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CHAPTER 1

    I could have sworn the yellowish, sea-worn shard on the
kitchen windowsill of the abandoned island cottage had not been
there a moment ago. I picked it up, wet and ice cold. On one side,
"Welcom … 1901" was printed in faded blue letters. Tingles slid
down my spine. How could it have appeared out of nowhere? I loved
everything about the cottage but this gave me shivers.

    A chill breeze swept from the front door and Max, my
husband, walked in. Before he could notice it, I slipped the shard into
my coat pocket. I wanted, more than anything, to live on this
stunning island but Max had his doubts. No point confusing the issue
with the shard.

    "How did Ernest react to our offer?" I said.

    Max twiddled his moustache. "You know how real estate
agents are. He hinted the owners might accept a lower offer, but I
don't know..." Max walked to the wall and pushed on it. "No spongy
dampness. Good. But unpainted walls, floors thirsty for varnish, no
appliances." He shook his head. "Could be a money pit, renovations
on top of the hefty asking price. It would take all the proceeds from
the sale of the townhouse and business."

    "I feel good about this cottage. When you give in and admit
that you want to retire, it could be ours. I know it." I gripped his arm.
"Let's try."

    Max chewed his lower lip. "True, it's charming but
something bothers me. Someone started to renovate it then stopped.
Why?"

    I tried to sound nonchalant. "Maybe someone in the family
took ill or they ran out of money." I ran my fingers through my hair.
"Not important."

    "Or..." he said, with a wicked grin, while wriggling his fingers
in front of his face, "There was a grisly murder and the bodies are
buried in the basement."

    "Come on, Max." I was miffed but determined to keep my
cool.

    Max knew how I'd pushed for retirement. He said, "You've
given a lifetime's work to Presentation Is Everything. You
want to live in a community. You want to take up painting again. I
know you're ready to quit. That's fair. But what would I do? Nothing
thrills me except garnishing food and catering. It's my life."

    I crossed my arms and looked him in the eye. "You're the
icon in the catering business, the legend, the winner of five Golden
Radish Awards. You've been moaning about not having time to write
your memoirs. Max, it's time to hang up your carrot curler. Do it!
Retire."

    He rubbed his chin. "I ask myself over and over: have I done
all I can for the garnishing industry?"

    I groaned. "Same old chestnut. For heaven's sake, Max! Yes,
you did it all. You're the elder statesman of garnishing."

    He cringed. "You make me sound ancient." He turned and
looked out the window. "If we retired, you'd finally have that
community you're always talking about."

    "Make the offer."

    As Max walked outside to talk to Ernest, I got one of my
premonitions. This cottage would soon be ours. I just knew it.

    Max returned, looking resigned. "Ernest thinks our offer will
be accepted." He threw his hands in the air. "I guess we're
moving."

    "Hooray," I shouted.

    "And about the unfinished renovations…"

    I held my breath.

    "No details. The people who owned it left suddenly and it
fell into the developers' hands. They just want to get rid of it."

    "You won't regret this." I squeezed his arm.
"Guaranteed."

* * * *

    Earlier that crisp autumn day, Max and I had ridden on the
ferry from the mainland to Martini Cove Island. We sat up top, the
wind ruffling our hair. The short trip, invigorating as an ocean
voyage, gave us a clear view of the bay. Sun reflected on water, like
the bubbles in champagne. In the distance, rocky islands with pines
and deciduous trees poked out of the sea. Power boats, barges,
sailboats, glided by. Crying gulls soared overhead in clear skies. The
air smelled of water and when I licked my lips, I tasted salt.

    I had always wanted to live and paint by the sea. Often,
during the years I'd worked as manager for Presentation Is
Everything, I had pictured myself sitting on a rocky ledge
surrounded by tubes of watercolor paints, brushes and pads of
paper, with gentle breezes sweeping my face. I would buy a portable
folding artist's easel and stool, a paint box, and, yes, a hat—a broad
brimmed straw hat with a ribbon flying behind me in the wind. I
would become an en plein air artist, painting stunning
scenes.

    "Look!" I pointed as we approached Martini Cove Island.
Rocky cliffs topped by pine trees rose from sand beaches. The dock
and marina harbored pleasure boats glowing in the sun.

    I put my head on Max's shoulder and sighed. "It's
perfect."

