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			The Philadelphia Inquirer calls Mariah Stewart “someone to watch and savor for a long time,” and Affaire de Coeur says she is “one of the most talented writers of mainstream contemporary fiction.”
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			“[That Chesapeake Summer] deftly uses the tools of the genre to explore issues of identity, truth, and small-town kinship. . . . Stewart offers a strong statement on the power of love and trust, a fitting theme for this bighearted small-town romance.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“A touching story of self-discovery and homecoming that is sure to warm readers’ hearts . . . fans are sure to feel right at home in Stewart’s idyllic seaside setting and follow this emotional journey with avid interest.”

			—RT Book Reviews

			“Romance fans will enjoy their time on the Chesapeake Bay when they read this entertaining and heartfelt novel.”

			—Harlequin Junkie

			“A well-told story with excellent pacing and smooth development on the romantic front . . . one of my ­favorites in the series.”

			—The Good, The Bad and the Unread

			THE CHESAPEAKE DIARIES

			“The town and townspeople of St. Dennis, Maryland, come vividly to life under Stewart’s skillful hands. The pace is gentle, but the emotions are complex.”

			—RT Book Reviews

			“If a book is by Mariah Stewart, it has a subliminal message of ‘wonderful’ stamped on every page.”

			—Reader to Reader Reviews

			“The characters seem like they could be a neighbor or friend or even co-worker, and it is because of that and Mariah Stewart’s writing that I keep returning again and again to this series.”
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			“Every book in this series is a gem.”

			—The Best Reviews

			“Captivating and heartwarming.”

			—Fresh Fiction
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			“Warm, compassionate, and fulfilling. Great reading.”

			—RT Book Reviews

			“This is an absolutely delicious book to curl up with . . . scrumptious . . . delightful.”

			—Philadelphia Inquirer

			MOON DANCE

			“Enchanting . . . a story filled with surprises!”

			—Philadelphia Inquirer

			“An enjoyable tale . . . packed with emotion.”

			—Literary Times

			“Stewart hits a home run out of the ball park . . . a delightful contemporary romance.”

			—The Romance Reader

			WONDERFUL YOU

			“Wonderful You is delightful—romance, laughter, suspense! Totally charming and enchanting.”

			—Philadelphia Inquirer

			“Vastly entertaining . . . you can’t help but be caught up in all the sorrows, joys, and passion of this unforgettable family.”

			—RT Book Reviews

			DEVLIN’S LIGHT

			“A magnificent story of mystery, love, and an enchanting town. Splendid!”

			—Bell, Book and Candle

			“With her special brand of rich emotional content and compelling drama, Mariah Stewart is certain to delight readers everywhere.”
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			Ask any writer and they’ll tell you that writing is a solitary pursuit. Most of the time, it’s you and your characters, your keyboard, or your pad of paper and a pen (or in my case, more often than not, a mechanical pencil). But the writing of it is only step one in getting a book into the hands of a reader. Along the way there’s an editor (and often a very capable assistant), marketing people, publicity people, salespeople, an art department, and probably some other people that I still don’t know about, even after my twenty years of sitting at the keyboard (or elsewhere with pen or the aforementioned mechanical pencil in hand and a lovely fresh Claire Fontaine writing tablet). So when a writer thanks their publishing family, it’s with good reason.

			This is where I thank my fabulous editor, Lauren McKenna (who truly is fabulous, by the way), for beating up on me to get the best of my best out of my head and onto the page. I must thank Elana Cohen as well—she’s always there to answer questions and to help out, with humor and grace. Many thanks to Melissa Gramstad, publicity manager, for all she does to get my books out there and noticed. The art department has given my books quite possibly the best ­covers I’ve ever had on any of my books—you all have my gratitude. There are so many other people behind the scenes, in sales and copy and marketing . . . I sincerely appreciate everyone who has a hand in getting my stories out of my head and onto the shelves.

			I owe a huge thanks to Louise Burke (and rock star editor Lauren) for bringing me back home to Pocket Books.

			I also want to thank my late agent, Loretta Barrett, for twenty years of mentorship, love, and friendship. Loretta loved books—loved the making of books more than anyone I’ve ever known. She was totally devoted to the publishing business, and when she said that someone was a “real” editor, I knew exactly what she meant. It was her highest praise. She is sadly missed every day.

			Thanks have to go to my friends who have been cheering me on since the beginning (Helen, and my homegirls Jo Ellen, Cathy, and Eileen), and the writer ladies who lunch (Kate Welsh, Martha Schroder O’Conner, Gail Link, Terri Brisbin, Gwen Schuler, and Cara Marsi).

			And of course, to my family—Bill, Becca, Katie, Mike, Cole, and Jack. You are my world.

		

	
		
			Diary ~

			It occurred to me this morning how much I love early summer, that sweet time between the cool mornings of spring and the humid days of deep summer. Most of the flowers I love best are in bloom or about to be—like the peonies that have bloomed here at the inn for more years than I can calculate. My Daniel’s mother planted them, oh, I’m guessing around 1940 or so. Same with the roses. She had a green thumb for sure, that mother-in-law of mine did. In season, we have bowls of peonies and tall vases of roses all throughout the inn. No little plastic vials of air freshener required!

			I’m thinking about Dan’s mother and her black-eyed Susans and the hollyhocks that she planted so long ago—they’ve reseeded themselves over and over through the years—because I found out this morning that the seeds for those very flowers—the Susans and the hollyhocks—were given to Mother Sinclair by my dear friend Ruby Carter. Let me explain.

			Ruby was here for our weekly get-together, and I had a vaseful of those pretties cut just this morning for the table where Ruby and I would have our lunch. She smiled when she saw them and touched the petals, then said in that wonderful dialect peculiar to our Cannonball Island, “These be mine, once upon a time. Gave an envelopeful to Marion”—that was my mother-in-law—“one August when I had so many I was giving them away by the fistful.”

			Well, imagine my surprise. Yes, of course I’d noticed the proliferation of flowers around Ruby’s place—that would be the general store over on Cannonball Island—and I had noticed that they were the same old-fashioned variety as those we had here at the inn. But I assumed that since both the inn and Ruby’s store are historic buildings in the truest sense, the flowers had been planted around the same time.

