-slim and perfect.

Nell glanced toward the café tables to see if any of the customers who loitered there were as awestruck as she herself. But no one seemed to notice the woman or the temper swirling around her like water on the boil.

She inched out to get a better look, and those gray eyes shifted. Pinned her.

‘Hello. Can I help you?’

‘I was . . . I thought . . . I’d like a cup of cappuccino and a bowl of soup. Please.’

Annoyance flashed in Mia’s eyes and nearly sent Nell back behind the shelves. ‘I can handle the soup. We have lobster bisque today. I’m afraid the espresso machine is beyond my current capabilities.’

Nell looked at the beautiful copper-and-brass machine, felt a little tingle. ‘I could make it myself.’

‘You know how to work this thing?’

‘Yes, actually, I do.’

Considering, Mia gestured and Nell scurried behind the counter.

‘I could make you one while I’m at it.’

‘Why not?’ Brave little rabbit, Mia mused, as she watched Nell take over the machine. ‘Just what sent you to my door? Backpacking?’

‘No. Oh.’ Nell flushed, remembering her pack. ‘No, just exploring a little. I’m looking for a job, and a room.’

‘Ah.’

‘Excuse me, I know it was rude, but I overheard your . . . conversation. If I understand it correctly, you’re in a bit of a jam. I can cook.’

Mia watched the steam rise, listened to the hiss. ‘Can you?’

‘I’m a very good cook.’ Nell offered Mia the frothing coffee.  ‘I’ve done catering, I’ve worked in a bakery, and I’ve waitressed. I know how to prepare food and how to serve it.’

‘How old are you?’

‘Twenty-eight.’

‘Do you have a criminal record?’

A giggle nearly burst out of Nell’s throat. For a moment it danced lively in her eyes. ‘No. I’m tediously honest, a dependable worker and a creative cook.’

Don’t babble, don’t babble! she ordered herself, but she couldn’t seem to stop. ‘I need the job because I’d like to live on the island. I’d like a job here because I enjoy books and I liked the, well, the feel of your shop as soon as I walked in.’

Intrigued, Mia angled her head. ‘And what did you feel?’

‘Possibilities.’

Excellent answer, Mia mused. ‘Do you believe in possibilities? ’

Nell considered. ‘Yes. I’ve had to.’

‘Excuse me?’ A couple stepped up to the counter. ‘We’d like to have two iced mochas and two of those éclairs.’

‘Of course. Just a moment.’ Mia turned back to Nell. ‘You’re hired. Apron’s in the back. We’ll work out the details later today.’ She sipped her cappuccino. ‘Well done,’ she added and stepped out of the way. ‘Oh - what’s your name?’

‘I’m Nell. Nell Channing.’

‘Welcome to Three Sisters, Nell Channing.’

 



Mia Devlin ran Café Book the way she ran her life. With a style born out of instinct, and largely for her personal amusement. She was a crafty businesswoman who enjoyed making a profit. But always on her own terms.

What bored her, she ignored. What intrigued her, she pursued.

At the moment, Nell Channing intrigued her.

If Nell had been exaggerating her skills, Mia would have fired her as quickly as she’d hired her, and with no regret. She may have, if the spirit moved her, helped Nell secure a job elsewhere. But that wouldn’t have taken much time, or interfered with her business.

She’d have taken that step only because something about Nell had tugged at her the instant those big blue eyes met hers.

Injured innocence. That had been Mia’s first impression, and she trusted her first impressions implicitly. Competence as well, Mia thought, though the confidence was a little shaky.

Still, once Nell had suited up and started work at the café, she’d steadied in that area, too.

Mia observed her through the afternoon, noted that she handled the food orders, the customers, the cash register, and the baffling mystery of the espresso machine smoothly.

They’d need to spruce her up a bit, Mia decided. They were casual on the island, but the ancient jeans were a bit too laid-back for Mia’s personal taste.

Satisfied for the moment, Mia walked back into the café kitchen. It impressed her that the counters and appliances were clean. Jane had never managed to be a tidy cook, even though most of the baked goods had been prepared by her off-site.

‘Nell?’