    The ferry bumped into the dock, and when the gangplank
was lowered, we were the only disembarking passengers. Several
golf carts were parked on one side of the dock but the only person in
sight was a bent, wizened man with weather-wrinkled skin. He had
on the same type of clothes we saw on many of the ferry passengers:
a nylon windbreaker with hood, khakis and leather boat shoes. When
he shuffled up to greet us, he pulled his hands out of the pockets of
the jacket and pushed his sunglasses up on his forehead. He
introduced himself as Ernest.

    Max pointed "Golf carts. No cars?"

    "None allowed, Mr. Saltwater," Ernest said. "Carts are
electric. Don't add noxious fumes or noise to the environment."

    "How enlightened the residents of Martini Cove Island are," I
said, while clasping my hands. "Aren't they?"

    Ernest pointed to his cart without commenting.

    We climbed in, me in front, Max in back. Ernest turned the
key, started the engine and the cart jerked ahead onto a sand road.
We bounced along, the wind whistling through the cart. I had to keep
myself from jumping up and down on the seat, it was so like an
amusement park ride.

    "What brings you to Martini Cove Island?" Ernest said,
without taking his eyes off the road.

    I said, "We're retiring. After reading the Martini Cove Island
brochure, we thought the peace here would be perfect."

    "Ayuh."

    The sand road cut through pines and wound up a hill. Ferns
sprouted from boulders on one side. On the other, the land dropped
steeply and below, a pond reflected autumn colored trees like a
mirror. Pine, earth and leaves scented the air.

    When we came to a plateau, Ernest veered right to a road
circling a vast, manicured lawn bordered by stately maples. Ringing
the lawn and trees, several large two-story brick buildings stood like
wardens. Short sets of stairs led to wide porches and front doors
painted gleaming white. Ernest explained that these were the
condos, but I already knew that from the brochure.

    "Ocean views from every condo," Ernest said.
"Interested?"

    "Just in the cottage we talked about."

    As we drove along, the only sound was the shushing of the
golf cart's wheels.

    I craned my neck around. "Where is everyone?"

    Ernest scratched his head. "Dunno. Off-island?"

    Max leaned forward between Ernest and me. "The brochure
said Martini Cove Island was a renovation. From what? A
government facility? Army?"

    Ernest shifted in his seat, and tugged at his coat collar.
"Ayuh," he said. "It was an institution all right, in the early nineteen
hundreds. Right different now." He jammed his foot to the pedal and
the cart whizzed ahead. We flew out of the circular road, onto a
tree-shaded lane and stopped in front of a cottage. Ernest slammed
his foot on the brake. I slid forward, almost bumping my head on the
windshield as Max bounced against the front seat.

    "Here's the cottage you wanted to see," Ernest said. "A gem."
He got out and shuffled to the front porch, where he opened the door
with a key.

    Max and I climbed out of the cart to size up the cottage. The
covered porch ran along the front of the brick building sheltering a
Dutch door in the middle, windows on either side. Three windows in
a line were evenly spaced along the second floor with a small
diamond shaped one at the peak. A chimney stood on the right of the
deep slanted roof. Maples, pines, birches and ferns hugged the
cottage on three sides. It needed more work than the small photo in
the brochure showed. But it looked compact, cozy, and welcoming. I
loved it.

    Ernest stood in the open front door, slapping the frame with
his hand. "A real beauty but people pass it up. Humble compared to
the ocean view condos. Guess people get a notion about the kind of
home they want in a place called Martini Cove Island. Shouldn't be
saying this, but I like this small cottage better than the condos."

    The private, quiet woodland setting would be perfect for
us.

    "Let's take a look," Max said.

    I whispered to him, "I won't need a hard sell."

    He squeezed my elbow as if to say, "Don't let him know what
you're thinking," and guided me up the rickety porch stairs.

    Inside, the cottage was flooded with warm sunlight from its
many-paned windows. The first room on the left could be Max's
study. On the right side, the room with a small brick fireplace would
be the living room. In my mind, I was already arranging our antique
furniture.

    In the kitchen, two bright windows on either side of the
corner showed only makeshift plywood counters.

    The last room we came to would serve as the dining room.
As I looked out the window into the woods behind the house, I saw
the sun shining through red and orange maple leaves, looking like
stained glass windows.


