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S he was not running away. Savannah Townsend might not have a firm grasp on every little aspect of her life these days, but about this she was perfectly clear.

She may have walked away from her marriage, the career she’d worked hard to achieve, and a spectacular Malibu home with floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the vast blue Pacific Ocean. But what was a woman to do when her seemingly idyllic existence turned out to be little more than a pretty illusion, as ephemeral as the morning fog curling around her ankles?

“Well?” Lilith Lindstrom Ryan’s smile was brimming with self-satisfaction. “Isn’t it perfect?”

“For Norman Bates, perhaps,” Savannah murmured as she eyed the Far Harbor lighthouse with misgiving.

Savannah remembered the lighthouse standing regally at the edge of the cliff like an empress above a forest of dark green conifers. Now it had the look of a dowager who, through no fault of her own, had somehow found herself on skid row.

Graffiti covered the graceful tower that had once gleamed like sunshine on snow; the glass of the lantern room had been broken, and the railings that had been painted to match the red top cap were not only rusted, they looked downright dangerous.

The two houses on the cliff-side property were in even worse shape. Paint was peeling off the once white clapboards, and curling red shingles suggested that the roofs would leak.

Surprisingly, the grounds hadn’t been entirely ignored since the lighthouse duties had been taken over by an automated light housed in an unattractive but utilitarian concrete tower a mile away. Someone had planted the most amazing garden Savannah had ever seen. A dazzling mix of tall, stunningly beautiful lilies, irises, Shasta daisies, and spiky bright snapdragons in primary colors were bordered by snowy white clouds of baby’s breath.

“It was beautiful once,” Savannah’s mother reminded her. “And could be again. You just need to use your imagination, darling.”

“I am. I’m imagining spiders the size of my fist and the hordes of mice that are undoubtedly living in the place.” Savannah really hated rodents. Especially these days, when they reminded her so much of her rat of an ex-husband. “It’s a good thing we’re here in the daylight, because if we’d come at night, I just might start believing in the ghost.”

The lighthouse was rumored to be haunted. By whom was a matter of speculation that had kept the good citizens of Coldwater Cove, Washington, arguing for nearly a century, but the most popular notion was that the ghost was a former lighthouse keeper’s pregnant wife, Lucy Hyatt.

“A ghost would be wonderful publicity,” Lilith said enthusiastically. “But even without it, lighthouses are incredibly romantic. And that sweet little assistant lighthouse keeper’s cottage will make a perfect honeymoon getaway.”

“Good idea. Are you going to call Frankenstein and his bride for the booking, or shall I?” Savannah asked dryly.

“You were always such an optimistic little girl.” The silver crescent moons hanging from Savannah’s mother’s ears caught the stuttering morning sunlight as she shook her head. “So open to new things. Your aura used to be as bright as a morning star. These days it’s distressingly muddy….

“Why, if I weren’t a white witch, I’d put a spell on your horrid ex-husband for hurting you so badly. At least you had the foresight not to take his name.”

“Savannah Fantana would have sounded like something from an old Gilda Radner Saturday Night Live skit.” Savannah wished the subject hadn’t come up. Talking about her unfaithful, amoral ex-husband definitely wasn’t on today’s to-do list.

Today was about finding a suitable bed-and-breakfast location. Having spent weeks searching Washington’s Olympic Peninsula, Savannah had begun to despair of ever finding a suitable candidate for her post-divorce venture.

“Besides,” she said, “as I told Raine when I first came home, I think my pride was a lot more wounded than my heart.”

“That’s why you spent all those days hiding in bed and the nights crying into your pillow.”

“All right, perhaps I was more upset than I let on,” Savannah reluctantly allowed. “But I’ve put my marriage behind me.” Didn’t she have the papers, stamped with the official seal of the state of California to prove it? “In fact, I honestly believe Kevin might have actually done me a favor.”

Lilith arched a perfectly formed brow. “And I suppose his restraining order trying to prevent you from using any recipes you came up with while working at Las Casitas Resort was yet another favor?” Sarcasm was not her mother’s usual tone. But when necessary, Lilith could wield it like a rapier. “Not to mention stealing half the equity in your beautiful house.”

“Raine forced him to drop that restraining order.” While Savannah had always been proud of her sister, she’d never imagined needing her legal skills. “As for the house, California’s a community property state. Kevin was entitled to half the proceeds.”

“By law, perhaps,” Lilith allowed grudgingly. “Common decency is another matter altogether and something the man was definitely lacking. I’m still tempted to turn him into a toad. The only problem is, some other witch has obviously already done it.”

Savannah certainly couldn’t argue with that. She wondered how many women grew up believing in Prince Charming, only to wake up one morning to discover they’d ended up with the frog instead.

“I thought you’d given up paganism in order to sell real estate.”

“A person can be both Wiccan and Realtor, dear.”

While she tried to be tolerant of her mother’s lifelong flighty behavior, Savannah hadn’t been at all pleased to learn, upon returning home to Coldwater Cove, that Lilith had been arrested for setting illegal fires and dancing nude in Olympic National Park during Beltane. With her usual flair for making the best of a bad situation, her mother had recently married the arresting officer.

“I wonder who planted the flowers,” she murmured, deciding that the time had come to change the subject.

Whoever had chosen the landscape design definitely had an artist’s eye. The varying hues of the flowers swirled together like ornate patterns in a priceless Oriental carpet. Unfortunately, the riot of color and lush, shiny green leaves only made the buildings look more ramshackle by comparison.

“Oh, that’d be John.”

“John?”

“John Martin. He’s Daniel O’Halloran’s nephew. He has a bit of a mental disability, I believe, but he’s never let it get in his way. He’s also the sweetest boy you’d ever want to meet and the reason Daniel came back to Coldwater Cove last year.”

“Why is that?” Since her sister had become a partner in Dan O’Halloran’s law practice this past spring, as well as marrying his cousin, Jack, and Dan had done some legal work for the family, Savannah had heard bits and pieces of the story. But she wasn’t aware of the details.

