Serendipity House
By Joyce DeBacco
Named Best Indie Romance of 2011 at Red Adept Reviews
Smashwords Edition
Copyright 2009 Joyce DeBacco
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
All rights are reserved and no part of this work may be reproduced in any medium without author’s permission except for brief quotes in reviewers’ comments. This story is a work of fiction and any resemblance between persons living or dead is purely coincidence.
CHAPTER ONE
“Ma,” Sylvie Gardner said between clenched lips. “I told you, I don’t want glitter in my hair.” After two hours in the beauty spa, Sylvie had endured enough poking, prodding, plucking, and primping.
“Oh, Sylvie, it’ll look so pretty. Don’t you want to be pretty on your wedding day? Girls, tell her how pretty she’ll look.”
“Ma, stop it!”
Genna Howard frowned through her face mask. “Do you have to take that tone with me? After all I’ve done to make this day special for you? Talk about ungrateful children.”
“Ma, it’s just nerves talking,” said Sylvie’s younger sister Crystal. “And maybe it’s not such a good idea for her to have glitter in her hair. It’ll set her apart from the rest of us lowly bridesmaids who need a little extra to sparkle.”
“Thank you,” Sylvie said, whipping off her protective drape. “Now if there’s nothing else you want done to me, I’m going back to my apartment. I’ll see you later.”
“Don’t forget, darling, the limo’s picking you up at twelve. Do you want one of your sisters to come by and help you dress?”
“I don’t think that’s necessary. They’ll have enough to do getting their little ragamuffins ready. Besides, there are no buttons up the back, so I can handle it.” With that, Sylvie hurried off. She needed to lie down and rest. But even that, she feared, would elicit stern disapproval from her mother. She could almost hear her now, berating her for ruining the work of two hairdressers working simultaneously to make her beautiful—an uphill climb as far as her mother was concerned.
At fifty-one years of age, Genna Howard took great pride in being able to pass herself off as one of her daughters, covering the few strands of gray in her brown hair in an auburn shade. The fact that Sylvie had other priorities, like excelling in her work, had caused many a battle between them.
Alone in her car, Sylvie sat for a moment, relishing the absence of high-pitched voices screaming to be heard over the whine of hairdryers. The spring air felt warm today, but not so warm as to be uncomfortable. Overhead, the sky between the buildings was an amazing shade of blue. And from some rooftop or ledge, unseen birds twittered sweet nothings to each other. It was a perfect day for a June wedding.
So why did her stomach feel like it had an alien being inside, scratching and clawing to get out? Her sisters had called it jitters and said it would pass. But it hadn’t, and now she wanted to hurl.
Hoping to get over it before she had to walk down the aisle, Sylvie fastened her seat belt, careful not to chip her freshly manicured nails. Then she drove off, past her old grammar school where she received her first kiss, past the corner grocery store where she bought her first legal six-pack of wine coolers and, incredibly, past her Queens apartment where her fifteen-hundred-dollar wedding gown hung from a window cornice awaiting its big day.
As the oldest of three daughters and the only one still unmarried and childless at the ripe, old age of thirty-two, Sylvie was tired of the dating game. Wanting to share her life with someone on a permanent basis, she’d accepted Tim Endicott’s proposal; getting her mother off her case was an added bonus. Tim, a new accountant at the firm she worked for, was everything a mother wanted in a son-in-law. Ambitious, as evidenced by his rapid rise within the company; and good-looking, with dark eyes, dark hair, and an olive complexion. “Smooth” was how her mother described him; Sylvie thought slick fit him better. And, like a docile pet eager to please, she’d done nothing to upset the apple cart, thinking it her fault that she couldn’t appreciate his better qualities. Even when he asked her to quit to satisfy the company’s policy against employing spouses, she blindly complied. And she’d been with the firm since college.
These and other indignities continued to weigh on Sylvie as roads and bridges, rivers and hills raced by unnoticed. By the time she took note of her surroundings—rolling hills and quaint stone farmhouses—she found herself far from the city, under a vast, blue sky with just a wisp of clouds dusting the horizon. More surprisingly, somewhere along the way, the alien being in her stomach had peacefully left the premises.
Wanting to be a part of the serene environment, she turned off the car’s air conditioner, pulled the hairpins from her elaborate hairdo, and let her reddish brown hair fly at will. With no destination in mind, she made a right turn at a gray barn with a faded Mail Pouch Tobacco sign painted on its side. The next left took her past an old stone mill churning water from a spring-fed pond. From there, it was straight into the setting sun. Or as straight as the narrow, twisting road allowed.
The more she drove, the more she questioned her one-sided relationship with Tim. Why hadn’t they ever taken day trips to the country? And why had they never enjoyed a picnic in the park, a day at the beach, or a ride through the mountains? Their dates always seemed to be surrounded by people to whom he owed favors, or whose favors he sought. People who’d pat him on the back and tell him how clever he was, or what a good choice he’d made in choosing her for his wife. Then again, assets and liabilities were Tim’s stock in trade. He even made love like an accountant, plodding a predictable path toward that all important bottom line. Passion never entered the picture.
As Sylvie cruised along the winding country road, the forest abruptly closed in on her. Sunlight filtering through the leafy green canopy made driving a dizzying experience, and she instinctively eased up on the gas. Here and there, road kill littered the pavement. A small furry object zipped across her path and then vanished into the woods. Farther ahead, as she rounded a curve, a startled deer bolted from the road. It was the most wildlife she’d seen, dead or alive, since her fifth grade field trip to the Bronx Zoo.
When she finally emerged from the leafy tunnel, a weathered sign tacked to a tree beckoned her to Serendipity House. On impulse, she turned in the direction of the faded arrow. Although stumbling across good fortune on an old country road seemed like a long shot at this point, she was game. For good or ill, she had burned her bridges and had nothing more to lose.
As she traversed the winding lane, dodging potholes the size of bathtubs, Sylvie’s newfound sense of adventure got a practical dose of reality as she envisioned herself dropping into one of the canyons, never to be seen or heard from again. At the top of the hill, the road opened onto a flat stretch of lawn studded with evergreens, maples, and pin oaks. In the center of all this greenery stood a large, white house with a wrap-around porch, its wicker settees and rockers reminiscent of a bygone era. On each end of the porch, ferns and potted ivy cascaded from waist-high pedestals.