Taken by surprise, Nell jolted and spun around from the stove, where she’d been scrubbing burners. Her cheeks flushed as she looked at Mia and the young woman beside her.

‘Didn’t mean to startle you. This is Peg. She works the counter from two to seven.’

‘Oh. Hello.’

‘Hi. Jeez, I can’t believe Jane and Tim are just leaving. New York City!’ Peg sounded a bit envious. She was little and perky, with a mop of curly hair bleached nearly white. ‘Jane made awesome blueberry muffins.’

‘Yes, well, Jane and her muffins aren’t here anymore. I need to talk to Nell now, so you’re in charge of the café.’

‘No problem. Catch you later, Nell.’

‘Why don’t we use my office? We’ll get to those details. We’re open from ten to seven, summer hours. In the winter we cut back and close at five. Peg prefers the afternoon shift. She likes to party and isn’t a morning person. In any case, since we start serving at ten, I’ll need you here in the morning.’

‘That’s okay with me.’ She followed Mia up another flight of steps. She hadn’t paid attention, Nell realized. She hadn’t known the shop had three floors. A few months before, she would never have missed that detail. She’d have checked out the space, the exits.

Relaxing didn’t mean getting sloppy, she reminded herself. She had to be ready, at any time, to run again.

They passed a large storeroom, lined with bookshelves and stacked with boxes, then went through a doorway into Mia’s office.

The antique cherry desk suited her, Nell thought. She imagined Mia surrounded by the rich and the beautiful. There were flowers here, and thriving plants, little bits of crystal and polished rocks in bowls. Along with the stylish furnishings were a top-of-the-line computer, a fax, filing cabinets, and  shelves for publishers’ catalogs. Mia gestured to a chair and took the one behind the desk for herself.

‘You had a few hours in the café, so you’ve seen the type of fare we offer. There’s a specialty sandwich each day, the day’s soup, a small selection of alternate sandwiches. Two or three varieties of cold salads. Pastries, cookies, muffins, biscotti. In the past I left the menu choices up to the cook. Are you comfortable with that?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘Please, I’m barely a year older than you. It’s Mia. Until we’re sure this is going to work, I’d prefer you make up the next day’s menu for my approval.’ She took a legal pad out of the drawer, passed it across the desk. ‘Why don’t you write down what you have in mind for tomorrow?’

Panic wanted to crawl through her, tremble in her fingers. Nell took a deep breath, waited until her mind was blank and clear, then began to write. ‘This time of year, I think we should keep the soups light. Herbed consommé. Tortellini salad, a white bean, and a shrimp. I’d do a spiced-chicken pita for the sandwich, and a vegetarian selection, but I’d have to see what’s in season. I can make you tarts, again depending on what looks good fruit-wise. The éclairs are popular-I can duplicate those. A six-layer chocolate-and-cream torte. Awesome blueberry muffins, as well as walnut. You’re low on hazelnut biscotti. Cookies? Chocolate chip is never wrong. Macadamia. Instead of a third cookie, I’d offer brownies. I make an irresistible triple-fudge brownie.’

‘How much can you prepare on-site?’

‘All of it, I guess. But if you’re going to serve the pastries and muffins starting at ten, I’ll need to start about six.’

‘If you had your own kitchen?’

‘Oh, well.’ What a lovely fantasy that was. ‘I’d prep some of the menu the night before, bake fresh in the morning.’

‘Um-hmm. How much money do you have, Nell Channing?’

‘Enough.’

‘Don’t be prickly,’ Mia advised breezily. ‘I can advance you a hundred dollars. Going against a salary, to start, of seven an hour. You’ll log your shopping, cooking hours daily. You’ll charge what you need, food-wise, to the store’s account. I’ll want the receipts, again daily.’

When Nell opened her mouth to speak, Mia simply lifted one slim, coral-tipped finger. ‘Wait.You’ll be expected to serve and to clear tables when there’s a rush, and to assist customers in the book section on your level during lulls. You get two half-hour breaks, Sundays off, and a fifteen percent employee discount on purchases, not including food or drink - which unless you turn out to be a glutton, will be part of your perks. With me so far?’