“Oh, it’s the most tragic story,” Lilith said with another shake of her head. “John’s parents were killed when a log truck hit their car on the coast road near Moclips. John survived the crash, but he spent months in intensive care. Worse yet, since John’s grandparents on his paternal side were no longer living and the elder Mr. and Mrs. O’Halloran couldn’t give up the income from their fishing charter business to care for the boy, Daniel took a leave of absence from his prosecutor’s job in San Francisco and returned to Coldwater Cove so John wouldn’t have to recover in some rehabilitation center among strangers.

“Needless to say, Dan’s wife, who they say is from a wealthy old Bay area family, wasn’t thrilled with the idea of leaving her Pacific Heights mansion to play nurse to a mentally handicapped thirteen-year-old boy in the little house in the woods, so she remained behind in California.

“By the time John was finally released from the hospital, Dan must have come to appreciate the slower-paced lifestyle of our little burg,” Lilith wrapped up her story, “because he bought a lovely home on the water. In fact, you can see it from here.” She pointed toward a house, constructed of native cedar logs, that overlooked the Strait of Juan de Fuca.

“It’s spectacular.” The two-story glass wall thrusting out from beneath the wood shake roof reminded Savannah of the prow of an ancient sailing ship. All that was missing was a painted figurehead.

“Isn’t it stunning? Unfortunately, by the time it closed escrow, his high-society wife had already divorced him.”

“Seems to be a lot of that going around,” Savannah said dryly.

“Sad, but true,” Lilith agreed. “However, in your case, you’re right about it being for the best…. Well, what do you think about refurbishing this place?”

Savannah had confidence in her ability to run a small inn, but she’d never considered herself a miracle worker. “Didn’t you say something about a Victorian in Port Townsend that’s just gone on the market?”

“Yes, but Victorian bed-and-breakfasts are so common these days. And you couldn’t ask for a better location than this.”

Good point. The lighthouse had, admittedly, been built on one of the most stunning sites on the peninsula. “I’m surprised a developer hasn’t bought the property for a resort.”

“Oh, I can’t imagine the owner allowing that. Having grown up on the grounds, he’s very sentimental about the lighthouse. Didn’t I tell you his name?”

“No. It didn’t come up.”

“He’s Henry Hyatt.”

“Hyatt? Surely not Lucy’s son?”

“The very same. He was five years old when Lucy drowned. In fact, there are some who insist that Lucy’s spirit refused to leave the lighthouse as long as her child still lived there.”

Although she’d never believed any of the ghost stories, Savannah couldn’t resist a glance upward toward the railing surrounding the lantern room where, according to local legend, Lucy could often have been seen, weeping as she stared out toward her watery grave. Although the August sun had burned off the last of the morning fog, Savannah shivered.

 

After spending another three days visiting countless houses from Port Angeles to Port Gamble, Savannah found herself back at the Far Harbor lighthouse. Ever since she was a little girl, she’d been drawn to this special, romantic place.

Savannah’s mother had been a flower child, a war protester, an actress usually cast as the soon-to-be-dead bimbo in low-budget horror films, and a singer with a frail but pretty voice who’d managed to stay in the business mostly because of her looks, which were still stunning. Whenever Lilith Lindstrom Cantrell Townsend Ryan’s life had spun out of control, which it did with an almost predictable regularity, she’d bring her two daughters back to Coldwater Cover to live with their grandmother, Ida.

On every one of those occasions, the moment Savannah would catch sight of the tomato red cap of the lighthouse in the distance as the ferry approached the small town, she’d feel as if she was coming home. Or at least to the closest thing she’d known to a real home during her unstable childhood years.

She had to agree with Lilith that the Victorian in Port Townsend wasn’t what she was looking for, yet she had seen others that had possibility.

“A lot more possibility than this place,” she murmured as she walked along the path between the houses and the lighthouse. Fragrance from the remarkable garden floated on the evening breeze.

The sun was setting over the Olympic Mountains like a brilliant fan, turning the water to molten copper and gold. Savannah sat down on a bench in the garden and thought that Lilith was certainly right about one thing: this would make a perfect honeymoon location. That idea brought to mind the first bride who’d come to this lighthouse.

No one had ever known why Lucy Hyatt had been a passenger on the Annabelle Lee, a passenger ship bound for San Francisco that had foundered during a winter squall. There were as many stories as there were people who could still remember that so-called storm of the century, but the most popular and prevailing theory continued to be that she’d abandoned her husband and five-year-old child and was running away with her big-city lover, the dashing scion of a Bay area family who’d made their fortune in imported sugar and California land speculation.

Lucy and the sugar heir had been seen talking at the railing shortly before the ship’s departure from its Seattle port, and although more than eighty decades had passed since the tragedy, rumors continued to persist that he’d paid for Lucy’s ticket.

Whatever the reason for her having been aboard in the first place, survivors at the time had all agreed that Lucy had been washed overboard by the violent, storm-tossed waves. The following morning her broken body was found on the rocks below her husband’s lighthouse.

When that tragic tale proved depressing, Savannah rubbed her arms to ease the goose-bumps, took the heavy brass key her mother had given her from her purse, and went inside.

She strolled through the rooms, stepping over fast-food bags and empty beer bottles she suspected had been left behind by vagrants and partying teenagers and imagined lace Priscilla curtains framing sparkling windows that looked out over the water.

“Candles in the windows would be a nice touch,” she decided out loud. Her voice echoed in the empty, high-ceilinged room. “But electric ones.” She certainly wouldn’t want to accidentally burn the historic building down.

An odd sensation teased at her mind, like the misty-edged remnants of a dream after awakening. A warmth began to flow through her blood, easing the tensions of the past months, and while she suspected her New Age mother would ascribe her feelings to some sort of fanciful past life déjà vu, Savannah couldn’t quite ignore the feeling that the lighthouse was once again welcoming her home.