    I pointed. "We can put the antique pine table here to
entertain friends for a change." It was the same table at which Max
and I had sat, mostly alone, for the past thirty-five years. I jammed
my hands into my coat pockets. "Imagine, Max, a real community.
People you see every day—neighbors who cook you chicken soup
when you're sick. New Year's Eve with friends. Fourth of July
barbecues."

    Max looked at me over the top of his glasses. "You have an
idealized idea of community."

    I flipped my scarf over my shoulder. "Maybe, but I'd like to
find out by having one."

    "I know, my dear," he said. "I know."

    When we stepped out to the back porch, Ernest stayed
inside to give us privacy. A large boulder sat at the end of the yard,
surrounded by ferns. Beyond that, a drop-off into the woods defined
the end of the garden.

    I tilted my head. "We could sit on the porch in two
old-fashioned rocking chairs on summer nights and listen to
crickets."

    "And plan our wills?"

    "Retirement doesn't mean death."

    "Rocking back and forth would be good exercise for my
heart." He frowned and scratched his chin. "You don't suppose there
are bugs and snakes out there, do you?"

    "There might be," I said. Was island living going to be too
much nature for Max? He was a city man, through and through. His
idea of roughing it in nature was taking a walk in a park.

    He twiddled his moustache. "What about lions?"

    "Don't be ridiculous."

    "That's a relief."

    "If you're going to make fun, then why did we come here in
the first place?"

    Max squeezed me. "Just kidding," he said. "Let's go
upstairs."

    The large room in the front would be my studio. I envisioned
shelves holding art books and supplies. In the corner would be my
drafting table. I would fill the Italian tie string portfolio Max had
given me with watercolors. Through the front window, I saw the
sand road and beyond a field of wildflowers circled by birches.

    "We're going to have an extraordinary time on this island," I
said.

    As it turned out, we did.

* * * *

    Arm in arm, Max and I walked outside. I knew we had done
the right thing. But I had to know about the shard I found on the sill.
Back in the golf cart, I pulled it from my pocket and showed it to
Ernest. Trying to sound as if it didn't matter, I said, "Did you put this
on the windowsill in the kitchen?"

    Ernest took it, turned it over and shook his head. "But I can
tell you about it. It's from crockery used when this was an
institution. The company that made the dishware was called
'Welcomer'."

    Max looked at it over my shoulder. "What kind of
institution?"

    Ernest played with the zipper of his jacket and cleared his
throat. "Didn't want to mention that before you saw the cottage."
Nervous laugh. "This was once a facility called 'The Welcomer Rest
Home for the Treatment of Ennui and Melancholia.' It was built at
the turn of the twentieth century, when rich people sent troubled
relatives away to rest in fresh air before psychotherapy became
popular." He patted my hand. "But don't you worry, Mrs. Saltwater. It
closed in the 1950's."

    Max clapped me on the shoulder. "Great! Now we can sit on
the porch in rocking chairs wearing straitjackets. Considering we've
made our living by carving vegetables, we must be a little cracked.
We'll fit right in."

    I gave him a withering look but held back a retort. I wasn't
going to let my beloved Max and his Kasumi knife cutting tongue get
to me.

    I said to Ernest, "Do you know who lived in our cottage
when the institution was active?"

    He guffawed. "Don't worry, Mrs. Saltwater. No peculiar
people ever lived in that cute place—just staff. Say, does this
institution stuff bother you?"

    I laughed, and tossed my head back. "Of course not."

    Did it? Rest home? People with mental problems? Could
their unstable energies be haunting the place? I wasn't going to tell
Max my doubts. Once we lived here, everything would be all right. Of
course it would.

    We had time before the ferry back to the city arrived.
"Ernest, do you think we could meet some of our new
neighbors?"

    He rubbed the side of his nose. "Let's see if anyone is
around." He drove the cart only a few yards, stopped, and pointed to
deep woods next to our house. "An old woman lives here. She'd be
your closest neighbor. Let's stop by to say howdy."

    "By all means, let's say howdy," Max said.

    I ignored Max's snobby sarcasm. Looking through dense
pines, I saw another brick cottage I hadn't noticed before.

    We walked toward it, ducking under untrimmed branches.
Like ours, this cottage suffered from neglect.

    Ernest knocked on the door. Nothing. I cupped my hand to
the window glass but saw only faded curtains. Suddenly, a fat tabby
cat with large yellow eyes hopped onto the windowsill.