‘Yes, but I—’

‘Good. I’m here every day. If you have a question or problem you can’t handle, get me. If I’m not available, go to Lulu. She’s usually at the counter on the main floor, and she knows everything. You look quick enough to catch on; if you don’t know an answer, don’t be afraid to ask. Now, you’re looking for a place to stay.’

‘Yes.’ It was like being swept away by a fast, unexpected wind. ‘I hope to—’

‘Come with me.’ Mia pulled a set of keys out of a drawer, pushed away from the desk and clipped out - she wore gorgeous, needle-thin heels, Nell noted.

Once they were on the main level, she walked straight toward a rear door. ‘Lulu!’ she called out. ‘Back in ten.’

Feeling clumsy and foolish, Nell followed her through the back exit and into a small garden paved with stepping-stones. A huge black cat sunned itself on one of them and blinked open one luminous gold eye as Mia stepped nimbly over.

‘That’s Isis. She won’t trouble you.’

‘She’s beautiful. Is the garden your work?’

‘Yes. No place is a home without flowers. Oh, I didn’t ask - do you have transportation?’

‘Yes, I have a car. It can loosely be called transportation.’

‘That’s handy. You won’t have far to go, but it’d be trouble- some to cart your goods on foot every day.’ At the edge of the lot she turned left, kept up her brisk pace, passed the backs of shops, across from neatly kept houses.

‘Ms - I’m sorry, I don’t know your last name.’

‘It’s Devlin, but I told you to call me Mia.’

‘Mia, I’m grateful for the job. For the chance. And I can promise you, you won’t be sorry. But . . . can I ask where we’re going?’

‘You need a place.’ She turned a corner, stopped and gestured. ‘That should do it.’

Across the narrow side street sat a little yellow house, like a cheerful sunbeam at the edge of a tiny grove of stunted trees. The shutters were white, as was the narrow strip of porch. There were flowers there, too, in a happy dance of bright summer colors.

It sat back from the road on a neat square of lawn with trees tucking it into shade and dappled sunlight.

‘Is this your house?’ Nell asked.

‘Yes. For the moment.’ Jingling the keys, Mia walked up the flagstone path. ‘I bought it last spring.’

Had been compelled to, Mia remembered. An investment,  she’d told herself. Though she, a businesswoman down to the bone, had done nothing so far about renting it out. She’d waited, just as, she understood, the house had waited.

She unlocked the front door, stepped back. ‘It’s been blessed.’

‘Excuse me?’

Mia only nodded. ‘Welcome.’

The furnishings were sparse. A simple sofa that desperately needed re-covering, a deep-cushioned chair, a scatter of tables.

‘Bedrooms on either side, though the one to the left is more suited to an office or study. The bathroom’s minute, but charming, and the kitchen’s been modernized and should do very well. It’s straight back. I’ve worked on the gardens, but they need more care. There’s no AC, but the furnace works. Still, you’ll be glad the fireplace works as well come January.’

‘It’s wonderful.’ Unable to resist, Nell wandered, poking her head in the main bedroom where a pretty bed with a white iron headboard stood. ‘Like a fairy cottage. You must love living here.’

‘I don’t live here. You do.’

Nell turned back, slowly. There was Mia, in the center of the little room, her hands cupped together with the keys in her palm. Light beamed through the two front windows and seemed to set her hair to flame.

‘I don’t understand.’

‘You need a place, I have a place. I live on the cliffs. I prefer it there. This is your place, for now. Don’t you feel it?’

She only knew she felt happy, and full of nerves at the same time. And that the moment she’d stepped into the house, she’d wanted to stretch and settle, very much like the cat in the sunshine.

‘I can stay here?’

‘Life’s been hard, hasn’t it?’ Mia murmured. ‘That you’d tremble at good fortune. You’ll pay rent, for nothing that comes free holds its value. We’ll work the terms out of your salary. Settle in. You’ll have to come back and sign forms and so on. But that can wait for the morning. Island Market is your best source for the ingredients you’ll need for tomorrow’s menu. I’ll let them know you’re coming, so you can charge to the store account. Any pots, pans, whatever are your expense, but I’ll float that until the end of the month. I expect to see you, and your creations, by nine-thirty sharp.’