Instead of the odor of damp wallpaper and mold that hung on the musty air, she breathed in the imagined scent of lemon oil and pictured how the scarred heart-of-pine floor would gleam once it had been sanded and stained.

“I hope the fireplace works.”

She ran her fingers over stones that didn’t appear to be crumbling too badly. A crackling blaze would certainly warm rainy winter evenings. She’d recently seen a pair of andirons in Granny’s Attic, an antique shop on Harbor Street across from the ferry terminal, that would prove the crowning touch.

“It really is perfect,” she assured herself as she tried to decide between a seascape or a mirror over the hand-carved cedar mantel.

She crossed the floor and looked up the spiral staircase leading to the lantern room.

“Are you there, Lucy?” she called out. She didn’t really expect an answer, and if Henry Hyatt’s mother’s ghost was actually haunting the lighthouse, she was keeping silent. “You’re not going to be alone anymore, because I’m going to buy your home and clean it up.”

Her words echoed around her. “It’s going to be lovely again,” she promised, undaunted by the lack of ghostly response. “A place you—and I—can be proud of.”

Outside, the sun was sinking ever lower in the late summer sky; inside, dust motes danced in the slanting sunbeams like ballerinas wearing gilt tutus. Giddy with anticipation, Savannah began dancing herself, spinning across the scuffed and scarred floor in time to the swelling music playing inside her head as the shadows darkened and draped the Far Harbor lighthouse in a deep purple veil.
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“S o, what do you think, Uncle Dan?”

“I think you’re terrific.” Daniel O’Halloran reached over and ruffled his nephew’s hair.

“That’s what you always say.” John Martin grinned and ducked his head. “I meant about the flowers.”

“Hey, you’re the designer. I’m just the manual labor guy.” He turned the Tahoe onto the gravel road that led up to the Far Harbor lighthouse. “But I think using these branch berries as a groundcover is a great idea.”

“They’re bunchberry.”

“Right. Yet another reason why you’re the gardener.” Dan paused, deciding that the time had come to break the news he’d been withholding for the past week since the lighthouse had gone on the market. “There’s something we need to talk about, Sport.”

“What?”

Since subtlety had never been John’s strong suit, Dan decided to just dive straight into the dangerous conversational waters. “Henry Hyatt’s put the lighthouse up for sale.”

“The lighthouse?” The color drained from John’s face. “My lighthouse?”

“Technically it’s Mr. Hyatt’s,” Dan reminded him carefully.

“But he doesn’t care about it. He let it get all run down so that kids would write on it and throw rocks. If it wasn’t for me, it’d be really ugly.”

“I know.” Dan sighed, thinking of all John had overcome in his life already and wishing he could spare him this. “But to be perfectly fair to Mr. Hyatt, he hasn’t exactly been in the best of health the past few years.”

“He moved out before that. And never came back.”

“He moved out because the place was too much for him to handle after he fell and broke his hip. And we really don’t know for certain that he never came back.” Dan decided to try a different tack. “Besides, I have the feeling that after his wife died, it got to be a little hard emotionally on him to live there alone.”

“Because of his mother. Because she drowned.”

“That’d be my guess.”

“But he was just a little boy when that happened. Now he’s old. He should have gotten over that hurting by now.”

“I’m not sure anyone can ever get over the loss of a loved one,” Dan said quietly. “Not completely.”

There was a moment’s silence. Dan could practically hear the gears cranking away in John’s head. “Now you’re talking about my mom and dad.”

“You, of all people, should understand that sometimes people feel a lot of stuff deep down inside that they’re not real comfortable sharing with strangers.”

“Yeah. Sometimes, when I think about the accident, I feel like crying. But I don’t, at least not when anybody can see me, because I don’t want them to think I’m a dummy.”

“No one could ever think that.”

“Sometimes people do,” John said matter-of-factly. “But Mom always said that I just need to work harder to change their minds.”

“Your mom was a wise woman.”

“I know.” John sighed. “Sometimes I miss her a lot.”

“Me, too, Sport.” It had been more than a year, and the loss of his older sister still hurt. Dan figured it always would.

 

After having made the decision to buy the Far Harbor lighthouse, Savannah was back on the grounds, the inspection report in hand. It wasn’t as bad as she’d feared. The roofs would need replacing, there was a little dry rot in the basement of the larger of the two houses, and the wiring would have to be brought up to code in all three buildings, but at least they remained structurally sound.

Mostly all that was needed was a lot of hard work and elbow grease. After these past months of feeling like a ship adrift at sea without a rudder, Savannah found herself looking forward to having her sights set on a new goal.

When she’d caught her husband having sex with the relentlessly ambitious, take-no-prisoners attorney from the resort’s legal department, right in his office, on the glove-soft Italian leather couch she’d bought Kevin for an anniversary present, Savannah had discovered that the old saying was true—fury really did cause you to see red.

As a scarlet flame blazed before her eyes, she’d been sorely tempted to commit castration with her new filet knife. Fortunately, common sense kicked in, and after deciding that the unfaithful, lying, narcissistic husband she’d once adored wasn’t worth going to prison for, she moved into the Beverly Wilshire hotel, arranged to have all her calls—except those from her adulterous spouse—forwarded, ordered a ridiculously expensive bottle of champagne from room service, and then proceeded, for the first time in her life, to get rip-roaring drunk.

The following morning the phone had jarred through her skull like a Klaxon. It had been Raine, calling with the news that their grandmother had been taken to the hospital after a fall and now the courts were demanding that an adult other than Lilith take over the care of Ida’s pregnant teenage foster child.

Nursing the mother of all hangovers, bolstered with a Thermos of strong coffee and a large bottle of extra-strength pain reliever, Savannah had left California that day. As soon as she’d arrived back in Coldwater Cove, she’d immediately been swept up into a series of family emergencies. Once those crises had been taken care of, her own problems had belatedly come crashing down on her like a blow from behind.