A ladder leaned against the three-story house, one wall of which gleamed a pristine white. An empty paint bucket lay nearby. The house’s shutters, removed and scraped in preparation for a fresh coat of paint, rested against the porch railing.
Parked in the open clearing, Sylvie had a breathtaking view of the valley. Straight ahead, the sun was a blinding crimson ball, with rays, like the spokes of a golden chariot racing across the afternoon sky.
Stiff from her long ride, she climbed from her car and headed toward the magnificent vista, wincing as gravel embedded into the soles of her thin sandals. At the crest of the hill, she gazed down over a lake with a wooden raft anchored to its middle, a small sandy beach, a canoe tipped on its side, numerous flower and vegetable patches, and a fence enclosing two horses, one champagne colored, the other chestnut; each had its neck stretched through the fence as far as it would go to get at the succulent sprouts on the other side.
“Oh, please, tell me it’s greener on the other side,” she whispered.
“Can I help you?” a male voice called out to her.
Startled, Sylvie spun around. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to trespass, but I didn’t see anyone when I drove up.”
“I was in the shed out back getting more paint,” the man said. “Are you a guest?”
“Maybe,” she said. “If there’s a vacancy.”
The man brushed a shock of sandy hair from his forehead, the eyes beneath them a warm brown. “There usually is,” he said, chuckling. He wiped his calloused hands on a rag, and then extended one to her. “Welcome to Serendipity House.” He smiled, and Sylvie felt her stress melting like snow in April.
“Come on in and meet the owner,” he said, nodding toward the house. “Violet will never win any awards for congeniality, but don’t let that scare you off. She’s fair and runs a decent place here. Food’s good too.”
“So where am I exactly? New Jersey?”
The handyman looked at her askance. “Hell, no. You overshot Jersey a bit. You’re in the beautiful Pocono Mountains.”
Sylvie’s brow creased. She’d driven from New York through New Jersey and into Pennsylvania? How could she have crossed so many bridges with no memory of it?
The man led her up the steps into the resort’s main hallway. There she detected the faint, musty odor of old wood and wallpaper blended with the unmistakable scent of pine oil.
“Oh, Mrs. Schaefer,” the man said with a tap on the door to her left. “We’ve got a paying customer here.”
“For goodness sake, Bradley, you make it sound like that’s a novelty,” an exasperated voice called back.
“She’ll be out in a minute,” he said. “Violet doesn’t like to be interrupted when her soaps are on.”
“Thank you—Bradley.”
The handyman winced. “Brad. Call me Brad. Violet knows I hate to be called Bradley.”
He left, and Sylvie took the time to study her surroundings. Toward the rear of the reception area she saw a magnificent staircase, its railings buffed to a fine patina from years of wear. Before she could explore further, a thin, unsmiling woman in her mid-seventies appeared.
Sylvie forced a smile. “A single room, please.”
“All our rooms have one large double bed,” the woman snapped. “Two hundred dollars in advance. Meals are extra.”
Sylvie’s eyes widened. With prices like that, no wonder the place had so many vacancies. “I’m sorry,” she said, putting away her credit card. “That’s a bit steep for me.”
The woman’s eyes raked Sylvie’s clothes. “How much did those jeans set you back? No matter, that’s your business. Mine is this place, and I can’t go any lower than two hundred dollars a week.”
“Uh—a week?”
“That’s what I said.”
Sylvie did a quick mental calculation and determined she had enough in her checking account to stay the summer without defaulting on her current obligations. “I’m sorry,” she said, opening her purse again. “I misunderstood.”
The stone-faced woman flipped open a guest book to which Sylvie added her name.
“Sylvia Gardner, New York City,” the innkeeper read. She peered over the counter. “Any luggage?”
Sylvie remembered the lovely set of luggage Tim had given her for their honeymoon trip to Acapulco. She’d packed the largest last night so it would be ready to go immediately following the reception. “Yes. In my car.”
“Meals are promptly at eight, noon, and six, served family style. You’ll need to indicate on the sheet at the end of the counter which meals you’ll be taking with us. Here’s your key. Room six, top of the stairs, turn right.” With that, the dragon-lady returned to her lair to finish watching her soaps.
Left to fend for herself, Sylvie fetched her bag from the car and lugged it up the wide staircase to her room. The accommodations seemed pleasant enough, a bit shabby and outdated, but comfortable with lace panels on the window and a homemade quilt atop a double bed. It wasn’t the poshest establishment she’d ever stayed in. Her mother certainly would have turned up her nose at it. But it was more than adequate for the price. It would be interesting to see what else the inn offered.
Postponing curiosity out of necessity, Sylvie looked around for a bathroom. The first door she tried turned out to be a small closet. Assuming the second door was the bathroom, she flung it open, intruding on a plump, older woman tugging at the zipper on her too-tight sun suit. “Oh, I’m so sorry!”
“No problem,” the woman said in a high, girlish voice. “It’s all yours now. Just give a knock next time.” The woman fluttered her fingers in what Sylvie took to be a wave and then exited through a door on the other side.
Sylvie stared at the door as it closed. Then, despite her full bladder, she risked a laugh. Shared bathrooms? No wonder the rates were so affordable.
After using the bathroom, Sylvie changed into a fresh blouse to go exploring. She’d just stepped off the porch when Brad called down from the top rung of the ladder.
“I see you’re ready for the grand tour.”
She squinted up at him. “Are you volunteering your services as a tour guide?”
“Yeah. I’m due for a break. Just let me clean up a little.” Climbing down, the young maintenance man rinsed out his brush, wiped his hands on a rag, then formally introduced himself. “Brad Sullivan at your service, ma’am.”
Sylvie giggled. “Oh, please. I hope I haven’t reached ma’am status yet.”
“Sorry. Habit.”
“So how long have you worked at the inn, Brad?”
“Oh, let’s see. I started working here part-time in high school. So that makes it about twelve years.”
Walking briskly, he led her down the steep hillside. “Now watch your step,” he warned. “The grass might be slippery from a recent mowing.”
Sylvie stayed to the footpath where she could and took small, baby steps where she couldn’t. Upon reaching the lake, Brad showed her where they kept the fishing gear in case she wanted to catch her dinner. Sylvie peeked in the bait box, recoiling at the small plastic bags filled with squishy things she didn’t want to look at much less touch.