She stepped over and dropped the keys into Nell’s limp hand. ‘Any questions?’

‘Too many to know where to begin. I don’t know how to thank you.’

‘Don’t waste your tears, little sister,’ Mia replied. ‘They’re too precious. You’ll work hard for what you make here.’

‘I can’t wait to get started.’ Nell held out her hand. ‘Thank you, Mia.’

Their hands touched, clasped. A spark snapped out, blue as flame and quickly gone. With a half laugh, Nell jerked back. ‘Must be a lot of static, or something, in the air.’

‘Or something. Well, welcome home, Nell.’ Turning, Mia started for the door.

‘Mia.’ Emotion gathered in her throat, ached there. ‘I said this was like a fairy cottage.You must be my fairy godmother.’

Mia’s smile was dazzling, and her laughter low and rich as warmed cream. ‘You’ll find out soon enough I’m far from it. I’m just a practical witch. Don’t forget to bring me the receipts,’ she added and quietly closed the door behind her.




Chapter Two

The village, Nell decided, was a bit like Brigadoon as seen by Nathaniel Hawthorne. She’d taken some time to explore before she’d gone to the market. For months she’d told herself she was safe. She was free. But for the first time, wandering the pretty streets with their quaint houses, breathing in the sea air, listening to the sharp New England voices, she felt  safe. And free.

No one knew her, but they would. They would know Nell Channing, the clever cook who lived in the little cottage in the wood. She would make friends here, and a life. A future. Nothing from the past would touch her here.

One day she would be as much a part of the island as the narrow post office with its faded gray wood or the tourist center cobbled together by old clinker bricks, and the long, sturdy dock where fishermen brought their daily catch.

To celebrate she bought a wind chime fashioned of stars  that she saw in a shop window. It was her first purchase for pleasure in nearly a year.

She spent her first night on the island in the lovely bed, hugging her happiness to her as she listened to the stars ring and the sea breathe.

She was up before sunrise, eager to begin. While the day’s soup simmered, she rolled out pastry dough. She’d spent every penny she had, including most of the advance and a good portion of her next month’s salary on kitchen tools. It didn’t matter. She would have the best and produce the best. Mia Devlin, her benefactor, would never have cause to regret taking her on.

Everything in the kitchen was precisely as she wanted it. Not as she’d been told it must be. When she had time, she would make a run to the island’s garden center for herbs. Some she would plant outside the windowsill. All cluttered together the way she liked things to be. Nothing, absolutely nothing, in her home would be uniform and precise and stylishly sleek. She wouldn’t have acres of marble or seas of glass or towering urns of terrifyingly exotic flowers without warmth or scent. There wouldn’t be . . .

She stopped herself. It was time to stop reminding herself of what wouldn’t be, and plan what would be.Yesterday would hound her until she firmly closed the door on it and shot the bolt.

While the sun came up, turning the east-facing windows to flame, she slid the first batch of tarts into the oven. She remembered the rosy-cheeked woman who had helped her at the market. Dorcas Burmingham - such a fine Yankee name, Nell thought. And full of welcome and curiosity.The curiosity would have shut Nell down once, turned her inward. But she’d been able to chat, to answer some questions breezily and avoid others.

Tarts cooled on the rack and muffins went into the oven. As the kitchen filled with light, Nell sang to welcome the day.

 



Lulu folded her arms over her skinny chest. It was, Mia knew, her way of trying to look intimidating. As Lulu barely inched up to five feet, weighed ninety pounds soaking wet, and had the face of a woeful pixie, it took work for her to look intimidating.

‘You don’t know anything about her.’

‘I know she’s alone, looking for work, and in the right place at the right time.’

‘She’s a stranger. You don’t just hire a stranger, and lend her money, give her a house, without at least doing a background check. Not one reference, Mia. Not one. For all you know, she’s a psychopath running from the law.’

‘You’ve been reading true crime books again, haven’t you?’

Lulu scowled, an expression that on her harmless face approximated a pained smile. ‘There are bad people in the world.’

‘Yes, there are.’ Mia printed out the mail-order requests that had come through her computer. ‘Without them we’d have no balance, no challenge. She’s running from something, Lu, but not the law. And fate pointed her here. It brought her to me.’