She still wasn’t certain exactly how long she’d spent curled in a fetal position beneath her covers, wrapped in an aimless lassitude. Finally, when she’d just about decided that she was destined to spend the rest of her life in bed, she’d awakened one sunny August morning feeling as if she’d survived a coma. Thinking back on those weeks, Savannah realized that she’d been behaving much the same way she had during childhood when, terrified by the violent thunderstorms that rumbled and crashed over the mountaintops, she’d cower in the closet beneath the stairs. The only difference was that this time she’d been hiding from life.

Determined to create a new identity, she’d called her mother, who’d recently gotten her Realtor’s license, and began searching for the perfect property to turn a lifelong dream into reality. And now she’d found it.

Immersed in chipping away at the paint that was flaking off the window shutters like cheap fingernail polish, Savannah wasn’t aware of the truck coming up the hill. It was only when she heard first one, then a second metal door close, that she realized she was not alone. A moment later a teenager in a T-shirt that read He Who Plants a Garden, Plants Hope appeared from behind the lighthouse carrying a black plastic flat of bedding plants.

“Hello.” She gave him her friendliest smile. “I’m Savannah Townsend. And you must be John Martin.”

“That’s my name, all right.” His eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “Are you the lady who’s going to buy the lighthouse?”

“I’m thinking about it. But to be perfectly honest, the only thing going for it is your garden.”

“How did you know I planted the flowers?” His cautious expression turned panicky.

“Well, the fact that you’re carrying a flat of plants was my first clue. Also, my mother told me when we were here a few days ago. It’s absolutely stunning. You’re definitely an artist.”

“People say that a lot,” he agreed guilelessly. “They say, John Martin, you were born with the greenest thumb in the entire Pacific Northwest.”

“They’re probably right. So, does Mr. Hyatt pay you to do his gardening?” Savannah couldn’t understand why, if Henry Hyatt cared so much about the grounds, he’d let the rest of the lighthouse fall into disrepair.

“No.” The strange, edgy panic was back. He reminded her vaguely of a wild rabbit about to bolt. “Nobody’s ever paid me. It was all my idea. But I didn’t mean to do anything bad.”

“Oh, I wasn’t implying you did,” Savannah said quickly. “I mean, I wasn’t suggesting—”

“He understands the word imply,” Dan, who’d appeared carrying a second flat of plants, offered.

“I do understand imply,” John seconded his uncle. “I have a disability,” he explained. “But I’m not stupid.”

“Of course you’re not,” she agreed.

“How do you know that? Since you don’t know me?” John asked.

She exchanged a brief look with Dan, who seemed to be watching her carefully. “You just told me.”

“Oh.” He appeared to accept that. “This is my uncle Dan. He’s my best friend.”

“Isn’t that nice?” She turned her smile toward Dan. “Hello.”

“Savannah.” Little lines crinkled outward from morning glory blue eyes when he smiled, reminding her of a bittersweet secret crush she’d had on him the summer she’d turned twelve. “You’re looking well—as always.”

“She looks beautiful,” John corrected. “Like a movie star. And the sun makes her long hair look like it’s on fire.”

Savannah laughed. “I can tell you’ve got O’Halloran genes, John.” During their high school days, Dan and his cousin Jack had certainly charmed more than their share of Coldwater Cove’s female population. “You must have kissed the Blarney stone.”

The boy’s freckled forehead furrowed. “I don’t remember doing that.”

“Well, perhaps I’m mistaken.”

“Or I was too young to remember,” he said helpfully.

“That could be.”

“But usually I have a real good memory. Better than people without a disability, even. Huh, Uncle Dan?”

“Absolutely.”

“Like I said, I’m just slow. When I was a little kid, my mom read me the story of the tortoise and the hare. About how the hare did things a lot faster, but in the end the tortoise finally won the race. I’m like the tortoise. Slow and steady.”

“That certainly makes sense to me.” Savannah exchanged another brief look with Dan. “So, if you don’t work for Mr. Hyatt, how did you come to plant this garden?”

“Sometimes other kids take advantage of me. One Halloween, right after I got mainstreamed into public middle school, some boys talked me into throwing rocks to try to break the lantern room glass. I threw a lot, but only a couple hit.

“The sheriff caught us. After he explained that what we did was vandalism, I felt real bad. I thought and thought how I could make things better, but I didn’t know how to fix the broken glass. And that’s when I decided that I could plant some flowers and make it look prettier. So I did. And it really did look prettier, didn’t it, Uncle Dan?”

“You bet.” His grin was quick and warm and obviously genuine.

“The next spring I planted some more. Then some more after that. And pretty soon everyone started calling me the flower kid. I’m saving my money so some day I can start my own landscaping business. My mom used to say that everyone should have a dream. I figure a garden is about as nice a thing to dream about as anything else.”

“You’re right. I’ve always had a fantasy of starting my own inn, where people could come and relax and forget all about the outside world.”

“And dream?”

“Definitely dream, and I can’t think of a better place to do that than right here. But since I’ve been known to kill plants as easily as look at them, I hope I can hire you to keep up this magical garden.”

“It’s not magic. But I will keep it up, if you want.”

“Then it’s a deal.” She held out her hand. “Partners?”

His grin was as wide as a Cheshire cat’s. “Partners.”

“Hey, John,” Dan said after Savannah and John had shaken hands, “why don’t you go get started planting and I’ll be right along.”

“Okay.”

When he was out of earshot, Dan put the flat down on the bench. “So, you’re really going to stay?”

“Absolutely.”

He didn’t answer for a moment. Instead, he skimmed a look over her, from the top of her head to her feet, clad in expensive designer sneakers that were one of the few reminders of her past life. Savannah had the impression that after the years she’d spent in Paris, Atlantic City, New Orleans, and Los Angeles, he didn’t think she’d still fit into Coldwater Cove.

“It isn’t going to be easy.”

“That’s okay.” She lifted her chin and did her best to pull off at least a bit of her sister Raine’s Xena-the-warrior-princess impression. “I’m tougher than I look.”