Brad caught the look on her face and laughed. “Not a fisherman, huh? I didn’t think so.”
He nodded toward the makeshift stable, a two-stall contraption constructed of old doors and cinder blocks. Next to that was a grazing pasture with clover and buttercups growing along the edge of a white fence also in need of paint. “How about horseback riding? Are you a rider?” He whistled, and one of the horses trotted over. “Give her a pat,” he urged.
Hesitant, Sylvie reached out. The mare, sensing nervousness, tossed her chestnut mane, and Sylvie drew back. “He’s so much bigger up close.”
“She,” Brad corrected. “And, look, you’re twins. She’s the same color as your hair.”
Sylvie offered up a weak smile. No one had never compared her hair to a horse’s mane before.
Brad continued to scratch the horse’s broad forehead. “Maybe next week, after I finish painting the house, I’ll show you the rest of the property by horseback.”
“Oh, that sounds—interesting.”
“There’s actually over a hundred acres of creeks, hills, fields, and woods. See there, between those trees? There’s a riding path that criss-crosses the entire property. Though with only two horses, it doesn’t get used much. Not that our guests care one way or the other. Most of them are content to sit on the porch and play cards.”
“Speaking of guests, where are they? I’ve been here over an hour and I’ve only seen one woman.”
“Oh, Doreen took them into town to see a movie. That’s a big deal around here. Not too many G-rated movies to choose from.” Noticing the puzzled look on her face, he went on to explain. “Most of our guests are older and frown on four-letter words.”
“And this Doreen you mentioned?”
“Doreen is Violet’s daughter. She must be close to retirement age herself. Comes out every summer to help her mom run the place. And no matter what she does, poor thing can’t seem to please the old bat.”
Sylvie lowered her head in silent commiseration. Her own mother couldn’t be too happy with her right now either. God only knew what kind of scene played out when the limo arrived at the church without the bride.
“Is something wrong?” Brad asked at her sudden silence.
“What? No, everything’s fine.” She turned her attention to the neatly kept garden. “What’s growing over there?” she asked of the pods dripping like tinsel from every branch.
“Peas. I think Doreen will be freezing most of them. Last year we had peas up the wazoo. Everyone was sick of them.”
“Do you eat all your meals here?”
“Only lunch. I have my own place down the road.”
As they trekked back to the house, Sylvie met the chubby woman she’d barged in on earlier. The woman now wore a flowered bathing suit, skirted to hide her dimpled thighs. Wedged around her middle was a fat inner tube.
“Mrs. Pulaski, say hello to Sylvie. She’ll be staying with us for awhile.”
“Hello, dear. My, but it’s nice to have some younger people to visit with,” the woman said in a high, squeaky voice. “I get so tired of listening to the old folks talk about their ailing digestive tracts. I, myself, have never had such problems. Comes from a lifetime of eating the right foods, you know. That’s why I just love this place. All the food is organically grown, you know. And the atmosphere is so tranquil, though I do get weary of talking to myself sometimes. Violet just doesn’t have the business she had when her husband was alive. Not that I was around then. Heavens, no, I was just a young girl at the time, but I hear the old-timers talking about how it used to be, and I—”
“Sorry to interrupt, Mrs. P.,” Brad said, “but if you want to take a dip, you better get going. You know Violet doesn’t like it when guests are late for supper.”
“Oh, my, you’re right. Toodle-oo!”
“Nice to meet you, Mrs. Pulaski, and enjoy your swim,” Sylvie called after her.
“Well, now you’ve met our very own Chatty Cathy,” Brad said, laughing. “A word to the wise though—don’t pull her string if you can help it.”
“I’ll try to remember that,” she said, laughing as well.
“Okay, tour over. Now I better finish painting or the dragon lady will dock my wages.”
“Well, thank you for the tour, Brad. I enjoyed it.” Sylvie watched the young handyman amble off, thinking what a refreshing change he was from Tim. Tim was a man who never met a mirror he didn’t like, checking his appearance more often than a Hollywood starlet. Sylvie was quite certain the only time Brad looked in the mirror was when he shaved.
Exploring on her own, Sylvie went inside, curious to see more of the old building. Directly off the lobby, she peeked into what appeared to be an activity room with several overstuffed chairs and colorful rag rugs set about on wide, oak floorboards. Overhead, wood beams supported the high, vaulted ceiling; and piled on large, round tables were board games of all kinds. Dominating one corner of the room was an upright player piano, its top cluttered with yellowed rolls of music.
Intrigued by the old piano, she ventured in and scanned the titles, “Praise the Lord and Pass the Ammunition!”, “Don’t Sit Under the Apple Tree”, “When Johnny Comes Marching Home.” All vintage pieces. It made her wonder if she’d just signed herself into a retirement home.
She pressed the center white key, and a sound like that of a cow in labor bellowed through the empty room. Wincing, she withdrew her hand. She could only imagine the discord that came out of the ancient upright once the piano rolls were inserted.
“Can you play?” a brittle voice asked.
“Oh, Mrs. Schaefer, you startled me.” She smiled. “No, I can’t play. I did take lessons as a child though, but I never followed through with it.”
“Kids,” the old woman snorted. “They’re all the same.”
“Did your children take lessons too?”
The woman’s eyes narrowed. “I gave my children the best of everything, including piano lessons. And when they got older they abandoned it all, starting with their mother.”
Sylvie didn’t know how to respond. As the child of a domineering woman herself, her first thought was to defend the children. Fearing that might set the stage for continued animosity between her and the innkeeper, she said nothing.
“Play it if you want. No one else does,” Violet Schaeffer said. “I have to finish making supper now. My daughter is supposed to be here, but as usual, she’s nowhere around.”
“If you need help, I’d be glad to—”
“Sorry. I don’t allow guests in the kitchen when I’m cooking,” came the curt reply.
“I understand. Then perhaps you can point me to a phone. I didn’t notice any in my room, and I forgot to bring my cell phone with me.”
Violet pointed to the staircase. “It’s a pay phone, so you’ll need change.”
Sylvie followed the direction of the innkeeper’s bony finger and saw a small cubby tucked under the staircase. In it was a wall phone and a built-in bench. Checking her pockets for change, she found just enough to make a brief call.
Someone picked up on the first ring. “Sylvie? Is that you?” her mother asked breathlessly.
“Yeah, Ma, it’s me.”