			It made my heart happy to know that something of Ruby’s grows here, because she is the dearest of friends—may I even say my mentor in some things—and since she’s one hundred years old, well . . . nothing lasts forever, if you get my drift. She and I had lots to talk about this morning—she sees changes coming into her life from all directions, and she’s wisely sorting them out. Now, it’s always been said that Ruby Carter has the eye, but I’m here to tell you, it’s much more than that. I have the eye, if you will, and friends on the other side—we prefer spirits to that silly term “ghosts”—who from time to time help me shed some light on things (though I confess that just as often they go silent when I need them the most). But like Ruby says, “Temperamental on this side, temperamental once you cross over.” I’ve found that to be true.

			Anyway, Ruby sees what she sees, and when she says change is on the way, you better believe it. And I do. It be time, she says, and so it must be. What form those changes will take, if she knows, she isn’t sharing quite yet. But she will. She did share that her great-granddaughter, Lisbeth, is on her way home for a while. “She’ll stay longer than she thinks she will,” Ruby tells me, and I know that’s more than wishful thinking on Ruby’s part. “And once she’s here, she’ll find what she doesn’t even know she’s missing. It’s been a long time coming, Gracie.”

			Yes, I know. And yes, it’s about time.

			She also mentioned that Owen, Lis’s brother, will be back by and by, too. We both know that he’s in for the ride of his life. But that’s down the road a bit.

			So. Exciting times ahead for my friend. If I hadn’t taken her to Baltimore last year myself to have her heart checked, I’d worry that all the excitement might do her harm. But our Ruby is one tough lady—tougher than most—and I would not be surprised if she outlived the rest of us.

			Grace

		

	
		
			Chapter One
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			Mist rose off the Chesapeake and floated silently over the beach. The woman standing on the shore tilted her head slightly to one side to follow the distant whine of an outboard as an unseen craft headed south through the darkness. She took a deep breath and let the damp June air fill her lungs before turning back and crossing the dune. The soft glow of the full moon barely lit the way, but she knew by heart every step from the beach to the old general store. From the top of the dune, she could see the blue haze from the TV in the building’s back room, and a faint light from a second-floor bedroom.

			The back porch had been sagging on her last visit, so she dug into her pocket for the key to the front door while she walked around the building and climbed the steps. The old bait cooler still stood to the right of the door, its once-white exterior now faded and chipped, and pots of some undeterminable flowers yet to bloom were lined up along the railing. Surprised to find the door unlocked, she stepped inside. Standing in the middle of the room, she called uncertainly into the darkness beyond.

			“Gigi?”

			She heard low voices from the TV, the scrape of a chair leg on the random oak floor, slow, soft, shuffling footfalls. A floorboard creaked, and she smiled.

			“That you, Lisbeth?” a voice called out from behind the closed door.

			“It’s me.” Lisbeth Parker dropped her bag by the door. She’d barely crossed the floor when a figure emerged from the back room, backlit by that blue light.

			“Gigi, I’m sorry I’m so late. You shouldn’t have waited up for me.”

			Ruby Carter—Lisbeth’s great-grandmother—greeted her with a shush. “I don’t be needing the likes of you to be telling me when to go to bed. But I do be needing a hug from my favorite girl.”

			Lisbeth’s embrace totally enveloped the old woman’s slight form, and she held her for a very long time.

			“You can let go now,” Ruby—Gigi to her great-grandchildren—chuckled. “I’m still all in one piece.”

			“Just making sure.” One last gentle squeeze and Lisbeth released the old woman and reached for the wall switch to turn on an overhead light. She was tempted to chastise her elderly relative about walking around in the dark, but knew better. Ruby Carter had tread these boards for most of her one hundred years, and she knew every nail and every loose board between the store’s long wooden counter and the front door.

			“I saw on the TV there was that accident on the big bridge.” Ruby walked behind Lis and locked the front door. “I figured you’d be coming along a little late. I heard your car. Wondered what you been up to for the past time.”

			“I walked down to the bay. It’s been awhile since I was home, and I just wanted to . . .” Lis paused. She hadn’t questioned her walk through the dark to the water’s edge. She’d simply gotten out of her car and followed the path over the dune to soak in the smell, the feel of the Chesapeake. The feel of home.

			“Always did the same myself whenever I’d left the island for a time and come back.”

			“When was the last time you left Cannonball Island, Gigi?” Lis put her arm around Ruby’s slight shoulders. “I don’t remember you crossing that little drawbridge too often.”

			“Hmmph.” Ruby sniffed indignantly. “Went over to St. Dennis just last week. How much you know.”

			“You did? What for?” Lis’s brows rose almost to her hairline.

			“Not that it’s any of your nevermind, but I went to see a friend.”

			“In St. Dennis?”

			“Yes, in St. Dennis. Any other place be right on the other side of the bridge?”

			“I didn’t know you had friends over there.”

			“There be a lot of things you don’t know, missy.” Ruby straightened her back and drew herself up to her full height of five feet, one inch—four inches shorter than her great-granddaughter. “Who my friends might be is just one of them.”

			“Well, then. I guess you told me.” Lis turned her head so that Ruby wouldn’t see her smile.

			“Well, then. I guess I did.” Ruby nodded once in satisfaction. “Come on in back and have some tea. Warm you up proper.”

			Lis followed her great-grandmother through the store toward the door that stood open along the back wall, noting that the old-fashioned wooden shelves were only partially stocked and that unpacked delivery boxes had been stacked near the counter. She’d tend to those herself in the morning while Ruby chatted with the early crew who would arrive for coffee and their newspapers. It was a marvel to Lis that the local papers were still delivered to the island. The last time she was there, it seemed there’d been fewer residents than there’d been the time before, and several homes appeared to be vacant.

			Lis stepped through the doorway and stopped short. Gazing around at the jumble of moving boxes and furniture shoved into the four corners of the room, she exclaimed, “What the hell happened in here?”

			“Mind your tongue, girl,” Ruby chided. “Don’t be taking hell lightly. You have other words. Use them.”

			“Sorry, Gigi. What’s going on in here? Why is there such a mess?”

			“I been having some work done.”

			“What kind of work?”

			“Having a bedroom and sitting room down here.” Ruby looked pleased. “New bathroom, too.” She paused, then pointed to a closed door in the middle of the wall and added, “The kitchen be new, too. Well, almost. Just needs some paint, I think. Go on, now. Take a look.”