    I shrieked.

    Max chuckled. "Maybe that's the old lady in altered state. Is
there a full moon tonight?"

    "If there were," I said through narrowed lips, "the old lady
wouldn't be a cat, she'd be a wolf ready to rip your throat out!"

    Ernest scratched his head. "Reckon the lady's not at home.
Let's see if anyone else is around."

    We drove back to the condos and Ernest, looking puzzled,
rang a few doorbells but no answers.

    Then he looked like he had an idea and snapped his fingers.
"Plum forgot. Today is Tuesday, island shopping day. Folks are in
town and won't be back until after your ferry leaves."

    A loud toot sounded from the dock and Ernest looked at his
watch. "There's the ferry now. Better hurry. Darn shame about not
meeting your neighbors."

    Something wasn't right. When I called to make the
appointment to see the cottage, Ernest was specific about only being
available to show property at Martini Cove Island on Tuesdays. Why
would he be surprised that today was Tuesday and everyone had
gone shopping?

    I said, "Do you live on Martini Cove Island?"

    "Naw. Too rich for my blood."

    That explained it. Not being an islander, of course he forgot
about shopping day. I made a dismissive gesture with my hand. "I'll
meet everyone when we move here. I know a place as special as
Martini Cove Island must have extraordinary residents."

    "Ayuh," said Ernest. He avoided my eyes.
"Extraordinary."






CHAPTER 2

    The developers accepted our offer on the cottage and the
next few months were a whirlwind. We honored previous business
commitments, worked with a local architect to renovate the cottage,
sold our house in Philadelphia, sold Presentation Is Everything,
and packed. It all went well and because it did, I was sure the
decision of moving to Martini Cove Island had been the right
one.

    We did not go to the island again before the move. The
architect we hired was well respected and we trusted him. He sent
us plans and pictures every few days that we modified and sent back.
Everything was timely and within budget.

    Our clients, hearing of the end of Max's career, clamored for
just one more party from the legend who had won five Golden
Radishes. Max turned all offers down, but when a request came from
Spec and Bunny Delacorte to cater their fiftieth wedding
anniversary, he couldn't refuse. The Delacortes had been our first
important clients and paved the way for meeting rich and celebrated
people who became the core of our business.

    The Delacortes weren't the richest clients nor did they
throw the biggest parties, but they had impeccable taste and always
wanted the best. They loved good food, good wine and living well.
They were the only clients Max actually adored.

    When Max signed the contract for the party, Bunny was
wearing a green silk suit accessorized with an emerald brooch. Max
knew her weakness for precious jewels, so when he unfurled his
sketches for the party, she nodded her approval.

    He took Bunny's hands. "I'll leave the way I came in, catering
to the best," he said, and kissed her on the cheek.

    On the night of the party, the Delacortes' penthouse
overlooking Rittenhouse Square sparkled like a diamond. Crystal and
marble gleamed, silver trays shone, champagne corks popped,
flowers perfumed the air, a string quartet played light classical
music. Bunny wore a periwinkle blue satin gown accented with
sapphire earrings.

    I looked elegant too, in a black taffeta dress with a gold
brooch in the shape of an oyster shell holding a blister pearl, my
parting present from Max as a thank you for managing
Presentation Is Everything. It was one of many food-themed
pins he designed for me over the years.

    But the showstopper was Max's buffet table. He had carved
and assembled chunks of hard cheese to look like treasure chests
holding pirate loot. Cherry tomatoes, pickled beets, baby carrots,
scallions, jicama, pitaya and dozens of other exotic fruits and
vegetables glazed with a shiny Asian sauce resembled bracelets,
necklaces and rings strewn around the table. He had fashioned
whole hard-boiled eggs crisscrossed with caviar, sea salt and tiny
pieces of vegetables to replicate Faberge eggs. Everything
glittered.

    When Bunny saw the buffet table, she threw her arms
around Max and exclaimed, "Darling, I don't want to eat it, I want to
wear it!"

* * * *

    After six hectic months, we were ready to move, the van
having left ahead of us. At the city dock, a few miles from the island, a
barge took the van to Martini Cove Island and the movers unloaded
boxes and furniture into our newly renovated cottage.

    Max, Truffle our terrier, and I traveled by plane. Our only
luggage was an overnight case and a duffle bag filled with my jewelry
collection, the pieces Max had designed for me through the
years.