“What happened? Where are you? Are you all right?”
“I’m fine, Ma, and nothing happened. I just couldn’t go through with it, that’s all.”
“What!”
“Ma, listen—”
“No, you listen. How could you embarrass me like that in front of all our guests? I spent a fortune on this wedding, and this is how you repay me?”
Sylvie squeezed her eyes shut, wondering if she should even bother to explain. Taking a deep breath, she gave it a go. “I’m sorry, Ma. I really am. I know you like Tim, but I can’t marry a man who has no regard for my feelings and opinions. Not even for you.”
“Don’t give me that crap. Tim is a wonderful man; he’ll make a perfect husband.”
“Ma, I didn’t call to discuss the merits of Tim Endicott as husband material. Lord knows, you have more experience in that department than I do.”
“My marriages have nothing to do with—”
“Look, I don’t want to fight. I just called to let you know I’m okay. Much to your disappointment, I wasn’t kidnapped or murdered. I have to go now, Ma. Tell Crystal and Mia I’ll pay them back for the bridesmaids’ dresses as soon as I can. And give my love to their little ones.”
Before her mother could light into her again, Sylvie hung up. Then, oblivious to the passage of time, she sat in the tiny nook nursing her hurt.
She’d never hung up on her mother before. In fact, she’d never defied her mother at all. Not even in high school when rebellion was expected. If Mom wanted her home by eleven, she made sure she was home by eleven. If Mom said she had to pay for her own prom gown, she used money earned from babysitting. She’d always been the perfect daughter—until now.
Sylvie blinked back the tears gathering in her eyes. Outside her little cubby, she heard tires crunching on gravel, doors thudding shut, and feet thundering overhead as the other guests returned from their outing. But it wasn’t until she heard the clinking of forks against plates that she snapped out of her pity party.
Supper! She was late for supper!
CHAPTER TWO
All eyes turned on Sylvie as she entered the dining room. Two elderly men jumped up and introduced themselves as Sheldon and Elliot Stein; each offered his seat. Sylvie took one, and the men slid down one place.
“Hello, Sylvie, we’re very glad—,” one said.
“—to make your acquaintance,” the other finished.
The brothers, Sylvie noticed, were complete opposites. Where Sheldon was short, bald, and chunky, Elliot was tall and thin, with black hair that appeared suspiciously like a small rug perched on his head. Sheldon wore glasses with thick, heavy lenses, while Elliot, Sylvie presumed, was more vain, donning his horn rims only when he desperately needed to see what was on his plate.
Sylvie forced a wan smile, then turned to the white-haired couple across from her, also up in age. “Nice to meet you, dear,” the apple-cheeked woman said. “I’m Edna Wooten and this is my husband, Homer.”
Homer put his arm around Edna and gave her a squeeze. “We’re newlyweds.”
“How wonderful,” Sylvie said. “Congratulations.”
“Aren’t you sweet. Thank you, dear,” Edna said. “And I know you’ll enjoy your stay here. Most of us arrive around the end of May and stay till the end of October. And we just love it. It’s so peaceful and quiet sometimes you can actually hear the grass grow.”
Sylvie smiled at the woman’s description, then turned her attention on the others present. The chatty Mrs. Pulaski held down one end of the table, while Violet Schaefer, regal and silent, kept order at the other end. Directly opposite Sylvie, when she wasn’t skittering to and from the kitchen, sat the unappreciated Doreen, a gentler version of Violet with salt and pepper hair framing a round face.
After dining on fried chicken, potatoes and gravy, fresh peas, and strawberry pie, everyone but the innkeeper and her daughter retired to the game room. Mrs. Pulaski chatted with the Wootens, who couldn’t keep their hands off each other; the Stein brothers politely disagreed over a chess match carried over from the night before; and Sylvie shuffled through a stack of outdated periodicals, finally settling on a People magazine only two months old.
After an hour of light banter and even lighter reading, she headed toward the kitchen for a glass of water. As she neared, she overheard Violet and Doreen bickering.
“Mom, you didn’t have to bake today,” the younger woman said. “I told you I’d pick up bread in town.”
“You did not,” Violet said. “I didn’t even know you were leaving. I turned around and everyone was gone.”
“I told you at breakfast.”
“Don’t you think I’d remember if you did?”
Sylvie heard a long, drawn out sigh. Then, “Okay, Mom, maybe I didn’t. I’m sorry.”
With her own mother-daughter problems too fresh in her mind, Sylvie returned to the game room without her water. By nine-thirty the Wootens and the Stein brothers had gone to bed. Only Mrs. Pulaski stayed behind, bending Sylvie’s ear until she ran out of steam and also went to bed. At ten-thirty, after learning more than she ever cared to know about the secret lives of celebrities, Sylvie did the same.
Snuggled under the cozy quilt, waiting for sleep to obliterate the memory of the past twelve hours, Sylvie felt more alone than ever. This was supposed to be her wedding night. Instead, she slept alone, holed up in a shabby resort with a couple of horny septuagenarians, Mutt and his brother Jeff, a magpie, and a mother-daughter combo that mirrored her own dysfunctional family.
* * *
Alexander Clemenceau stuffed another pair of socks in a corner of his bag. Although he normally tackled each new case with enthusiasm, his heart simply wasn’t in this one. Had it been a runaway kid, or a philandering spouse—fine. But chasing down a bride who’d literally left her groom at the altar hit too close to home. Besides, after meeting his obnoxious client, he didn’t blame the woman for taking off.
“The bitch stole something from me,” the man had said right off the bat. “And I want it back.”
“What’s that, sir?”
“You don’t need to know that. Just find her for me.”
“Yes, sir. I’ll try my best.”
“I’m not paying you to try. I want results and I’m paying well to get them. If you don’t think you can find the little bitch, get out of my office now.”
Alex knew he could do the job. Nonetheless, because of the way the man treated people he deemed beneath him, he’d considered walking out then and there. Despite his misgivings, however, he’d taken the case because the payoff promised to be a handsome one. Not that a rookie private eye always earned that much. Some months he barely cleared enough to pay the rent and make his car payment. He could’ve opted for a cheaper office and a less expensive car. But he believed the illusion of success would attract the right clientele. No one but working stiffs with limited resources would hire an ex-cop operating out of a rundown storefront. Locating his office in the Upper East Side gave him respectability.