			Lis opened the designated door. Ruby came up behind her and switched on the overhead light.

			“See here? New all.” Now Ruby was beaming, her pale blue eyes sparkling. “Stove, refrigerator. Even a dishwasher. I told him I don’t need such a thing, but he said it didn’t make sense to do all this and not put in a dishwasher.”

			Lis gazed in silent shock at the renovations, which were near completion. She ran her hand over the smooth wooden counter.

			“Counters be made of the wood from the old floor,” Ruby told her. “Some of it was not so good now, so he suggested that we put down new and put the old to good use right here.” Ruby slapped her hand on the counter. “I like it.”

			“I love it.” The old red oak from the floor had been sanded and polished to a sheen. If Ruby hadn’t told her, Lis would have thought the counter had come from a high-end home renovation shop. “It’s beautiful. But who is he? And when did all this take place? And why didn’t I know about it?”

			Ruby got that look again. “You think you need to know all, missy?”

			“It’s just such a surprise. This used to be the storeroom and just, well, mostly shed space.” She was still taking in the transformation.

			“Time for some changes,” Ruby replied. “Time for me to be living smaller right here, ’stead of upstairs.”

			Lis was beginning to understand. Ruby might be reluctant to admit that climbing the steps to her living quarters was too much for her, but perhaps she was finally beginning to feel the weight of her one hundred years. Lis had met people years younger than her great-grandmother who had far less energy, physical strength, and mental acuity and who could never have withstood the rigors of running a business and keeping up with the world. The woman was a miracle, for sure, but there was no question that she was better off not taking a full flight of steps several times every day.

			Treading carefully, mindful that Ruby had her pride, Lis said, “This is a beautiful room, Gigi. Let me see what else you’re having done.”

			“Bedroom be next over.” Ruby pointed to a closed door. “Bathroom beyond there. Go on.”

			Lis opened the door onto a finished room. She recognized the walnut bed and dresser as those that had been in the front corner room on the second floor for as long as she could remember. A small lamp on the table next to the bed shed light on walls the color of spring violets.

			“Wow, Gigi.” Lis could hardly believe her eyes. The bedroom upstairs had been beige for, well, forever. “Who picked the color?”

			“Who do you think?” Ruby sniffed indignantly. “As if someone else should be picking for me.”

			“No, I just meant . . .” Lis continued to look around the room. She reached out to touch a chair that stood in a corner. “Is that Pop’s old chair? You had it re-covered?”

			“Wasn’t going to leave it up there by itself. My Harold would have had a fit for sure. Wouldn’t have given me a minute’s peace.” Ruby smiled as she always did when she spoke of her husband of sixty years, long gone now. “My Harold loved that old thing. I tried to toss it but he wouldn’t hear none of it.”

			“It looks so nice.” Lis ran her hand over the new fabric that covered the back of the chair. “I like this plaid.”

			“It’s right pretty. I wasn’t sure anyone should be messing with it, but he told me it could be done good as new. Wouldn’t do to have that dusty faded thing in this new room, he said. I couldn’t say he was wrong.”

			“Who is he?”

			“Boy from over town. He did all this.” Ruby waved her hand around the room. “Alec Jansen.”

			“Alec Jansen?” Had Lis heard correctly? “Alec Jansen?”

			Ruby folded her arms across her chest and stared at Lis. “You remember him. From school.”

			“Not really.” Lis turned her head so she wouldn’t have to meet Ruby’s eyes.

			She could feel those eyes boring a hole right through her.

			“Okay, so maybe the name rings a bell.” Lis picked up a toss pillow and appeared to inspect it.

			“Hmmmph.” Ruby leaned against the doorjamb. “Seems there were few enough in that class that you’d recall them all, each and every.”

			She never could bluff Ruby. Lis tossed the pillow back onto the bed and sighed. Alec Jansen was a name she hadn’t heard in years. Just the mention brought up a flood of memories she had no intention of dwelling on—or sharing with her great-grandmother. “So is Alec into interior design these days?”

			“He be handy with a hammer,” Ruby said simply.

			“Did he do the kitchen, too?”

			“He did all. The kitchen, here, the bathroom.” Ruby nodded in the direction of a half-opened door. “When I get the front room clear of the boxes, get unpacked and all tucked away, he be painting that room, too.” Ruby looked toward the front room, her expression thoughtful. “Maybe have him make me some shelves for all my books, ’ventually.”

			Lis peeked into the bathroom. Besides the toilet and a vanity with a shiny new porcelain sink, there was a walk-in shower with a wide built-in seat. Alcoves for shampoo and soap were set into tile walls the color of sea glass within easy reach of the seat.

			“This is lovely,” Lis said. “No tub, though?”

			“What I be needing a tub for? Kill myself getting in or getting out. Nearly did,” she conceded.

			“What do you mean, you nearly did? Did you fall . . . ?”

			Ruby nodded. “I did, yes. Wasn’t till Hedy Perkins came in to the store that I had help getting up. She be coming here for all her life, always I be at the counter or that old table by the window. I heard her calling my name and I called her right back. She ’bout set a new record for speed running up those steps. Moves good for a big girl. ‘In here,’ I called to her. She opened the bathroom door and said, ‘Good Lord almighty, Miss Ruby. What are you doing on that floor?’ And I said, ‘Give me a hand up, Hedy,’ but she said no, she had to call someone because what if I be hurt, broke my hip or something? ‘My pride be hurt but my hip be fine,’ I told her. ‘Fetch me one of those towels.’ So she gave me a towel and took my hand and helped me right myself.”

			“I hope she got you to go to the emergency room at the hospital. What if you’d broken something?”

			Ruby scoffed. “Nothing but maybe a little black and blue.”

			“You could have been badly hurt, Gigi.” Lis studied the woman’s face. Every line, every crease, was beloved. The thought of her falling and having no one there to help turned Lis’s blood cold.

			“Well, I don’t know all, but I know that.” Ruby nodded. “That’s why he—Alec—said I should start thinking about maybe using the space back of the store for my living.”

			“Wait. Someone else suggested all this and you actually agreed?”

			“Don’t be looking so surprised.”