“You’re going to have to be, if you’re planning to tackle this place. Because it’s definitely a wreck.”

“A challenge,” she corrected.

He chuckled. “You and John should get together and open a Coldwater Cove chapter of Optimists Anonymous.”

His words rubbed at some still-raw wounds and had her feeling perversely annoyed. Savannah seriously doubted that he would have questioned Raine taking on such a challenge. Then again, Raine had always had the reputation of being the “smart, sassy” sister, while Savannah was known throughout Coldwater Cove as the “sweet, pretty one.”

Well, she was going to change that. There was nothing she could do about pretty since she’d been gifted—or cursed, she sometimes thought—with the best of her parents’ looks. Her mother might be fifty, her rock-star father five years older, yet both had remained stunningly attractive individuals. Nevertheless, when Savannah had finally quit hiding beneath the covers, she’d vowed to abandon her lifelong habit of avoiding unwanted conflict by abandoning her own wishes. No longer would she be so damn accommodating, especially when such knee-jerk submission wasn’t in her best interests.

“Do you have something against optimism, counselor?” Her back stiffened along with her resolve even as she secretly wondered which of them she was trying to convince, Dan or herself.

“Not at all.”

“Good. Because I’m going to make this lighthouse beautiful again, and when it’s done I’m going to throw the biggest blowout grand opening party Coldwater Cove has ever seen.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

He made another of those long, silent assessments that made her feel as if he were evaluating her for jury duty, then, just when her nerves were on the edge of screeching like banshees, he picked up the flat of glossy-leaved, dark green plants. “Guess I’ll be seeing you tomorrow, then.”

“Tomorrow?”

“I handle all of Henry Hyatt’s legal affairs, including property sales, and while I don’t want to scare you off, if you happen to have a suit of armor in your closet, you might think about wearing it for your meeting with the guy.”

Dan’s tone suggested that negotiating with Henry may prove nearly as difficult as refurbishing the buildings. Before she could respond that she was certainly capable of doing business with a frail old man, he flashed a quick grin that was even more charming than it had been back in those long-ago days of her adolescent crush, then sauntered away, his cheerful, off-key whistling drifting back on the fir-scented breeze.

 

The following morning Savannah lay in bed, futilely chasing sleep. She’d left the shade up so the stars that she’d never been able to see while living in California could shine into the room. A full white moon floated in the center of the darkened rectangle of the dormer window. The ring around the moon meant something, but she couldn’t remember exactly what. Magic, perhaps? Or trouble?

The moon drifted by, eventually slipping out of sight as she struggled with her churning thoughts. By the time a shimmering lavender predawn glow revealed the violets that blossomed on the wallpaper she and Raine had compromised on so many years ago, she surrendered to the inevitable. There’d be no more sleep tonight.

Untangling herself from the twisted sheets, she pulled on a robe, went into the adjoining bathroom, splashed cold water on her face, brushed her teeth, and clipped her unruly red-gold hair into a quick twist. Then, not wanting to wake her grandmother, who was sleeping across the hall, she crept down the stairs to the kitchen, where she made coffee in the snazzy red coffeemaker she’d sent Ida last Christmas.

Drawn by the lure of birdsong, she went out on the front porch and sat down on the swing where she’d spent so many lazy summer afternoons daydreaming. Cradling the earthenware mug in her hands, Savannah breathed in the fragrant steam. As she thought back on those days, she decided that despite her mother’s marital instability and gypsy lifestyle, her own life had certainly seemed a great deal simpler back then.

A few stars still shone on the horizon. After an early sprinkle that was more mist than rain, the day was dawning a gloriously bright one. Despite the popular stereotype of gray clouds, sunny skies weren’t that uncommon during late summer. Since the Puget Sound cities of Seattle, Tacoma, and Olympia were being flooded with new residents, content with their remote peninsula town just the way it was, Coldwater Cove’s residents tended to pray for rain whenever tourists were in town.

Ida Lindstrom’s Victorian home was set atop a hill overlooking the town that could have washed off an American primitive painting of New England. The flagpole in the grassy green town square at the end of Harbor Street was surrounded by a blaze of color Savannah guessed was another example of John Martin’s green thumb.

Those same vibrant blooms encircled the clock tower, which was made of a red brick that had weathered to a dusty pink over the century and could be seen for miles. Its four sides had each told a different time for as long as Savannah could remember, which didn’t prove any real hardship, since things—and people—tended to move at their own pace in Coldwater Cove.

As she watched a white ferry chug across the sound, which was as smooth as sapphire glass this morning, her mind flashed back to a long-ago evening when choppy waters had caused her to throw up the hot dog, barbecue potato chips, and Dr. Pepper Lilith had fed her for dinner shortly before they’d all boarded the ferry that would take them from Seattle to Coldwater Cove.

She couldn’t remember what, exactly, her mother had been doing during the short trip, but the memory of Raine dragging her out of the glassed-in observation desk into the fresh air, pushing her onto a wooden bench, and wiping her face with a wet paper towel was as vivid as if it had occurred only yesterday.

Her four-years-older half sister had always been there for her, hovering over her like an anxious mother bird, taking on the role of surrogate mother. Fate may have given them different fathers, but love had made them sisters of the heart.

Savannah couldn’t count the number of times Raine had come to her rescue, banners flying, like bold, brave Joan of Arc riding into battle. Now, despite being grateful for her sister’s unwavering support, she’d begun to suspect that perhaps she’d been overprotected.

Perhaps, she thought as she sipped her cooling coffee, if she’d been forced to fight a few more of her own battles, she wouldn’t have so blithely ignored marital warning signs that only a very blind—or naive—woman could have missed.

“Stupid, stupid, stupid,” she said into the still air perfumed with late summer roses. The scarlet blossoms drooping with the weight of diamond-bright dew were as large as a child’s fist and as velvety as the formal gown she’d worn to the Coldwater Cove high school’s winter festival.