    It was a rainy, windy night and the plane dipped and swayed
all the way on the one-hour flight. Truffle, subdued after a dog
tranquilizer and several licks of Triple Sec, was in a carrier case
under the seat ahead of us.

    I wish I could have put Max into a carrier case, too. He
absolutely hates flying, so it took more than a couple of sips of Triple
Sec to get him on the plane. Sweaty and gray faced, strapped securely
in his seat, he gripped the two miniature bottles of wine he'd bought
in his fists all the way, taking intermittent sips. I was tempted to slip
some dog tranquilizers into the little bottles.

    After landing and getting a cab to the dock, we learned that
the last ferry to Martini Cove Island had just left. We wove our way
down a plank to a water taxi, heavy rain pelting us, black seawater
swirling below. The small boat dipped like a roller coaster car as we
churned across the choppy bay, wind howling. As we huddled
together in the small cabin, I gripped Truffle under my coat, while
watching spray slap against the window. Max closed his eyes and
leaned his head against the back of the seat. His skin was slightly
green, either from the motion of the boat or the combination of
Triple Sec and airplane wine—probably both.

    Finally, we arrived at the Martini Cove Island dock. A single
bulb on a pole illuminated the slanting, bashing rain. The boat's
bobbing light shone on the floating dock where water taxis parked.
With the help of the driver, Truffle and I disembarked from the
rocking boat to the unsteady dock. Max stumbled off carrying the
overnight case, with my jewelry bag slung across his chest.

    "Sorry to leave you like this, folks," the taxi driver shouted
above the wind, "but I have more fares to pick up." He gunned the
motor into reverse and churned away.

    We swayed on the small unstable dock unable to see in the
dim light. Then Max took a few bold steps forward. "Damn!" he
yelled.

    "What?" I shouted at his dim silhouette ahead of me.

    "No guardrails," he called over his shoulder. "I was almost
lost at sea. Keep to the middle."

    "Is my jewelry okay?"

    "Your jewelry's fine." A pause. "Don't you care about
me?"

    "I would miss you terribly, dear, but the jewelry is
irreplaceable."

    Max trudged ahead up the metal gangway. "Wonderful to be
well loved."

    "Just kidding."

    "Ha ha."

    We had not told anyone on the island when we were
arriving, so no one met us. Wind whipped the pines above us as we
climbed the hill up the sand road, lit by an occasional lamp, toward
our cottage and our new life.

    I looked at Max, puffing along next to me. "You're very
brave, dear," I said. "It gets better from now on, you'll see."

    "Harumph..."

    When we arrived at the cottage and turned on the lights, we
saw it was in pristine condition. I had had the foresight to send
emergency provisions ahead in a box with the movers: bottles of
wine, cans of pâté, caviar, English Stilton cheese,
crackers, coffee and panettone, all emergency rations to get by on
until we could shop. After getting out of our wet clothes, we had a
merry picnic in front of the fireplace. We were home.

* * * *

    Although it was still raining the next morning, light filtered
into the house through the new six-over-six windows. The kitchen
was small but efficient, with shiny new appliances, cabinets and
polished stone counters. I couldn't wait to arrange my antique
crockery collection. The floors were varnished and fresh paint
gleamed. We explored outside and admired the new roof, pointed up
bricks, repaired porches.

    I had since learned that on all days of the week, a
supermarket in the city packed groceries that islanders ordered into
banana boxes and shipped them out on the afternoon ferry. I called
the market, and later that day my order was brought to my door
from the ferry by resident assistants. Having carried many heavy
grocery boxes and bags for our business, this was yet another perk in
paradise. Max was in the study arranging his antique garnishing tool
collection in the lighted display cases he had designed.

    My studio had new built-in shelves. I unpacked a new
drafting table, several boxes of new books on watercolor techniques,
fresh tubes of Winsor & Newton paints, and brushes, pads of
Arches French watercolor paper and other supplies I would need to
start my new career.

    The rain stopped a few days later and I decided to take a
break from unpacking by assessing the garden. As I walked through
the wet ferns, I planned a stone walkway to encircle the house. That
big boulder near the drop-off into the woods would be a focal point
for the antique birdbath. The garden would stay natural, so I could
devote time to painting. But I would need a gardener for heavy work
and I was sure that manicured Martini Cove Island would have a
competent one.