So far the strategy seemed to be working. Accountable to no one but his affluent clients, he no longer had to deal with murders, mayhem, and unsavory characters on a daily basis. More importantly, he slept better, having distanced himself from the graft and corruption so prevalent among the more jaded members of law enforcement.
As a former beat cop with the Hoboken police department, Alex had witnessed a few of his comrades’ shift from cop to criminal. Although he couldn’t condone their actions, he couldn’t condemn them either. And he certainly couldn’t rat on them without incurring the wrath of the entire department for shining a spotlight on their shame.
Unable to reconcile his moral dilemma, he’d put the whole ten years behind him. Dreams die hard, but tarnished dreams die easier. His only regret was not making the break sooner. Had he done so, he might have been able to salvage his crumbling relationship with Mandie.
Alex reviewed what he had on his current quarry one last time. His contacts at the police department had obtained the woman’s current credit card transactions, so he had a good idea where she was hiding out. Armed with the necessary data, he tucked the folder in his briefcase and set off to find the wayward bride. He was merging onto Interstate 80 when he remembered he didn’t tell his grandmother he was going out of town for a few days. Flipping open his cell phone, he punched in the number where she worked part-time as a cleaning lady.
“Alex, what’s wrong?” she cried as soon as she heard his voice. “Are you hurt?”
“No, Gran, I’m fine. I’m not on the force anymore. Remember? So stop worrying about someone taking a potshot at me.”
“Oh,” she said with a relieved sigh. “That’s right.”
“So how’re you feeling? And don’t automatically say ‘fine’. I want the truth.”
Up in years, Angela Tanner had been the only one to come forward when her daughter, Alex’s widowed mother, passed away unexpectedly. His brothers and sisters by their mother’s first marriage had already flown the coop, coming back briefly to cry at their mother’s funeral. After the services, they’d rummaged through her rented home and confiscated anything of value. Mementoes they called them. Even at the tender age of eight, Alex knew they were nothing but a pack of thieves. They left with their spoils, and he never laid eyes on them again.
“Gran, I’ll be away on a case, so don’t worry if you don’t hear from me for awhile. But if there’s a problem and you need me, call. Okay? And quit that damn job. It’s time for me take care of you.”
“I’ll think about it.”
“You do that.”
“I said I will. Now go do your job and don’t worry about me.”
Aware that Gran’s working was a sore point between them, Alex ended the call. But it didn’t stop him from worrying. What if she needed help and wasn’t able to get to a phone? She could fall down the stairs or have a heart attack, and he wouldn’t know until it was too late. She’d already been advised to take it easy because of a weak heart and advanced arthritis. Thank God she had friends and neighbors who looked in on her. Even Mandie stopped by just to chat or see if she needed anything. Which was both comforting and humiliating, considering the woman had dumped him for his best friend.
Pushing his anxiety aside, Alex raced down the highway, eager to confirm the whereabouts of the runaway bride and get back to the city.
* * *
By the end of her first week at Serendipity House, Sylvie had lounged in the sun with the honeymooners, floated in an inner tube with Mrs. Pulaski, and held her own in a game of checkers with Sheldon. Although she’d learned how to play chess from her mother’s third husband, she hadn’t played in years and didn’t want to embarrass herself by challenging the brothers to a match. All in all, she hadn’t felt this relaxed in ages.
Today she was picking peas with Doreen.
“Why is it,” Doreen mused, “that no matter how many times you go through a row, there’s always some you miss? Where do the little buggers hide the first time around?”
Laughing, Sylvie reached deep into a bush and snapped off a pod. In the short time she’d been there, she’d developed a special rapport with Doreen, a woman incapable of harboring a bad thought about anyone. As the oldest of Violet Schaefer’s six children and the only daughter, Doreen had been elected by her brothers to help run the inn during the busy summer season.
“Mom’s not the easiest person to get along with,” Doreen explained. “It’s all I can do to get my kids and grandkids to come out and visit. She gets so nasty, sometimes I wonder if aliens haven’t snatched her away and left this bitter old woman in her place.”
Sylvie gave her friend a sad smile. Someday she and Doreen would have to compare horror stories.
After packing most of the peas for the freezer, Sylvie settled on the porch with a book she’d brought along. Aware that she’d probably see no fireworks on her honeymoon, she’d tucked a spicy romance in her suitcase for much needed foreplay. Spotting Brad with a flat of geraniums, she set the book aside and offered to help plant them. She’d always loved geraniums and had pots of them on her balcony in the city. Brad accepted her offer, and together they arranged the blooms in the shrubbery bed adjoining the porch.
Just as they placed the last two plants in the ground, a silver BMW rolled to a stop a few feet away. The driver surveyed the house, now painted a gleaming white with crisp black shutters, and then stepped from his automobile.
Brad’s eyebrows rose. “Looks like we’re starting to get a classier clientele,” he said, nodding toward the man.
No longer concerned about the condition of her nails, Sylvie tamped her plant into the earth, then took a closer look. With his silk shirt, Gucci loafers, and expensive car, the man did seem out of place.
“Good morning,” he said with an odd accent. “Lovely flowers, geraniums. Reminds me of home.”
Sylvie smiled in agreement. “Yes, they’re one of my favorites too.”
“So,” he said, adjusting his cuffs. “Do we have any vacancies today?”
Brad nodded. “Inside and to your left. Just knock on the office door.”
Brad waited until the man went inside, then turned to Sylvie. “Sounds like a limey to me.”
Sylvie shrugged. “I don’t know. I can’t quite place the accent. He sounds like a cross between Noel Coward and Maurice Chevalier.”
Brad’s brow wrinkled. “Who?”
“Before your time,” she said, laughing. “And mine.”
Five minutes later, the man returned to his car for his briefcase and bag. On his way back, he introduced himself. “Alex Clemenceau here. And you?”
Sylvie looked at his outstretched hand. Not wanting to appear rude, she wiped her soiled hands on her jeans before clasping it. “Sylvie Gardner.”
“Sylvie. My pleasure,” he said, holding her hand longer than necessary. She pulled it away, and he turned to Brad. “And you must be Bradley, the handyman.”
Brad scowled at the formal use of his name. “Yeah. Pleased to meet your acquaintance, guv’ner.”