‘And sometimes fate’s a backstabber.’

‘I’m well aware of that.’ With the printouts in hand, Mia walked out of the office, Lulu on her heels. Only the fact that Lulu Cabot had essentially raised her prevented Mia from telling her to mind her own business. ‘And you should know I can protect myself.’

‘You take in strays, your guard goes down.’

‘She’s not a stray, she’s a seeker. There’s a difference. I felt something from her,’ Mia added as she started downstairs to fill the orders. ‘When she’s more comfortable I’ll look closer.’

‘At least get a reference.’

Mia lifted a brow as she heard the back door open. ‘I just got one. She’s prompt. Don’t poke at her, Lulu,’ Mia ordered as she handed the printouts over. ‘She’s also tender yet. Well, good morning, Nell.’

‘Good morning.’ Arms full of covered trays, Nell breezed in. ‘I pulled my car around back. That’s all right, isn’t it?’

‘That’s just fine. Need a hand?’

‘Oh, no, thanks. I have everything stacked in the car.’

‘Lulu, this is Nell. You can get acquainted later.’

‘Nice to meet you, Lulu. I’ll just start setting things up.’

‘You go right ahead.’ Mia waited until Nell climbed the stairs. ‘Looks dangerous, doesn’t she?’

Lulu set her jaw. ‘Looks can be deceiving.’

Moments later Nell jogged downstairs again. She wore a plain white T-shirt tucked into her jeans. The little gold locket lay against it like a charm. ‘I started a first pot of coffee. I’ll bring some down next trip, but I don’t know how you like it.’

‘Black for me, sweet and light for Lu. Thanks.’

‘Um . . . would you mind not going up to the café until I’ve finished? I’d really like you to see the whole presentation. So just . . .’ She backed toward the door, face flushed, as she spoke. ‘Wait. Okay?’

‘Eager to please,’ Mia commented as she and Lulu filled the orders. ‘Eager to work. Yes, definite psychopathic tendencies. Call the cops.’

‘Shut up.’

Twenty minutes later, breathless, jangled with pleasure and nerves, Nell came downstairs again. ‘Can you come up now? I still have time to change things around if it doesn’t suit you. Oh, could you come, too, Lulu? Mia said you know  everything about the shop, so you’d know if it doesn’t look the way it should.’

‘Hmph.’ Grudgingly Lulu stopped ringing up the mail orders. ‘Café’s not my department.’ But with a shrug, she followed Mia and Nell upstairs.

The display case was brimming with glossy pastries, wide-topped muffins and scones popping with golden currants. A tall torte gleamed under a sleek chocolate frosting and laces of whipped cream. Cookies as big as a man’s palm covered two delicate white sheets of baker’s paper. Wafting out of the kitchen was the scent of soup simmering.

On the chalkboard, written in a fine and careful hand, were the day’s specials. The glass had been polished to a gleam, the coffee was irresistibly fragrant, and a pale blue canning jar filled with cinnamon sticks stood on the counter.

Mia walked up and down the display, like a general inspecting troops, while Nell stood struggling not to wring her hands.

‘I didn’t put the salads and the soup out yet. I thought if I waited till around eleven for that, people would be more apt to go for the pastries. There’re more tarts in the back, and the brownies. I didn’t put them out because, well, I think people want them more if it doesn’t look as if you’re over-supplied. And the brownies are more lunch and afternoon items. I put the torte out now, hoping customers might think about it and end up coming back into the shop again later for a slice. But I can rearrange things if you’d rather—’

She broke off when Mia lifted a finger. ‘Let’s sample one of those tarts.’

‘Oh. Sure. Just let me get one from the back.’ She darted into the kitchen, then back out again with a tart in a little paper doily.

Saying nothing, Mia broke it in two, handed half to Lulu. As she took the first bite, her lips curved. ‘How’s that for a reference?’ she murmured, then turned back to Nell. ‘If you keep looking so nervous, customers are going to think something’s wrong with the food. Then they won’t order it, and they’ll miss something very special. You have a gift, Nell.’