			“This”—Lis pointed to her own face with both index fingers—“is not the look of surprise. This is the look of shock, as in, I’m shocked that someone—anyone other than you—would have said you should move down to the first floor, and you just said okay.”

			“Time be right.” Ruby straightened her back as much as she could and leaned past Lis to snap off the light, then turned and walked back through her new bedroom, leaving Lis momentarily in the darkened room.

			“No, seriously, Gigi.” Lis trailed behind into the front room, where the eleven o’clock news was just coming on. “How did he convince you? What did he say?”

			“It be time.” Ruby lowered herself into her recliner. “And in case you’re wondering, when he paints out this room, this chair going to be gone. Ordered me a new one. Red leather.”

			Lis leaned against the doorjamb and felt somewhat like Alice must have felt when she fell down the rabbit hole.

			“Owen and I have been telling you for years that you shouldn’t be living upstairs by yourself. Why all of a sudden was it time?”

			Ruby looked smug. “You and your brother had no plan. Alec, he drew it all out. Here the kitchen, there the bathroom. It looked right.”

			“How did Alec even know that you fell?”

			“I ’spect just about everyone hereabouts knew. Like I said, Hedy Perkins be the one who found me. Woman couldn’t keep a secret if the good Lord himself put her to it.” Ruby glanced up at Lis. “You wanting the news?”

			Lis shook her head. It was clear her great-grandmother had said all she was going to say on the subject of her newly constructed living quarters.

			“I suspect you be ready for that tea now.”

			Lis, still in a bit of shock, nodded. “I’ll make it.”

			“Let me know if you need help finding things.”

			“I’ll figure it out.” Lis went back into the kitchen, where she found everything exactly where she’d expected. Ruby was a creature of habit, one who was meticulously ordered. Lis filled the kettle and while the water boiled, she took two cups and saucers from the cupboard. Since both she and Ruby preferred their tea without cream or lemon, it was an easy fix. As Ruby had taught her long ago, Lis measured one scant teaspoon of sugar into the bottom of each cup and waited for the kettle to whistle.

			She looked through the tall bottom cupboards to find the old wooden tray that Ruby preferred and placed the cups and saucers on it, then dropped in tea bags and filled the cups when the water was ready. She carried the tray into Ruby’s crowded sitting room and looked for a place to set it down.

			“Right here be fine.” Ruby pointed to the table next to her from which she removed a stack of books. “Thank you.”

			“You’re welcome.” Lis took a seat on a nearby chair. “Aren’t you going to ask me if I remembered how much sugar to put in?”

			Ruby shook her head, a smile playing on her lips. “Not much chance you be forgetting.”

			Lis returned the smile and lifted the cup to her lips. She was just about to take the first sip when Ruby asked, “You be hearing anything from Owen?”

			Lis returned the cup to the saucer and placed both on the floor in front of her. “Last I heard, my big brother was in Alaska flying a mail plane. Of course, that was two months ago. He could have moved on since then.”

			“I thought he said something about a shrimp boat in New Orleans.”

			“You spoke with him?”

			Ruby nodded. “Not too long ago. He said he be having a fine time.”

			“When does he not have a good time?” Lis laughed. “He’s a player, that’s for sure.”

			“Playing at what?”

			“Playing at being twenty again instead of thirty-eight.”

			Ruby took a sip of tea. “I’m looking to see that one grow up before my time is over.”

			“Good luck with that.” To Lis, her older brother had always seemed bigger than life. Sinfully handsome and wickedly clever, Owen had been a magnet for mischief as well as for the girls in town. Growing up, she’d idolized him and wished she could have been more like him, carefree and daring and confident.

			“He be getting his comeuppance, by and by.”

			Before Lis could ask her what she meant by that, Ruby added, “He be here for your art show, no matter where he be now.”

			“Did he tell you that?”

			“He doesn’t have to. He be here.”

			“I’d like that.” It had been almost a year since Lis had seen her brother. She thought maybe she’d extend her stay to spend some time with him.

			As if reading her mind, Ruby asked, “How long you be staying around, Lisbeth?”

			Lis shrugged. “I’m not sure. The show is next week, but I don’t have any real plans.” She paused, then said, “To tell you the truth, my work hasn’t been going all that well.”

			“Oh?” Ruby rested the saucer on her knee and waited for Lis to gather her thoughts.

			“I’m just stuck,” Lis blurted out. “I sit and stare at the easel and I can’t seem to make anything happen. I want to paint—I love to paint—but I just . . . can’t. It’s like whatever I had inside me, whatever it was that I saw when I looked at the paper, is gone.”

			“Go on.”

			“I’ve tried everything: different papers—cold press, hot press. Handmade. Paper on a roll, paper on a board. I’ve even tried painting on canvas, you know, like you usually use for oils?” Lis sighed heavily. “It’s like it’s just . . . gone.”

			“What you be trying to paint, Lisbeth?”

			“What I’ve been painting. What I’m known for. Skylines and city scenes.”

			“Maybe what you be painting needs to change.”

			Lis stared at her.

			Before she could ask, Ruby closed her eyes. “It be back, Lisbeth. Soon enough. You be fine, by and by. Let it be. In its time, it be back.”

			Lis knew better than to argue or question when Ruby made one of her pronouncements, so she bit back the protests that had been settling on the tip of her tongue and said nothing.

			“Think I’ll watch the end of the news.” Ruby turned on the TV with the remote, and just like that, the conversation was over.

			Lis gathered the cups and saucers and returned them to the kitchen, where she rinsed them and started to place them in the dishwasher, then remembered Ruby’s comments. She washed the dishes in the sink, dried them, and put them away.

			Still—a dishwasher. In Ruby Carter’s kitchen. Lis shook her head. Would she believe it if she hadn’t seen it with her own eyes?

			She rejoined Ruby in the sitting room.

			“You want to sit a spell?” Ruby asked.

			“Actually, I’m pretty tired.”

			“You can find your way upstairs all right? Your old room be ready.”

			“I remember the way. I haven’t been gone that long.”

			Lis leaned over to kiss her great-grandmother’s cheek and felt the old woman’s hand gently stroke the side of her head. The small gesture, so filled with love, caused Lis’s throat to tighten, so that her words came out in a whisper. “Thanks for letting me stay with you, Gigi.”