Sylvie noticed the men sizing each other up. Unlike Brad with his craggy, outdoor looks, Alex was lean, with thick black hair, wide blue eyes, and a deep cleft in his chin. By rights he shouldn’t have been as attractive as his individual features warranted. In all, he presented the picture of a sleek, black panther, as dangerous as he was handsome.
“Well, enjoy your stay, Alex,” she said, breaking the standoff. “I think you’ll find it restful here. Lord knows, I have.”
“Thank you,” he said, disappearing inside.
Sylvie stared after him, thinking it odd that a man many years shy of retirement would want to spend his vacation with a bunch of old folks. Then again, who was she to talk?
“Well, we must have been wrong about the accent,” she said, turning to Brad. “The name definitely sounds French to me.”
“Whatever,” Brad muttered. “Wait till Mr. Bigshot finds out there’s no room service.”
“Never mind that.” Sylvie giggled. “Wait till he finds out we share toilets.”
* * *
Alex surveyed the sparse room, checked the locks on the doors and windows, and decided, for a building that housed strangers from all over the country, the place was far from secure. A five-year-old could break into these rooms. Although he would’ve preferred nicer accommodations—room service, maybe a mini-bar and a TV—this would do in a pinch. Since opening his own detective agency two years earlier, he’d become accustomed to ritzier digs while on a case.
Testing the bed, he found it clean and comfortable, topped by a thin quilt that had been through the washer a few too many times. He leaned back on his arms and scrutinized the room, wondering whatever possessed him to check in. He’d already located the woman. All he had to do was report back and collect his fee. And where did that stupid accent come from? He’d been trying to sound French, but what spilled out sounded more like a mongrelized version of a British lord. Laughable in more refined circles, clearly passable in these.
Having assessed the entire room in less than a minute, Alex leaned against the windowsill and perused his bucolic surroundings. The only thing missing from Mayberry was a man and boy in bib overalls with fishing poles slung over their shoulders. Cocking his head to one side, he listened, half-expecting to hear whistling in the distance.
* * *
With new blood at the table that evening, questions flew at Alex faster than balls in a batting cage. Temporarily forgotten, Sylvie listened with only half an ear, glad someone else occupied the hot seat tonight. To his credit, the new guy weathered the siege with aplomb, saying that he worked for an international company and had discovered the quaint inn purely by chance.
Sylvie paid little mind. Whether the man worked with his hands or his brain made little difference to her. Though she had to admit, he intrigued her.
Dressed informally in a T-shirt and jeans, he didn’t seem at all the dapper gentleman who’d checked in earlier. But no matter the dress, he was still a panther.
“So how about it, Sylvie?”
With a start, Sylvie realized the panther had posed a question to her. She looked around the dinner table. “I’m sorry,” she said, embarrassed to find everyone waiting on her answer.
“I asked if I might engage you in a board game this evening.”
“Thank you, but I think I’m just going to watch a little TV, then go to bed,” she said to the disappointment of fellow diners.
Undaunted, Alex turned to Mrs. Pulaski. “What about you, Mrs. Pulaski?”
“Why I’d be delighted to play with you, Alex.” The plump woman giggled. Then she giggled again at her unintentional double entendre.
Later that evening, as the Stein brothers mulled over their chess moves, and Alex and Mrs. Pulaski played Monopoly, Sylvie curled up on the couch to watch Wheel of Fortune with the Wootens who couldn’t resist yelling at the contestants on the screen.
“No, no, you dummy,” Homer scolded. “Don’t waste money on a vowel. Pick a T, a T!”
Her mind wandered to Brad, and she wondered how he spent his evenings and why he didn’t live at the inn. It’s not like there was a shortage of rooms. Did he eat supper alone? Or was there a woman in his life?
At the game table, Mrs. Pulaski crowed. “Park Place, yippee. I’ll buy it.”
Alex groaned in mock dismay. “Mrs. Pulaski, you’re simply too shrewd for me.”
Violet Schaefer, looking more haggard than usual, dropped into a chair next to Sylvie. “Well, the kitchen’s cleaned up, the table’s set for breakfast, and tomorrow it starts all over again.”
“You really should hire some help,” Sylvie suggested.
“I do have help. At least I did until the silly girl went and got herself pregnant.”
“Then perhaps you should consider—”
“Do you young people have an answer for everything?” the surly innkeeper snorted. “Well, young lady, I’d need to get a lot more money out of this place before I could even think of hiring the kind of help I need.”
Sylvie’s face flushed, and she considered slinking off to her room early. But something, a latent streak of rebellion perhaps, or her resurrected pride, held her fast.
“Mrs. Schaefer,” she said in a voice that carried well beyond their little corner of the room. “Far be it for me to tell you what to do. But if you checked with other resorts around here, you’d find that your rates are well below the norm. Maybe if you raised them and did a little advertising, you could afford decent help. Then maybe you wouldn’t be so—so—,” The word crabby came to mind; Sylvie settled on “—tired.”
In her indignation, she didn’t realize she’d drowned out Pat and Vanna until she looked around and found all eyes focused on her.
Suddenly support came from an unlikely source. “Actually, she’s right about that, Mrs. Schaeffer,” Alex said. “You really should think about restructuring your rates.”
A collective gasp traveled through the room, to which he quickly added, “Though a discount for frequent guests would be appreciated, I’m sure.”
Sylvie glared at Alex for inserting his two cents. She wanted to tell him to butt out, that this was her fight, and she’d fight it alone. But she just wasn’t up to taking him on too.
When the crusty innkeeper finally found her voice, it was cool. “I’ll consider that, Mr. Clemenceau. Thank you for your input.” She turned to Sylvie, grudgingly adding, “And yours.”
After the brief hubbub died down, Sylvie excused herself and went out on the porch to clear her head. Why had she reacted so strongly? She had no stake in the business and didn’t really care how the old biddy ran the inn.
Night descended early in the mountains, and Sylvie soon found herself sitting in the dark. Mosquitoes came out in force, and she thought about going inside. Deciding to tough it out, she slapped and swatted for over an hour, loath to lock horns with Violet Schaeffer twice in one night. She waited until she heard Violet go to bed, and then snuck up to her own room.
* * *
The next morning, keeping the promise he made on her first day at the inn, Brad helped Sylvie mount a huge mass of horse flesh. The animal whinnied and snorted, and he quieted her with a pat. “Be good now, Polly. Sylvie’s a greenhorn.” To Sylvie, he said, “Just relax and enjoy the ride. This old girl knows the way.” Then he climbed on the other horse and led her out of the pasture.