She’d made the dress herself, laboring over the rented sewing machine late into the night for two weeks, buried in a pile of velvet and white satin trim that took up the kitchen table and had all of them eating on TV trays for the duration of the project.

Listening to Ida’s grumbling and giving up sleep to baste and hem had proven worth it; when Savannah entered the gym that had been decked out in white and silver crepe paper for the occasion, with the crinolines that showcased her legs rustling seductively and her long hair, which she’d managed to tame with a curling iron, bouncing on her bare shoulders, she’d felt exactly like a fairy-tale princess.

The velvet fantasy of a gown was gone, but not forgotten, turned into pieces of a memory quilt she’d hung over the tester bed a Melrose antique dealer had assured her had once belonged to Lilian Gish. The quilt, which had also incorporated white lace squares from her high school graduation dress, a piece of shiny black silk from a negligee her mother had worn in a movie about female vampires that had opened on Savannah’s tenth birthday, and ivory satin ribbons from her wedding bouquet, was currently packed away with other sentimental items in a cedar trunk at Jack Conway’s U-Store-It on Spruce Street.

Fat black-and-yellow bees droned lazily around the roses. Next door the neighbor’s cat was returning from his nightly rounds of the town. Ignoring Savannah, the fat old tom curled up into a ball in a slanting sunbeam on his owner’s front porch and began washing his marmalade fur.

A familiar car turned onto the road leading up the hill. A minute later, it pulled to a stop in front of the house; the driver’s door opened, and Lilith emerged in a graceful swirl of skirt the hue of crushed blueberries. Along with the silk skirt and tunic she also wore a necklace of hand-strung crystals, a pair of lacy webbed dream-catcher earrings and a frown that made Savannah’s stomach knot.

Having already pinned her hopes on her admittedly ambitious project as a means of reinventing herself, Savannah didn’t know what she’d do if her mother had come bearing bad news about the lighthouse she’d already come to think of as hers.
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“Y ou’re certainly up and about early,” Savannah greeted her mother with far more aplomb than she felt. “I thought we weren’t scheduled to meet with Mr. Hyatt until late this afternoon.”

“Your grandmother’s on the committee for this year’s Sawdust Festival,” Lilith divulged as she climbed the front steps, bringing with her the exotic scent of custom-blended perfume that always made Savannah think of gypsies dancing around blazing campfires.

“She roped me into helping with entertainment, so we’re going to Port Angeles this morning to check out a couple bands and have our fortunes told by Raven Moonsilver. Raven’s a friend of mine, and since the committee’s split on whether or not to hire her to read palms, as chairman, Ida gets to cast the deciding vote.”

Her mother’s gaze took in Savannah’s blue mug. “Thank God you’ve made coffee. While I try to stick to herbal teas these days, my system definitely needs a jump start at this ungodly hour of the morning.” She disappeared into the house.

The thought of the always practical Ida Lindstrom having her palm read was nearly as difficult to accept as the idea of this glamorous creature, who’d periodically blazed through Raine’s and Savannah’s lives like a comet, turning her creative talents toward something as prosaic as a small-town logging festival.

Lilith returned with a mug of steaming coffee liberally laced with cream and sat down on the top step.

“I ran into Dan yesterday at the lighthouse,” Savannah divulged. “He’d come with John Martin to plant flowers. He mentioned something that’s been worrying me.” She paused, hoping as she had all night that she was making too much of Dan’s remarks regarding the lighthouse owner.

“What’s that, darling?”

“That Henry Hyatt might prove a problem.”

Lilith took a careful sip of coffee before answering. “I’m not certain problem is precisely the word I’d use.”

Concern stirred again, along with a niggling suspicion. “What are you holding back?”

“Absolutely nothing.” Lilith toyed with her necklace. “The Board of Realtors would take away my license if I failed to give full disclosure on a property.”

“Okay. Perhaps you’re not hiding anything about the lighthouse. What about the owner?”

“You always were my more intuitive child.” Lilith’s pansy blue eyes gleamed with affection. “I believe you take after the same Celts who gifted you with all that lovely Titian hair. After all, it’s common knowledge that the women from that branch of the family all possess second sight, and—”

“Mother.” Savannah cut Lilith off and looked her directly in the eye. “We’re not talking second sight here. It’s merely the process of elimination. If there’s some impediment to my buying the lighthouse, and it doesn’t involve the property itself, then it would stand to reason the problem is with the owner.”

Lilith slid her veiled gaze out over the sparkling bay. “I don’t believe Henry really wants to sell the lighthouse.”

There had been several times over the past days when Savannah had questioned the practicality of attempting to refurbish such a ramshackle property. Still, her heart sank at this news.

“Then why on earth would he list it in the first place?”

“Because he doesn’t want it any longer.”

“I don’t understand.”

Another sigh. “The problem is, he doesn’t want anyone else to own it, either. Not so long as his mother’s spirit is still there.”

“I should have known you’d believe in the ghost.”

“I’ve never seen her. But that doesn’t mean she doesn’t exist.”

“Well, if she does, I certainly hope she knows how to use a paint brush, because her former home is in definite need of a new coat of paint.”

Lilith waved the comment away with a graceful, beringed hand; her recently acquired wedding band—engraved with wolves because they mate for life, she’d explained—gleamed in the morning light. “Well, whatever Henry’s feelings, you shouldn’t have any problem convincing him to sell. He may be getting up in years, but he’s still a man.”

“A bitter, dried-up old man,” a voice offered from the doorway. Ida Lindstrom’s head was barely visible over the huge cardboard box she was holding. “He was never all that much of a charmer, but after his wife died, he turned downright ornery.”

Savannah’s grandmother was a small, wiry woman known throughout the county for her seemingly endless trove of energy, her dedication to her former patients, and her strong, often controversial opinions.

In contrast to her glamorous daughter, she was wearing baggy jeans and a T-shirt that read Of Course I Believe You, But Can I Get It in Writing? The message was pure Ida, which Savannah feared didn’t exactly bode well for Lilith’s palm reader friend.