			“Now, where else would you go, girl?” Ruby’s voice softened. “You come home to the island, you come home to me, sure enough.”

			“Always, Gigi.” Lis gave her a quick hug. “I will always come home to you.”

			Ruby grunted with satisfaction and patted Lis on the back. “Get on with you, now, get to bed.”

			“What are you going to do?”

			“I’m going to sit right here and read me another chapter of this book, then turn in.”

			“What are you reading?” Lis reached for the book just as Ruby held it up. The cover was black with blood-red drops dripping down one side, the author a thriller writer known for his creepy and lurid tales. “Gigi! I can’t believe you read this stuff.”

			“Why not?”

			“It’s so . . . scary. Doesn’t it give you nightmares?”

			“Honey, at my age the only thing that ever really scared me was the thought of the hereafter, and even that fear be gone these days.” Ruby smiled and opened the book. “You be needing anything else?”

			Lis, still in shock, shook her head.

			“Then go on up and settle yourself. I’ll see you in the morning.”

			“Right. See you in the morning.” Lis kissed the top of Ruby’s head.

			She walked through the unlit store to pick up her bag where she’d left it, then turned on the switch for the light at the top of the stairs to the second floor. As Lis climbed she tested herself to see if she could remember which steps squeaked and which had been safe to tread on when coming in late back in the day. She was pleased when she’d made her way to the top without one squeal or groan from the floorboards, as if her feet remembered where the squeaky boards were placed.

			The room at the end of the hall had been hers for as long as she could recall. The door was open and a small lamp cast shadows on the pale green walls. The furniture stood where it had always been, the poster bed in the center of the left wall, the painted dresser next to the door. The same old chair, its slipcover unchanged from the blue and white stripe of Lis’s youth, still curled into the corner next to the window, the same old faded carpet covered the floorboards. The familiarity of it was comforting. There was nowhere on earth she felt as at home as she did beneath this roof, in this room. She’d moved in when she was seventeen, when her newly widowed mother decided that life on the island held no promise for her and decided to move to Arizona.

			Having one year of high school left, Lis had refused to go. Gigi had sided with Lis and had convinced her granddaughter to allow Lis to remain there at least until she graduated. Lis had joined her mother for the following summer in Arizona, but that had been enough to convince Lis that the Southwest was not for her. She’d returned to the Eastern Shore briefly before leaving for art college in Philadelphia, and from there, she’d moved to New York, to an apartment where she had three roommates, which had proven to be three too many. Realizing she couldn’t work with an audience and that peace and quiet were much more conducive to creativity than constant conversation at night and talk radio from dawn to midnight, Lis moved to a New Jersey suburb where rents were more reasonable and she wasn’t subjected to the habits and lifestyles of others. Her work flourished, and deep inside, she knew it was only a matter of time before her work would hang inside the galleries whose showings she had attended so many times.

			It was ironic, she’d once told her ex-fiancé, that it was only after she left the city that her paintings of cityscapes began to come to life.

			Lis had gotten lucky when she met the owner of a trendy Manhattan gallery who offered to exhibit several of her paintings. Her reputation was made when the star of a popular TV talk show stopped by one afternoon and loved Lis’s work so much that she not only bought all the paintings in the gallery but asked to see more. In the end, she purchased six paintings and showed them off on her show one morning before having them hung in her home. Lis enjoyed a quick uptick in visibility as an artist and a huge bump in her sales, appearing on that same talk show several times and having several newspaper and magazine articles cover her work. The eventual result of all the publicity was an invitation to exhibit some of her paintings in a showing of local artists’ works in the new St. Dennis art center. The temptation to come back a rousing success on every level was more than she could resist. Besides, it had been six months since she’d been home—since the day after Christmas, and then she’d only stayed for an overnight—and it was well past time that she checked in on Ruby.

			Lis took a quick shower in the bathroom across the hall, swinging her legs over the high side of the old tub, thinking it was no wonder that Gigi had fallen while trying to get out. Thank God she had a nice, new walk-in shower downstairs.

			Thinking about the new bath made Lis think of Alec Jansen. What magic had he employed to talk her great-grandmother into a total renovation of the first floor?

			He always was a sweet talker.

			But Lis knew that Gigi never let anyone talk her into anything she didn’t want to do, so she must have been thinking about it before Alec showed up. But how had that come about? Alec was a townie, a St. Dennis boy. How likely was it that he had just shown up one day with a sketch for Gigi’s new first floor? Would a one-hundred-year-old woman know what such a renovation should cost? With no one there to look after her interests, how would she know if she was being ripped off?

			Lis sat on the edge of the bed, towel-drying her dark brown hair, biting a nail, pondering the possibility that her great-grandmother was being taken advantage of. Alec Jansen had always been a smart guy with a smart mouth, but she’d never known him to be dishonest. Still, people had been known to change, and this was Gigi, and any responsible great-grandchild would look into the situation. She couldn’t be too overt, however. Ruby wouldn’t take kindly to anyone questioning her judgment, whether of the work itself or of her choice of contractor.

			Lis finished drying her hair, then changed into a nightshirt and climbed into the big soft bed that always seemed to welcome her with a comforting hug. She turned off the light and lay in the darkness, savoring the feeling of being in this place where love and warmth had always been hers for the taking, where the sheets and blankets smelled of Ruby’s laundry soap and the bit of lavender she always tucked under the pillow. From below, she heard the sound of a door closing as Gigi, too, prepared to sleep, and from the open window, she could hear the faint lap of the waves against the beach. A late spring breeze brought the once-familiar scent of the salt marsh on the western side of the island. There was no other place on earth like Cannonball Island, with its history and its traditions, its storied way of life, even its own odd speech patterns, which still prevailed through the centuries among the older residents like Ruby. It was music to Lis’s ears.

			Of course, every year there remained fewer and fewer who spoke in that distinct fashion. The thought gave Lis pause. She tried to recall how many islanders remained who were in their eighties and nineties, whose speech reflected Ruby’s. Surely there was no one older than a hundred left on the island. Lis’s heart saddened at the thought that islandspeak would be gone from memory within the next twenty years or so. With the older residents would go not only their speech but their stories. As far as Lis knew, there was no written record of the island’s unique history of having been settled by residents of St. Dennis who’d been driven from the town for supporting the British during the War of 1812. She’d heard the tales of near famine and the iron-willed islanders who refused to be defeated by the poor soil that supported little more than scrub pines and hackberry trees.