‘You like it?’ Nell let out a relieved sigh. ‘I sampled one of everything this morning. I’m half sick,’ she said as she pressed a hand to her stomach. ‘I wanted everything to be just right.’

‘And so it is. Now relax, because once word gets out we’ve got a genius in the kitchen, you’re going to be very busy.’

 



Nell didn’t know if word got out, but she was soon too busy for nerves. By ten-thirty she was brewing another pot of coffee and resupplying trays. Every time her cash register rang, it was a separate little thrill. And when she bagged up a half a dozen muffins for a customer who claimed she‘d never tasted better, Nell had to order herself not to spring into a dance.

‘Thanks. Come back soon.’ Beaming, she turned to the next customer.

That was Zack’s first impression of her. A pretty blonde wearing a white apron and a mile-wide smile with winking dimples. It gave him a quick and pleasant little jolt, and his own grin flashed in response.

‘I heard about the muffins, but I didn’t hear about the smile.’

‘Smile’s free. The muffins’ll cost you.’

‘I’ll take one. Blueberry. And a large black coffee to go. I’m Zack. Zack Todd.’

‘Nell.’ She scooped up one of the to-go cups. She didn’t  have to shoot him a sidelong glance. Experience had taught her to read a face fast and remember it. His was still in her mind as she filled the cup.

Tanned, with faint lines fanning out from sharp green eyes. A firm jaw with an intriguing diagonal scar scoring it. Brown hair, a little long, with a bit of curl that was already sun-streaked in June. A narrow face with a long, straight nose, a mouth that smiled easily and showed a slightly crooked incisor.

It struck her as an honest face. Easygoing, friendly. She set the coffee on the counter, casting him another glance as she plucked a muffin from the tray.

He had broad shoulders and good arms. His shirt was rolled up at the sleeves and faded from sun and water. The hand that curled around the coffee cup was big and wide. She tended to trust big hands on a man. It was the slender, manicured ones that could strike so lethally.

‘Just one?’ she said as she bagged his muffin.

‘One’ll do me for now. Word is you just got to the island yesterday.’

‘Good timing for me.’ She rang up his order, pleased when he opened the bag and sniffed.

‘Good timing all around if this tastes as good as it smells. Where’d you come in from?’

‘Boston.’

He cocked his head. ‘Doesn’t sound like Boston. Your accent,’ he explained when she simply stared at him.

‘Oh.’ She took his money with a steady hand, made change. ‘Not originally. A little town in the Midwest - outside of Columbus. I moved around a lot, though.’ Her smile stayed in place as she handed him his change and receipt. ‘I guess that’s why I don’t sound like I’m from anywhere in particular.’

‘Guess so.’

‘Hey, Sheriff.’

Zack glanced over his shoulder, nodded. ‘Morning, Miz Macey.’

‘You get ’round to talking to Pete Stahr about that dog of his?’

‘Heading that way now.’

‘Dog as soon roll in dead fish as he would in roses. Then what’s he do but run right through my hanging wash. Had to do the lot of it again. I like dogs same as the next.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘But Pete’s got to keep that hound on a leash.’

‘I’ll have a word with him this morning. You ought to get yourself one of these muffins, Miz Macey.’

‘I just came in for a book.’ But she looked at the display, her lips pursing in her wide face. ‘Do look tasty, don’t they? You’d be the new girl.’

‘Yes.’ Nell’s throat was raw and hot. She feared her voice sounded the same. ‘I’m Nell. Can I get you anything?’

‘Maybe I’ll just have a sit-down with a cup of tea and one of those tarts. I’ve got a weak spot for a good fruit tart. None of those fancy teas, mind. Give me good orange pekoe. You tell that Pete to keep his dog out of my wash,’ she added to Zack. ‘Else he’ll be doing my laundry.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’ He smiled at Nell again, kept his eyes on her face deliberately as he’d noted how quickly it had paled when Gladys Macey had called him sheriff. ‘Nice meeting you, Nell.’

She gave him a little nod. Kept her hands busy, he noticed, but not quite steady.

Just what, he wondered, would a pretty young woman like that have to fear from the law? Then again, he thought as he  walked downstairs, some people were just naturally skittish when it came to cops.