    As I dreamed and planned, I became aware of faint
humming and the smell of chocolate coming from the direction of the
neighbor we had tried to meet. I couldn't see her house because of
the thick stand of juniper bushes between our cottages. If she was
working in the garden, maybe I could sneak a peek at her. With some
difficulty, I pushed the strong branches apart and came to the edge of
a garden. Light filtered through trees showing lush beds of plants
larger and healthier than any I had seen on the island. Neat stone
walkways organized the back yard into a square with crisscrossing
paths, intersecting in the center where a large antique iron urn
overflowed with ferns and ivy. Daffodils, tulips and hyacinths
abounded. Butterflies flitted, bees buzzed. It was like being in a fairy
tale. To the left stood the cottage, the back porch looking shabby and
neglected like the front, a pitiful contrast to the garden.

    The humming came from a far corner where I could see the
back of a wraith-like woman, wearing a white, lace-trimmed,
old-fashioned summer dress and a ragged straw hat with a wide brim.
She did not seem aware of my presence as her right hand clasped
and unclasped the handle of a pitchfork. I recognized the tune she
was humming as "The Marseillaise," the French national anthem.
With quick force, she thrust the pitchfork into the ground at the
heart of a clump of flowers—pulling, hacking, tearing and digging up
a core of roots. She finished her work and speared the pitchfork into
the ground, standing back, hands on hips.

    "Hello," I said.

    She whipped around to face me, her fingers flying to her
mouth, her eyes round with surprise.

    "Sorry to startle you." I walked slowly toward her. "I smelled
the chocolate, and then I heard you singing and then... Well, I just
wanted to introduce myself. I'm your next-door neighbor Sylvia
Saltwater." I extended my hand.

    She shrank away and stepped back. Stray wisps of white
hair escaped from her tattered hat. Her narrow face and thin arms
had translucent skin, with a network of wrinkles and veins showing
through. Her eyes were faded blue, red rimmed and watery. She was
old, perhaps in her eighties or nineties.

    I dropped my hand and did not try to move closer. "My
husband Max and my dog Truffle and I just moved into the cottage
next door." I pointed over my shoulder. "Forgive me for barging in. I
wanted to make a formal call. I'm not a nosey person, neither is Max,
but I'm anxious to meet my neighbors and since we are so close." I
shrugged. "I do hope we'll be friends."

    For a long moment, she searched my face. Finally, she said,
"Are you her?"

    "I don't know who you mean. We've never met."

    She stepped closer and stared at me, and then shook her
head and looked down. "You're not her. She used to bring me things."
A tear fell on her gardening clog, making a clean spot on the dusty
shoe. "Sometimes the others come, but they haven't been here in
weeks." She put a finger to her lips. "Or was it yesterday?"

    She fluttered her hands. "I don't know. I'm never sure about
time." She took another step. "I don't have to be afraid of you, do
I?"

    "I won't hurt you." I smiled. "Please give me your
hand."

    She hesitated, but then, like a trusting child, she put her
hand in mine. I could feel the bones beneath her skin, fragile as a
baby bird's but I knew she was strong, too, from the way she dug up
the plant.

    I said, "Tell me, dear, what's your name?"

    Pulling her hand back, she curtsied, holding her skirt out,
just as a child from long ago would have done. Then she put her
hands behind her back, swaying from side to side and tilted her head.
"I'm Fern." Her voice was high and lilting, like a girl's.

    "Does anyone live with you?" I said, while glancing toward
the cottage.

    She put her finger in her mouth. "Just Tansy."

    "Who's Tansy?"

    "Tansy is my friend." Fern pointed to a large cat sitting on
the shabby porch sofa, the same tabby that had jumped on the
window ledge the first time we tried to meet her.

    Fern was old, yet acted like a little girl. Whatever was she
doing here living alone?

    "Your dog won't hurt Tansy, will he?" she said.

    "Truffle would never hurt anything."

    "That's good," Fern said. Her brow wrinkled and she threw
up her hands. "Where are my manners? Mother will not
approve."

    "Mother?" I said, not believing that her mother could still be
alive. "Does she live here, too?"