			The stories needed to be written down while there was still time, she realized, preserved for future generations. For her own children, should she have any.

			It occurred to her then that there was a good chance that her children could be born into a world from which Ruby had already passed. The thought brought tears to her eyes.

			Lis always did have trouble falling asleep after driving for more than a few hours, but now she willed her racing mind to turn it all off. Her worries about Gigi, the island and the stories she’d been raised on, the changes to the old general store, which had her mind settling on Gigi’s contractor—all swirled around in her head.

			Lis hadn’t meant to share her frustration and anxiety over her sudden inability to paint, but somehow Ruby always knew when something wasn’t right, and she knew how to draw it out with barely a word. She made you want to bring things into the open, to talk things over whether you felt ready to or not.

			Lis had decided to save the story of her breakup with Ted, her fiancé, for another day. There was only so much angst she could take in one night.

			She turned over and punched the pillow.

			Tomorrow she would think about how best to deal with Alec Jansen and the separate world that was Cannonball Island, and maybe tell Ruby that her engagement was off and try to explain why. Maybe she’d even try to paint. Tonight she would simply be happy to sleep beneath this roof again, where one floor below, Gigi, too, settled in for the night.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			[image: ]

			Always an early riser, regardless of where she was or how late she’d been out the night before, Lis was awake before the sun her first morning on Cannonball Island. She was dressed and downstairs before the last wave of watermen stopped in to fill up their thermoses with coffee.

			“That Kathleen and Jack’s girl I see coming down those steps?” Joe Compton had called from the ancient counter where Ruby set out the coffeepot.

			“It sure is.” Lis smiled. Joe had been a friend of her dad’s. “How’s your family, Mr. Compton?”

			“Right as rain.” He nodded as he poured sugar into the thermos.

			“How’s Judy?”

			“She and Justin have three little ones now,” he told her. Half-and-half followed the sugar. “Living over outside of Baltimore. Justin owns his own shop, fixes computers and builds some custom. Got a nice little business going for himself.”

			“Good for Justin. Please tell Judy I was asking about her.”

			“Will do. How’s that pretty mama of yours? Did I hear she snagged herself another husband?”

			“You heard right.”

			“Number three or number four?”

			Lis laughed. “Husband number three. It’s been about three years now.”

			“She always was something else, that Kathleen.” He hastened to add, “No disrespect meant. You tell her Joe was asking for her, hear?”

			“I sure will.” Lis knew exactly what Joe meant. From all she’d heard over the years, her mother had earned her reputation as a bit of a free spirit.

			Lis got in line behind a man she didn’t recognize. He gestured for her to go first but she shook her head. “No, no. I’m not in a hurry to get anywhere, but I suspect you’d like to be out on the water right now, checking your traps.”

			“True enough. Thanks.” The man served himself, nodded to Lis, then left the store with Joe, who’d apparently paid for both of them.

			Lis filled a paper cup with coffee and went to the counter, where Ruby was ringing up a customer.

			“Good luck out there this morning, Paul. Hope that storm they warned about stays down around the other end of the bay till you all get your business done and get on home safe and sound.”

			“Thanks, Miz Ruby. I hope so, too.” The customer nodded to Lis as he was leaving.

			“You still pack ’em in in the morning, Gigi.” Lis leaned on the counter.

			“No place else for them to go this hour, less they want to drive to the mainland. I hear there’s a new place over to River Road that’s open at six or so. She gets the fishermen, they say. I get the crabbers and the oystermen. All works out.”

			“I can’t believe you still get up this early,” Lis made the mistake of saying. As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she could have kicked herself.

			“And where else should I be, missy?” Ruby turned those blue eyes on her.

			“I just meant . . .”

			“I know what you meant. You meant I’m old and I should stay in bed and sleep away the rest of what I got coming to me.” Ruby shook her head. “Plenty of time to sleep when I’m done breathing.”

			The last of her customers having left, Ruby went past Lis to the pile of boxes that stood inside the front door. To the left of the door stood a soda cooler. Several crates of both Pepsi and Coke products were stacked side by side in front of the cooler.

			“I’m sorry, Gigi.” Lis joined her and started to empty the crates to restock the cooler. “I just meant that you’ve worked hard for a long enough time that you earned some rest.”

			“I will take it when I’m good and ready.” Ruby slit the top of the first box with the Swiss Army knife she pulled out of the pocket of her blue and white apron. “Not before.”

			Lis knew better than to respond, so she watched in silence for a moment, wondering how to offer to shelve the contents of the box without offending Ruby.

			“Well, maybe you could stack these cereal boxes there on that top shelf when you’re done there,” Ruby said, as if she’d read Lis’s mind. “It’s a bit troublesome, reaching up.”

			Lis suspected Ruby was having problems with her left shoulder again, but since she seemed a bit touchy, Lis tucked the thought away to ask later. She emptied the last crate, then restacked them by the door for the distributors to pick up and refill. Next she dragged the box Ruby had opened to the shelves where dry cereals were kept.

			Ruby acknowledged the gesture with a “Hmmph.”

			“It’s nice that you still get deliveries here on the island,” Lis said cautiously. When Ruby was feeling touchy, just about anything could set her off.

			“Tom Parsons been delivering to me over forty-five years, his daddy before him.” Ruby slashed the top of the next carton and left it for Lis to empty and find space on the shelves for its contents. “I been a steady customer all those years, expect this place be around another forty-five.” She glanced at Lis and added, “At least that many.”

			Lis wasn’t about to step into that trap.

			“So you still stock mostly dry stuff, I see. Cereals, canned and paper goods, baking stuff,” Lis said.

			“Doesn’t pay to carry perishables. The market over to St. Dennis is bigger, got the room for the big coolers and what all,” Ruby told her. “Got the basics here, newspapers every morning ’cept Sunday. Most folks want a Sunday paper, they pick one up over to the mainland when they go to church.”

			“Who goes to St. Dennis for church?” Back when she was growing up on the island, that would have been unheard of.

			“Everyone who has a mind to church, that’s who.” Ruby looked up from her task of opening another box. “Been no preacher here for . . . four, five years or so.”