Sylvie clutched at the reins as the horse trotted off, unsure how a person could relax without sliding out of the saddle. At the top of the hill, the trail meandered through a wooded area, and the air grew noticeably cooler. The scent of rich, dark humus under a blanket of decomposing vegetation gave her a heady feeling.
Brad turned to her with a grin. “There’s a treat in store coming up. I think you’ll find it’s worth the ride.”
Sylvie couldn’t imagine anything more beautiful than the wooded enclave through which they rode. It was almost as if Mother Nature deliberately kept her best work hidden from view.
When they finally burst into sunlight, the scene was nothing short of spectacular. Perched on a hillside, seemingly at the edge of the world, Sylvie was speechless. In the distance, overlapping hills in various hues of green and lavender created a mosaic of nature’s cleavage. The air hummed with life as bees, birds, and butterflies flitted from one scented blossom to another as they propagated the next generation of wildflowers.
Brad helped her dismount and together they gazed out over the valley. Planted knee deep in wildflowers, Sylvie watched as a butterfly kissed a purple blossom, and then floated away on the summer breeze. Nearby, chipmunks chattered as they gathered food for the lean months ahead. Her senses alive, Sylvie dropped to the soft, green carpet and turned her face toward the sky. Brad joined her.
As they lay on the breast of Mother Earth, a picture show of clouds passed overhead, morphing from people to animals, and then back to people. Sylvie thought one formation resembled George Washington; Brad thought it was an exact likeness of George Bush.
Twenty minutes later, having identified a score of famous faces, Sylvie suggested they return to the inn. “I wouldn’t want you to get in trouble because of me,” she said, rising to her feet.
Unsteady on the sloping hillside, she tottered. When Brad reached out to steady her, she laughed at her clumsiness and grabbed hold of him for support. He pulled her close to keep her from falling, and her laugh dwindled. Excited by his raw, earthy scent, she raised her eyes, surprised and delighted to see something she had never seen on Tim’s face. Desire.
He lowered his head as if to kiss her, and she closed her eyes in sweet anticipation. Then, in keeping with her newfound independence, she did something completely out of character: she kissed him, adding the whipped topping to her strawberry shortcake morning.
Before she had a chance to savor the moment, however, he broke away. He cleared his throat, and then said, “We should go now.” He turned her toward her horse and cupped his hands to receive her foot.
Embarrassed by her action and his non-action, Sylvie mounted her horse. Judging by the interest he seemed to have shown in her, she thought he would’ve been a little more receptive to her impulsive gesture.
For reasons Sylvie couldn’t explain, the ride back, though just as scenic, didn’t elicit the same awe as the trek out. They’d no sooner arrived back at the inn when she spotted Alex poised for a dive off the raft. An instant later, he sliced through the water, cleanly, athletically. Surfacing, he shook the water from his hair before climbing back on the platform for a repeat performance.
Unwilling to give him the satisfaction of an audience, Sylvie slid off her horse without waiting for assistance. “I really enjoyed today, Brad,” she said, masking her disappointment with a smile. “I hope we can do it again sometime.”
Brad kicked at the ground with the toe of his boot. “Sylvie, there’s something I have to tell—”
“Yoo-hoo, Sylvie,” Mrs. Pulaski shouted. “I’ve been looking all over for you. Where have you been, girl?”
Brad took the horses’ reins. “I’ll catch you later,” he said, leading the horses back to the stable.
“Mrs. Pulaski,” Sylvie said. “I just had the most wonderful experience. Have you ever gone riding?”
The portly woman laughed. “Good Lord, no. Do you want both the horse and me to have a heart attack?” she said, poking fun at her ample girth. “No, Lordy, not for me. I keep these tree trunks rooted in good old terra firma.”
Sylvie tried not to laugh. “So what did you want to see me about?”
“I’m planning Cindy’s shower, and I thought you might like to help.”
“Cindy? I don’t believe I’ve met her.”
“Oh, you must have. Brad’s Cindy? She’s such a dear, little thing, I’m sure you’d remember if you met her.”
Sylvie’s smile faded. “Is this a bridal shower?”
“Oh, no. Brad and Cindy are already married. We’re throwing a baby shower.”
CHAPTER THREE
After folding, tying, stretching, and fluffing three boxes of pink and blue tissues into roses, Sylvie had lost all feeling in her fingers. Needing a break, she poured herself a glass of lemonade and dropped into a cushiony rocker on the front porch. In the distance thunder rumbled, and heat rose in ripples off the sun-baked earth. But it was not the prolonged heat wave that bothered her. It was allowing herself to think, even for a minute, that Brad might be interested in her. Was it the way he smiled at her, the way he always had time for her, no matter how busy he was? Or was the interest she saw in his eyes merely a reflection of her own pathetic need? The result of a mother who’d always given the impression that her oldest daughter wasn’t pretty enough, or thin enough, or outgoing enough.
Hoping to clear her head and restore circulation to her limbs, Sylvie finished her drink and went for a walk. Seeing the grounds by horseback had whetted her appetite for more, though on her own two feet this time. But when she reached the grassy hillside at the end of the riding path, she found Alex in her spot. She turned to leave, but her sudden movement snapped a twig underfoot, alerting him to her presence. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude,” she said when he turned.
“Nonsense. You’re not intruding. I was just enjoying the view when a groundhog appeared on the opposite hill. Come, join me.” He patted the ground next to him.
Sylvie reluctantly lowered herself to the grass. She didn’t like sharing her special spot with anyone else, least of all a stuffy Frenchman with a ridiculous British accent. “I’m surprised you even know what a groundhog looks like,” she said in a cool voice. “Are you sure it wasn’t a rabbit?”
He looked at her sideways. “Do I sense a bit of hostility here?”
“I just meant that I didn’t think there were any groundhogs where you come from.”
“And where do you think I come from?”
“To be truthful, I never really give you much thought,” she said, plucking at the grass.
He winced. “Oh, woman, you wound me deeply.”
She shrugged, unconcerned if she offended.
A brief silence ensued. Then, as if reading her thoughts, he said, “You really don’t care, do you? Oh, it’s okay, of course, but most people are curious. I just thought you might be also.”