“It must be eight years since Ruth passed on,” Lilith reminded her mother. “Which means that Henry’s been without female companionship for a very long time. I can’t believe that he wouldn’t jump at the chance to spend the afternoon with our Savannah.”

“I refuse to stoop to using feminine wiles to talk Henry Hyatt into selling me his lighthouse,” Savannah insisted.

“Of course you wouldn’t,” Ida agreed briskly. “You’re my granddaughter, after all, and everyone knows that rolling stones don’t fall far from the trees.” Along with her bumper-sticker T-shirts, the retired general practitioner had long been Coldwater Cove’s queen of malapropisms.

Lilith rolled her expressive eyes as she rose from the step, handed Savannah her empty mug and took the box from Ida’s arms. “This weighs a ton,” she complained. “What do you have in it, rocks?”

“Of course not. Why would I want to be mailing rocks to anyone?” Ida was looking at the box as if seeing it for the first time. “Who’s it for, anyway?”

Lilith exchanged a brief, puzzled look with Savannah. “Since it’s addressed to Gwen, I assume it’s for her.”

“Well, of course it is.” Ida’s brow cleared. The momentary confusion in her eyes was replaced by the usual bright intelligence that reminded Savannah of a curious bird. “When she called last night from science camp, I could tell she was homesick, so I’m sending her a bunch of her favorite things. Wouldn’t want the girl to get so upset she starts shoplifting again.”

Knowing that they were the first reasonably stable family Gwen had experienced during her rocky sixteen years, Savannah could understand how hard it must be for her to be away from Coldwater Cove for any length of time, even if the teenager who dreamed of following in Ida’s physician footsteps was doing something she loved—something Savannah dearly hoped would help keep her mind off the baby she’d recently given up for adoption.

“Well, the day’s not getting any younger, and neither am I,” Ida announced suddenly. “If we’re going to get our futures told, we might as well get going.”

“Please promise that you’ll keep an open mind,” Lilith asked her mother with a deep, exaggerated sigh.

“Does this palm reader friend of yours wear a turban?”

“No.”

“How about talking to the dead?”

“That’s not her field of psychic expertise.”

“Then we’ll probably get on well enough.” The pewter bird nest of hair piled precariously atop Ida’s head wobbled as she nodded with her typical decisiveness that eased any lingering concern Savannah might have had about her earlier confusion. “So long as you girls both keep your clothes on.”

With that pointed reference to Lilith’s nude Beltane dancing, she marched toward the car, leaving her daughter to follow.

“Wish me luck,” Lilith murmured as she bent to kiss Savannah’s cheek. “After this outing, the meeting with Henry this afternoon should be a piece of cake.”

Eight hours later, Savannah discovered that her mother’s prediction had been optimistic.

The Evergreen Care Center was a redbrick building nestled in a grove of fir trees at the far end of town. The designers had done their best to make the center appealing, with outdoor patios, a sunroom, bright colors, and framed paintings designed to stimulate both the eye and the mind. A bulletin board, covered in grass green burlap, announced a crowded activity schedule that included wheelchair bowling, a morning newspaper group, and the monthly visit of Pet Partners, an organization of dog owners who’d bring their pets to visit the residents.

“Can you imagine ever putting your grandmother in a place like this?” Lilith murmured as they entered the lobby furnished with tasteful antique reproductions.

“Not in a million years.”

Savannah thought that there must be a better way than to warehouse people at the end of their lives. Not that Ida was at the end of her life. She may have edged into her late seventies during Savannah’s time away from Coldwater Cove, yet except for that little unexplained dizzy spell that had landed her in the hospital a few months ago, her grandmother was as energetic and strong-willed as ever.

Despite the fact that Savannah and Lilith had arrived at the care center ten minutes early, Henry Hyatt was already waiting for them in the sunroom.

“Oh, dear,” Lilith said under her breath. “That’s him, in that chair upholstered in the bright nautical-theme sailcloth.”

The elderly man’s back was to the glass wall, which, Savannah noted with a grudging respect for his negotiating tactics, would force her to look directly into the setting sun. The scowl on his face could have withered a less determined woman.

Refusing to be intimidated, Savannah reminded herself that getting into a power contest with this frail, elderly man was no way to achieve her goal.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Hyatt.” Her brilliant smile, an unconscious replica of her mother’s, revealed not an iota of her churning emotions. An emerald ring once given to her by a Saudi prince who’d hired her to cook his fiftieth birthday dinner flashed like green fire in the slanting rays of tawny light streaming into the room.

“It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.” When his talon-like hand stayed right where it was atop the carved wooden cane, Savannah slowly lowered hers. “I’ve admired the Far Harbor lighthouse for years.”

“You and all those other tourists who keep coming around, pestering a man, wanting to take pictures and have themselves a tour, never once thinking that a lighthouse isn’t some new attraction at Disneyland.”

Acid sharpened a scornful tone that wavered ever so slightly with age. Or emotion? Savannah wondered. In either case, it was not a propitious beginning.

“Now, Henry,” Lilith soothed as she gracefully settled into a chair across from him. “You know very well that Savannah’s not a tourist. Why, she spent practically her entire life growing up on the peninsula.”

“Because her scatterbrained gadfly of a mother didn’t see fit to take care of her,” he snapped querulously.

Savannah heard Lilith draw in a breath at the sharp accusation, but outwardly her mother appeared unscathed. “You’re right. I’ll always regret not having been a better mother, but we all make mistakes.” Lilith’s voice was as warm and throaty as ever, but Savannah noticed that her hands trembled ever so slightly as her fingers creased the broomstick pleats of her skirt. “Sometimes all we can do is move on.”

“You’ve always been good at that,” he grumbled. “Moving on.”

Savannah had humored him enough. Henry Hyatt may hold the keys to her future in his age-spotted hands, but that didn’t give him the right to intrude on her admittedly complex relationship with Lilith.