			“What happened to Reverend Foster?”

			“Retired to someplace warm. I hear he passed not long after.”

			Lis knew what was coming next, so she turned back to the shelf lest Ruby see her smile.

			“Folks need to know where they belong.” Ruby delivered the anticipated pronouncement. “Some don’t know when they’re well off. Some move on when they should stay put.”

			Lis knew that her great-grandmother was talking about Lis and her mother, her brother, Owen, and everyone else who ever moved off the island.

			“I think for some, the prospects are just better somewhere else,” Lis said. “There are some things that you have to leave home to do.”

			“And what might that be?”

			“Art school for me, to start.”

			“Art school be done. Seems to me you can paint anywhere.”

			“Can’t find a husband here.” Lis tried to add some levity to the conversation.

			“You’d be surprised what you might find hereabouts these days.”

			“Gigi, there hasn’t been a man under fifty living on this island for at least fifteen years.” Lis paused. “Except maybe a few of the guys I went to school with when they came back to see their parents. And most of the parents have left as well. Last time I was here, I noticed more than a few of the old cottages were boarded up.”

			“Some boards go up, some might have come down since then.” Ruby stood up and stretched. “Times be changing. Might be you should be taking a walk around sometime soon, see what is, not what was.”

			“I just might do that.”

			“Do you good.” Ruby nodded and walked over to the counter, where she helped herself to a cup of hot water from the carafe she set out every morning for those few early birds who preferred tea. She made her selection from the tea bags she’d put out in a little basket.

			“What sort of day do we have today, Gigi?” Lis asked once she’d emptied the boxes.

			“Why don’t you go on out and see for yourself?” Ruby took her tea to the old round table under the window on the right side of the room and sat in one of the four ancient wooden chairs. She opened a newspaper and, settling herself, told Lis, “Be a lull here till around nine or so. You go on, now. I have some news that needs reading.”

			“I won’t be long.” Lis headed for the side door and stepped outside.

			The sun had risen just enough to warm the sand and sparkle off the scrubby tufts of grass. Lis walked around to the back of the building, heading for the path that led over the dune, but she was stopped in her tracks when she approached the back porch. Where previously the floorboards had sagged and the supports had leaned precariously and the roof had threatened to collapse, there was an entirely new structure, top to bottom.

			“How . . . ?” she wondered aloud.

			She stepped tentatively onto the first step, found it solid as rock, and climbed the next two to the porch, which was similarly solid. The wood had yet to be painted, but there wasn’t a rotted board to be seen and the supports actually seemed to be holding up the roof. Funny Gigi hadn’t mentioned it.

			Lis stood on the new floorboards and leaned against the new railing and surveyed the island from the slightly elevated vantage. She paused, her gaze darting across the property from left to right and back again.

			Something wasn’t right. Something was missing. It took her but a moment to realize what that some­thing was.

			She all but flew back into the store.

			“Gigi, where is Uncle Eb’s boat?” Lis asked.

			“Hmmm?” Ruby looked up from the newspaper. “Oh. The boat. Alec has it down to the marina.”

			“Why?” Lis took a seat at the table across from Ruby. “Why does Alec have our boat?”

			“I guess because it be his now,” Ruby said calmly.

			“He bought it?”

			“Sort of.”

			“What does that mean? Either he bought it or he didn’t.”

			“Well, no money changed hands”—Ruby folded the section of the paper she’d been reading—“but he paid all the same.”

			“How much?”

			Ruby’s eyes narrowed. “Now, how do you suppose that might be yours to know? Last I heard, that boat be mine. Came to me through my Harold, left to him by his brother Eben. Don’t remember Harold’s will saying nothing ’bout Ruby and Lisbeth.”

			“Gigi, that was a skipjack. One of the old ones from back in Grandpap’s day. It was worth a lot of money.”

			“You thinking I be too much a fool to know what that old hull was and how much it be worth?”

			“No, I don’t think you’re foolish, but . . .”

			“No buts. You think I can do for me or you don’t.”

			“Of course I think you can take care of yourself,” Lis said softly, “but sometimes when we trust someone too much, they can take advantage of us.”

			Ruby glared.

			“Girl, I am one hundred years and three months on this earth. If I can’t tell the true from the false, you might as well set me to my rest right now.”

			“The new porch . . .”

			Ruby opened her paper and focused her attention on the page in front of her, signaling that the conversation was over.

			Lis watched in silence for a few moments, but Ruby had nothing more to say. Lis suspected that Alec was responsible for the porch as well, but there was no point in asking. Not right now, anyway. Lis broke down the cardboard boxes the groceries had been delivered in, folding them flat and stacking them in a pile.

			“You still leave these next to the door out front?” she asked.

			Ruby nodded. “Tom’ll pick ’em up when he comes back through.”

			“What if it rains?”

			“Well, then, I expect they’ll get wet.” Ruby still hadn’t looked up. “Less a tarp be spread over the lot.”

			“Where would I find a tarp if I needed one?”

			“In the shed out by the garage.”

			Lis dragged the cardboard outside and set the pile to the left of the door where it would be out of the way. She went back into the store, poured herself a second cup of coffee, and told Ruby, “I think I’ll take that walk now.”

			“Take your time.”

			The walk to the bay was a short one. Lis took off her sandals and picked her way carefully over the rocky jetty until she found a dry flat spot. She sat and sipped her coffee and watched the boats out on the bay. The local watermen had their own boats, their own crews, their own favorite spots for whatever they were after on that particular day. Generally they were courteous to each other, respecting their neighbors’ territory. She’d heard all the old stories about how out-of-towners occasionally slipped into their waters and tried to lift crab pots that weren’t theirs, how the locals would surround the interlopers until they turned over their ill-gotten catch to whomever they’d poached from. Few made a return trip, her uncle Eben used to say, once they’d been found out by the islanders.

			For years the bay had felt the effects of both overfishing and pollution, and watermen all around the bay had suffered terribly. Cannonball Island’s crabbers and oystermen were no exception. Many a family had moved from the island, not to return, and many a father had sold his traps and gone onto the mainland seeking employment. Lis had heard that the bay was making a comeback, and judging by the number of boats out on the water that morning, she believed it was true. The Chesapeake had sustained her family since the early 1800s. She had only kind thoughts for it now.