    "Oh, no. But she watches me, you know." She pointed to
heaven. "You seem all right, though. If I have to have a neighbor, it
might as well be you." Her fingers flew to her mouth. "Oh, that
sounds awful, doesn't it? I didn't mean it that way." Flutter of fingers.
"Would you like a cup of tea and a brownie?"

    I never turn down a brownie. "I would love tea and a
brownie."

    She led the way up rickety porch stairs. The overstuffed sofa
where Tansy sat had been elegant at one time but was now sagging
in the middle, with stuffing pushing through holes in the worn
tapestry fabric.

    "Do come in. I'll just go make the tea," she said, and
disappeared through a patched screen door.

    I followed her inside and saw a combination living
room-dining room ringed with bright windows. A few good quality,
though worn, pieces of furniture, threadbare carpets and faded
curtains filled the small space. In contrast to the timeworn
appearance, everything was neat and clean and furniture was
polished. Although run-down, the interior was cheerful with
bouquets of flowers in chipped vases and teapots. A bookcase held
large, well-worn art books. I took one out and flipped through it,
noticing several bookmarks stuck between pages. A few good
paintings in tarnished gold-toned frames hung on the walls:
landscapes, flowers, children and adults in Victorian clothes taking a
stroll in a city park...in Paris?

    Fern came back carrying a silver tray with a porcelain
teapot, two mismatched cups and saucers, spoons, sugar in a bowl
without a lid, and a plate piled with brownies.

    "Do you like my pictures?" she said.

    "Oh, yes. They're very good."

    "Mother and Daddy gave me the pictures a long time ago."
She sighed. "I wish I could paint."

    "I'm an artist myself and want to paint lots of watercolors of
the island."

    She clapped her hands. "I want to see them."

    "Maybe we could paint together."

    She shrank back. "I couldn't do that." Primly she arranged
cups, saucers, and clean but frayed napkins. She pointed to the chair
next to her and said, "Do sit." As she poured the tea she said, "Mint,
from the garden."

    When she offered the brownies, I put one on my napkin. It
was heavy, dense with chocolate, still warm from the oven. I nibbled
a corner and closed my eyes. "This is the most delicious, full bodied
brownie I have ever tasted." I know desserts and this one was
great.

    "Thank you." Fern was blushing. "A special recipe given to
Mother in Paris by one of her friends."

    "Really?" I took another bite. "Have you ever been in
Paris?"

    She chortled. "I lived there long ago with Mother and Daddy.
We had such a good time strolling in parks and visiting museums.
There were puppet shows and restaurants with music. Everybody
was so friendly." She looked at me and tapped the side of her head
with a finger. "I can go there, you know, anytime, in my imagination."
Then she stared through the window as if she could see her
memories playing before her eyes like a movie.

    "Do you still have family?"

    She sighed and shook her head. "Just me and Tansy."

    "Do you ever leave the island?"

    She looked at me, clasping her hands, shrinking away, her
eyes wild. "I could never do that. You won't make me, will you?"

    "No, of course not, dear." I wanted to pat her hand, but
didn't. "How do you get food and things you need?"

    "I have a telephone, you know," she said pointing to a black
phone on a small table. It looked like a relic from the nineteen
forties. "I call a nice young man in a store and then that same day I
get a box. It's always on my doorstep. I think Mother and Daddy pay
for it."

    Fern was still a child, I realized. She had never grown up.
Things she needed were always just there.

    "The pretty bluebird... I can never remember her name. She
used to bring me things, nice things. Boxes of candy, plants for the
garden, art books. But she went away."

    "A neighbor?" I asked.

    She glanced at me sideways. "I get confused." It seemed like
she thought she had said enough and had almost divulged a
secret.

    I had eaten the first brownie and was nibbling another.
These were marvelous! Soon I would have to leave and cook dinner
but not just yet. I was relaxed, mellow, felt...floating on air.

    "The butterfly and the swan bring me things now," Fern
said.

    "An insect and a bird bring you things?" I giggled. Sure. Why
not? I rested my head on the back of the chair and closed my
eyes.

    "No." She laughed. "Two ladies, but I can't remember their
names. They remind me of a butterfly and a swan." Then she
looked at me wide-eyed again. "You won't tell them to stop bringing
me things will you?"

    "Of course, not." Fern's face was getting blurry. "Could I ever
bring you things you need?. Food or medicine?"

    "That's kind of you."

    "Sure thing." It was hard keeping my eyes open. "Just let me
know."