He scanned the main level, spotted Mia stocking shelves in the mystery section. Either way, Zack decided, it wouldn’t hurt to ask a few casual questions.

‘Busy in here today.’

‘Mmm.’ She slid paperbacks into slots without looking around. ‘I expect it to get busier. Season’s just underway, and I have my new secret weapon in the café.’

‘Just met her. You’re renting her the yellow cottage.’

‘That’s right.’

‘You check her employment record, references?’

‘Now, Zack.’ Mia did turn now. In her heels she was nearly eye to eye with him, and she gave his cheek a sassy pat. ‘We’ve been friends a long time. Long enough for me to tell you to mind your own business. I don’t want you going up to my café and interrogating my staff.’

‘Okay, I’ll just haul her down to the station house and get out my rubber hose.’

She chuckled, then leaned over and gave him a peck on the cheek. ‘You brute. Don’t worry about Nell. She isn’t looking for trouble.’

‘Got twitchy when she found out I was sheriff.’

‘Honey, you’re so handsome you make all the girls twitchy.’

‘Never worked on you,’ he countered.

‘A lot you know. Now go away, let me run my business.’

‘I’m going. Have to do my sworn duty and scold Pete Stahr over his smelly dog.’

‘Sheriff Todd, you’re so brave.’ She batted her lashes. ‘What would we islanders do without you and your stalwart sister protecting us?’

‘Ha, ha. Ripley’s due in on the noon ferry. Any sooner, I’d stick her with dog detail.’

‘Is a week up already?’ Mia grimaced and went back to shelving. ‘Oh, well, nothing good lasts forever.’

‘I’m not getting in the middle of you two again. I’d sooner deal with Pete’s dog.’

She laughed at him, but once he’d gone she looked toward the steps, thought of Nell, and wondered.

She made it a point to go upstairs late in the morning. Nell had already put out the salads and the soup, subtly shifting the mode toward the lunch crowd. The salads, Mia noted, looked fresh and appealing, and the scent of the soup was going to tempt anyone who walked into the store.

‘How’s it going?’

‘Fine. We’ve finally hit a little lull.’ Nell wiped her hands on her apron. ‘Brisk business this morning. The muffins won the race, but the tarts came in a close second.’

‘You’re officially on break,’ Mia told her. ‘I’ll take care of anyone who comes in, unless they want something that requires the use of that monster machine.’

In the kitchen, Mia slid onto a stool, crossed her legs. ‘Stop by my office after your shift. We’ll get the employment forms signed.’

‘Okay. I’ve been thinking about tomorrow’s menu.’

‘We’ll discuss that then, too. Why don’t you get yourself a cup of coffee and relax?’

‘I’m already hyped enough.’ But Nell did open the fridge, removed a small bottle of water. ‘I’ll stick with this.’

‘You’ve settled into the house all right?’

‘It was easy. I can’t remember ever sleeping better, or waking better. With the windows open, I can just hear the surf. It’s  like a lullaby. And did you see the sunrise this morning? Spectacular.’

‘I’ll take your word for it. I tend to avoid sunrise. It insists on coming so early in the day.’ She held out her hand and surprised Nell into passing the bottle of water to her for a sip. ‘I heard you met Zack Todd.’

‘Did I?’ Nell immediately picked up a cloth, began buffing the stove. ‘Oh. Sheriff Todd. Yes, he had coffee, black, and a blueberry muffin to go.’

‘There’s been a Todd on the island for centuries, and Zachariah’s one of the best of the lot. Kind,’ Mia said deliberately. ‘Caring, and decent without being a pain in the ass about it.’

‘Is he your . . .’ The word ‘boyfriend’ just didn’t seem to apply with a woman like Mia. ‘Are you and he involved?’

‘Romantically? No.’ Mia held the bottle back out to Nell. ‘He’s entirely too good for me. Though I did have a mild crush on him when I was fifteen or sixteen. After all, he’s a prime specimen. You must have noticed.’

‘I’m not interested in men.’

‘I see. Is that what you’re running from? A man?’ When Nell didn’t respond, Mia slid to her feet. ‘Well, if and when you’re inclined to talk about it, I’m an excellent listener, with a sympathetic ear.’
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