“I came here today to discuss a business proposition with you, Mr. Hyatt, not to stand by and listen to you insult my mother.”

An errant thought occurred to her. Could Henry possibly be comparing Lilith’s behavior to the way his own mother had abandoned him at such a tender age? Was it even possible to harbor a hurt or hold a grudge for so many years?

He tilted his head and looked up at her. “Didn’t anyone ever teach you, when you were down in California”—he spat out the name of her former home as if it had a bad taste—“that sassin’ a man who has something you seem to want so damn bad is a piss-poor way of doin’ business?”

“The Far Harbor lighthouse is not the only piece of property for sale on the peninsula, Mr. Hyatt.” She sat down in a wing chair beside her mother and crossed her legs. Proving that Lilith wasn’t the only actress in the family, she kept her smile cucumber cool and just the slightest bit condescending. “Merely the most run-down.”

Before Henry could respond to that, the door opened and Dan walked in, bringing with him a distant scent of the sea. “Sorry I’m late.” His face was tanned from the sun, his hair windblown. “My meeting ran late.”

“Meeting, hell.” Henry focused his ill humor on his attorney. “Anyone with two eyes and half a brain can see you’ve been out sailing.”

“Got me there,” Dan replied equably. “As it happens, my meeting took place on a yacht.”

“Ha! That’s a likely story.”

“It’s true. My client’s a software mogul who, like so many of his breed, tends to be a bit paranoid. He prefers doing business where there’s less likelihood of conversations being overheard—such as out in the middle of the sound.”

“You always were quick with the excuses,” Henry shot back. “Like that time you broke the window on my Olds.”

“When I fouled off my cousin Caine’s curveball through your windshield.” Dan glanced over at Savannah and winked. “I spent the rest of the summer paying it off by painting the lighthouse.”

“Wouldn’t have taken you so long if you hadn’t been so damn slow.”

“If I was slow it was because I spent the first two weeks shaking like a leaf from my newly discovered fear of heights. I got more paint on me than I managed to get on the lighthouse.”

“Mebbe I should have you paint it again.” Henry waved a faintly palsied hand toward Savannah. “Since this little gal thinks it’s a bit run-down.”

“More than a bit,” Savannah corrected.

The way she tossed up her chin and stood up to a man who’d elevated the knack of being irritating to an art form had Dan suspecting that Savannah may have toughened up a bit since having been elected Miss Congeniality of her senior class.

“Girl’s got a funny way of charming me into selling the place,” Henry complained. Having come to know his irascible client well, Dan realized that the old codger was actually enjoying himself.

“I’m making you an offer for the lighthouse.” Savannah’s clipped tone revealed her growing frustration. “I’m not asking to become your new best friend.”

He cackled at that. “Gal’s got spunk, O’Halloran.”

“Seems to.” Dan nodded. “Perhaps even enough to save the place from a wrecking ball.”

Henry’s pale blue eyes narrowed. “That’s your job.”

“Fending off developers is my job. Replacing the wiring, reglazing the windows, sweeping spiders out of the corners, and chasing bats out of the attic is beyond the call of lawyerly duty.”

“Bats?” Savannah’s incredible green eyes widened. “Please tell me you’re not serious.”

“Now you’ve done it, O’Halloran,” Henry spat out. “Probably caused the price to drop another ten thousand bucks. Ten thousand I should take out of your fee.”

Dan refrained from responding that Henry would have to pay him first before he could go deducting anything. Old man Hyatt was not only Dan’s most irascible client, he was also the most time-consuming of his pro bono cases.

“Now there’s an idea,” he murmured.

“Actually, bats may be a plus,” Lilith offered in her usual blithe way. “Since they eat insects.”

“Anyone knows about bats, it should be you,” Henry barked on a laugh roughened by old age and years of tobacco smoke. “Seein’ how your own mother has a few in her belfry these days.”

“My grandmother served this community for fifty years,” Savannah reminded Henry in a flash of very un-Savannah-like anger. Dan resisted the urge to applaud. “Which undoubtedly means that she’s treated you.”

“From time to time, mebbe,” Henry muttered. “It’s hard to recollect.”

“I seem to recall Mother mentioning a case of pneumonia that nearly proved fatal because you were too stubborn to seek medical help,” Lilith interjected. “Why, if Gerald Lawson hadn’t stopped by that day to collect for the newspaper and called Mother, who, by the way, came out in a blizzard to care for you, you might not be here today, Henry.”

Lilith’s own flare of heat suggested she was on the verge of losing her temper. A woman of strong emotions, she’d advised Dan after his sister’s funeral that holding in one’s feelings was unhealthy for mind, spirit, and body. Months later, apparently practicing what she preached, she’d been arresting for dancing nude in Olympic National Park and ripping up Cooper Ryan’s citation book.

That little display of unbridled emotion had gotten her hauled into the park jail, but displaying a seemingly lifelong ability to land on her feet, a month later she’d become Mrs. Cooper Ryan. If there was any more nude dancing going on, Lilith was staying out of public parks and restricting her audience to her new husband.

“Only God can decide whether or not a body’s gonna live or die,” Henry argued. He raked his fingers through snow white hair as wispy as dandelion fluff. “Though I reckon Ida may have had a hand in the outcome,” he tacked on reluctantly.

Dan decided that it was time to move things along. “Well, now that we’ve got all that settled, what would everyone say to getting down to discussing what brought us here today?” he asked with forced enthusiasm.

“Might as well,” Henry muttered in a way that suggested since neither Lindstrom woman had turned out to be a pushover, there was no point in baiting them any further. He hooked his cane over the wooden arm of his chair, folded his arms, set his face, and looked straight at Savannah. “You want the place, here’s what you’d better be prepared to pay.”

The price was at least twice what the property was worth.

“That’s a bit more than I’d planned.” Dan admired the way Savannah kept her voice calm even as the outrageously inflated price caused the color to drain from her face.
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