    My glance drifted to the black-and-white and sepia
photographs on the sideboard. Curiosity overtook my sleepiness. I
rocked myself out of the chair and stood. I swayed, and then wove
my way to the photos and squinted at them. One of them, that looked
like it was taken in the nineteen twenties, judging by their clothes,
was of a young couple with a toddler. The Eiffel Tower loomed in the
background.

    "That's me with Mother and Daddy," Fern said.

    Another photo showed a stout woman with close-cropped
hair standing next to a short woman with a slight moustache and
dark bob. Next to them, were young Fern and her parents.

    "Those are our friends, Trudy and Alice."

    Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas?

    The rest of the photos showed views of a large, gingerbread
style home. In each, Fern at different ages, and her parents stood in
front of it.

    I staggered back to my chair and fell into it. Out the window,
I saw the garden with cartoon flowers that had little faces and leaves
like hands waving at me.

    "Your flowers..." I slurred, "look...so…friendly."

    Fern giggled. "I give them lots and lots of food. Keeps them
growing, growing, growing!" She shot her arms into the air like a
kindergartner in a school play. Then she leaned toward me, dropping
her voice to a whisper. "They hide my house and keep me safe from
them."

    I whispered, "Them?"

    "Them," she said, as if I really should have known.
She glanced over her shoulder.

    I didn't press her. I was more worried about myself than her
right now. I realized I couldn't make a fist and could no longer feel
my feet.

    "I really must be going now." I pulled myself up. "My
husband will wonder where I am." I held onto furniture until I was
on the porch. "Thanks so much for the tea and brownies." I looked at
her, but could not focus. "Oh, dear," I said as I held on to the door
frame, "you must think the worst of me." What the heck was
wrong?

    She held my arm and led me down the porch stairs into the
garden.

    "Don't worry, dear. My brownies have that effect."

    "Must be all that sugar."

    "Yes, the sugar."

    As I walked out the porch door, I thought I saw Tansy
grinning at me. Fern guided me along the path to the thick growth of
bushes between our cottages. At the edge, she gave me a slight
push.

    "Good-bye, dear," I heard her mumble. "Come back
soon."

    The bushes snapped back together behind me, making a
dense screen. It was as if Fern, her house, her garden and Tansy had
existed only in my mind.

    I don't remember what happened after but somehow I must
have found the way back to the house and into bed.






CHAPTER 3

    During the night, I awoke to the most pitiful wailing sound I
had ever heard, heart-wrenching and utterly lost. Max and Truffle
were snoring softly, undisturbed. Maybe it was just my
imagination.

    As I laid my head back down, the doleful sobbing started
again.

    I shook Max's shoulder.

    "Whazzzzzt?" he said without opening his eyes.

    I shook harder. "Listen!"

    The crying stopped.

    "Don't hear a thing," he mumbled, and turned over. Truffle
kept snoring.

    I stumbled out of bed. "You two are a big help." Then I
remembered Fern, the secret garden and the brownies, but I didn't
remember coming home. Looking out the window in the direction of
Fern's house, all I saw was the thick growth of trees—no garden, no
cottage, no lights. Feeling fuzzy and sick, I lay back down.

    Buoy bells ding and the low, sad trumpet of a foghorn
sounds, but instead of being charmed by the music of the sea at
night, I see the ocean's vastness, the black depths, the murky ocean
floor, dark and sinister, strewn with barnacled debris of ship wrecks
and decaying remembrances of times past.

    I am walking in slow motion on the ocean floor, shafts of
light shine through thick bunches of seaweed waving like shadowy
traps. Fish with small sharp teeth swim in and out. Slopes drop to
obscure depths.

    Presently I see two smoky, wisp-like columns ahead, and
the wailing starts again. As I move forward, the smoke turns into
human forms: a man with grey hair and a woman with long black hair
swirling around her head. Their clothes are shredded. Upright, they
float in place, arms and legs down, skin pale blue. Their heads hang,
eyes closed, mouths open like O's. Oddly enough, I am not frightened.
Instead, I feel sorry for these pitiful, lost souls.

    "Why are you wailing?" I say.

    Their eyes flutter open and they look at me. My skin is
prickly gooseflesh and I shiver, but I stretch my arms out to them. They
fade away and disappear.

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
“ALEXANDRA WALLNER'

-