			Her thoughts turned to Alec Jansen, and they weren’t as kind.

			She couldn’t help but be curious about how he managed to talk Ruby into making so many changes. The woman had stubbornly refused to listen to Lis or Owen or anyone else whenever they’d suggested making any sort of change in the old general store, so how had Alec succeeded where so many of Lis’s relatives had failed?

			“Time was right,” Ruby had told her the night before.

			“Yeah, well, time’s been right for a long time,” Lis muttered.

			She finished the coffee and dangled her feet over the edge of the rock. In the water below, a large blue claw crab picked at the remains of a fish, probably bait that had been tossed overboard by one of the boats that by now was miles away. Lis peered closer, saw the red tips of its claws, and for a moment she was five years old and watching her older brother empty the bucket in which he’d kept the crabs he’d caught that morning.

			“See that red on the claws?” Owen had held up a squirming crab. “That tells you this is a grown-up girl-crab. We call them sooks. The guys don’t have red there on their claws.”

			Owen used to catch crabs by hand, but Lis had never learned the degree of stealth required to grab one quickly enough to avoid those claws. She’d been pinched enough by the time she was twelve to no longer make the effort.

			She watched the crab feed until it disappeared among the rocks and she lost her excuse to avoid thinking about Alec and what he was up to.

			He’d always been a handsome thing, and she couldn’t help but wonder what he looked like these days. Was his hair still as blond, his eyes still as blue? In the seventeen years since they graduated, she hadn’t run into him even one time. Not so unusual, maybe, since she spent little time in St. Dennis even when she was home. She didn’t know if he’d stayed in the town, or moved away as so many others had, including Lis and her brother. She’d had no ties with anyone in town, and so there’d been no one to ask about Alec’s whereabouts. For all she knew, he was married and had five kids.

			Lis’s father’s prejudice and suspicions about all things St. Dennis had been drummed into her from the time she could crawl, and as a result, consciously or unconsciously, she’d never been comfortable in the town or among its residents, which had made things awkward when she was in school. Cannonball Island had a one-room schoolhouse that served the islanders through the fourth grade, after which they all went into St. Dennis to continue their education. Lis and Owen had been forbidden to make friends with anyone who hadn’t been born and raised on the island, which drastically cut the list of potential friends—not to mention dates. Owen had mostly ignored his father, but Lis hadn’t been as assertive.

			But comfortable or not, Lis was going to have to make a trip across the drawbridge and hunt down Alec and interrogate him. It was the least she could do for Ruby. Someone had to protect her interests.

			She didn’t know where she’d find him, but St. Dennis wasn’t all that big, and if he was into contracting, someone would know where to look. She sure as heck wasn’t going to ask Ruby for directions.

			Lis followed the rocks back to the beach. She considered returning to the store to get her car, but then she’d have to face Ruby, and chances were her great-grandmother would know exactly where she was going and why. Better to walk to town—it was only a few miles. Lis had walked that and more every day when she was living in Manhattan. Even after her move to a small New Jersey suburb, her daily routine had included a long morning walk.

			It was still early, not quite nine, and the sun had yet to burn off the dew. Lis walked across the dune, sticking to the well-worn path, the grasses brushing against her legs as she passed. While she put her sandals on, a car pulled into the store’s lot, and Estelle Detweiler got out. Lis knew that Estelle, the older sister of Hedy, the island gossip, was good for keeping Ruby occupied until noon. She set out for Bay Road and the one-lane bridge that separated the island from St. Dennis.

			She paused at the bridge to permit a car to pass. The driver waved and Lis waved back, an acknowledgment more than a greeting, then walked across to the other side. She smiled as she stepped over the gridwork where the two points of the drawbridge met, just as she had as a child. Every kid who grew up on the island knew that if you stepped on that exact spot where the bridge opened, a troll would arise from the depths of the river in the blink of an eye, and just that fast, it would grab you and take you down into his lair and you’d never be seen again.

			The morning was cool for late June, the large trees along Charles Street filtering the sun. She walked along the shoulder of the road—marveling that there were still no sidewalks on this end of the town’s main street—past a pond where a heron fed, and then, further down the road, the Inn at Sinclair’s Point, one of the town’s landmarks. Back in the day, Lis had gone to school with Ford Sinclair, the youngest of the three kids whose family had owned and operated the inn forever. She wondered if they still owned the place, then realized if they’d sold it, it would have been considered the kind of news that someone—Ruby, Owen, or her mother, who still had friends on the island—would have told her.

			She passed a park—she couldn’t recall the name but remembered it had ball fields, though she’d never played there—and on to the center of town. St. Dennis still had only one traffic light. It was at the corner of Kelly’s Point Road and Charles Street, and it marked the beginning of the shopping district. Lis slowed and noted the new arrivals since she’d last been back. The flower shop, Petals and Posies, had been there for years; likewise, Lola’s Café, an upscale eatery. Cuppachino had opened right before her last long visit, and she fondly remembered the excellent coffee she’d had there. Across the road was Sips—beverages only—which had been around when Lis was in high school. Next to it, however, was a fancy-looking shop that had all manner of gorgeous things in the window, things like shoes and bags and swimsuits, sundresses and one knock-out dress-up dress, a black sleeveless V-neck number with tiny sparkly things scattered on it like stars against a dark night sky. The name of the shop—Bling—was painted on the window as well as on the door. She’d passed it numerous times on her previous visits home, but since she rarely stayed beyond two or three days, she’d never had the occasion to stop in. This time around she might check it out when she had a moment. But that moment wasn’t now. She was on a mission.

			The light was red and the DON’T WALK sign was flashing, so Lis waited at the corner for the go signal. There was a sign with an arrow pointing down Kelly’s Point Road for the municipal building, the marina, Captain Walt’s Seafood Restaurant, and One Scoop or Two, the local ice cream shop. Hadn’t Ruby said that Alec had the skipjack at the marina? That was as good a place as any to start.

			Lis headed left down the road, which had been sand and gravel the last time she’d been there. The macadam was a nice improvement: Stones had gotten into her sandals the last time she’d walked that road, a few years back when she was home for Owen’s wedding. His bride had wanted the photos taken along the dock overlooking the bay. The photos had lasted longer than the marriage.
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