Sylvie didn’t feel the need to respond. If her thoughts were coming through loud and clear, why bother? Suddenly, out of the blue, he said, “You didn’t know he was married, did you?”
Caught off-guard, she fumbled for an answer. “I—I—who?”
“Your friend. The handyman.”
Unwilling to be drawn into a discussion of her pitiful love life, Sylvie turned her attention back to the hill on the other side of the valley. “So where did that groundhog go?”
“Back to her den to make babies, I imagine.” He laughed. “It is the season for that, is it not?”
She glared at him, unable to hide her irritation. “And what is that supposed to mean?”
“Ah-ha, then I was right. It does trouble you that your friend, the handyman, is married and about to become a father.”
“No, it doesn’t. And how dare you presume to know so much about me?”
“Then you already knew he was married when you made a play for him?”
“What! I never made a play for him.”
“Oh, come on. I saw you making eyes at him all the time.”
“We’re friends. That’s it.” For an instant she was tempted to wipe the smirk off his face with a well-placed fist. But rebellion was still new to her, and outright violence was even more foreign. So she clamped her mouth shut, refusing to provide him with any more ammunition to lob at her.
“Ah, love,” he sighed melodramatically. “It certainly does humble a body. But if it’s any consolation, I think Brad and Cindy had to get married.”
“How do you know that?”
“I overheard a few of the ladies whispering about it. It seems the young Sullivans are about to have one of those famous, nine-pound preemies.”
“Okay, that does it,” she said, rising. “If you think I’m going to sit here and gossip with you, you’re dead wrong.”
Grinning, Alex reached for her hand. “Oh, sit down, love. I admit I’ve been pushing your buttons. But that’s out of my system now. Stay and enjoy the view.”
Although she’d prefer to enjoy the view alone, Sylvie sat down again. “You can be awfully annoying,” she said, still simmering.
“Ah, but isn’t that better than being a bloody bore?”
Rational thought returned, and Sylvie decided the only way to keep Alex from invading her privacy was to invade his. “So what really brought you to Serendipity House?” she asked. “Aside from the board games and stimulating conversation, of course.”
“Oh, the price, the amenities, the scenery.”
“Amenities?” She laughed. “You’ve got to be kidding.”
“Okay, you found me out,” he said, grinning. “The truth is I’m here to scout out the real estate market. Though I hope you’ll keep that under your hat for the time being.”
Sylvie’s disdain grew. “You business types are all alike. You can’t even go on vacation without those wheels spinning, wondering how to make a buck out of everything.”
“Hmm,” he said. “I think you’re confusing me with someone else. And while we’re on the subject, why are you here? Shouldn’t you be off sunning your pretty little bottom in Acapulco?”
Her eyes narrowed. “What do you know about Acapulco?”
“Uh, I know it’s a lovely, little resort town in Mexico,” he answered smartly.
“That’s not what I meant. Who told you about Acapulco?”
“No one. Why? Does it have some significance to you?”
“Of course not. I just wondered why you would mention it.”
“So what do you say? Can we be friends? I’m really a fun chap when you get to know me. How about dinner and the cinema some evening?”
“Oh, knock it off, Alex. You don’t fool me one bit with that phony accent.”
“What makes you think it’s phony? I admit my name is French, but I was raised in England. Cambridge, in fact.”
“Okay, quick. Is Cambridge north or south of London?”
“North. Am I right?”
“Don’t you know?”
“Of course. It’s north. So what about that cinema?”
Annoyed because she hadn’t tripped him with her question, Sylvie crossed her arms and stared him down. “You’re very forward.”
“I take that as a no. Very well. But I want you to know I’m not the cold fish you seem to think I am. I really do have a heart of gold in this iron chest of mine.” He thumped his chest then faked a rheumy cough.
Despite her irritation, Sylvie cracked a smile. “I should go. I still have a ton of paper roses to make, and whether I like it or not, I did promise to help.”
“Wait,” he said, rising with her. “How about a real flower for milady?”
To her surprise, he picked a wildflower and threaded it through her hair. When his hand lingered longer than she thought necessary, she knocked it away. Then, confused by the gesture and embarrassed by her reaction, she took off through the woods, not stopping until she reached the inn. What kind of man was this Alexander Clemenceau, mocking one minute, charming the next?
* * *
Alex pondered his return to the city. He’d accomplished his mission, had a few days of loafing at the client’s expense, and now it was time to start earning his living again. He still didn’t know why Sylvie Gardner had left her stuffy bridegroom at the altar. What’s more, he didn’t care. From the looks of things, maybe she had a secret thing going on with the handyman. At any rate, it was her business. The woman was smart and pretty, and if she wanted to pine away for a married man, it was none of his concern. His interests were better served by one-night stands. No involvement, no commitment, nothing he couldn’t walk away from. And nothing that would break his heart.
* * *
Sylvie batted at the paper clouds suspended from the game room ceiling. She wanted to meet Brad’s wife like she wanted to have a wisdom tooth extracted—without Novocaine.
The guests arrived, and she checked her appearance in the hall mirror. Because the night was warm, she’d loosely gathered her dark hair in a saucy, off-center pony tail. Her choice of clothing had taken greater deliberation. Knowing Cindy would be shaped like a balloon, she chose a pair of low-rider jeans and a form-fitting tank top, aware the outfit showed off her figure to maximum advantage. She knew it was childish and self-serving of her. But, tonight, her self-esteem needed the extra boost.
Wanting to keep busy, she passed a tray of drinks around the room. When she realized no one had set out the chips and dips she went to the kitchen to get them. “Violet, where are the munchies?”
Violet Schaefer, hunched over the sink, mumbled an inaudible reply.
“Violet, are you all right?”
“I’m fine,” Violet answered in a breathy voice. “Just a little woozy.”
“I’ll get Doreen.”
“No! Just help me to my room. I don’t want her to know.”
“But—”
“No!”
Sylvie helped the ailing woman to her room, located just off the kitchen, and then returned to the party with the snacks. Disregarding Violet’s wishes, she found Doreen and told her about her mother’s condition. “But don’t say I told you,” she whispered. “She’s not that fond of me as it is.”
“Mama’s not all that fond of anyone,” Doreen whispered back.
Doreen was about to check on her mother when the guest of honor arrived. When the unsuspecting mother-to-be realized the gathering was in her honor, her large blue eyes sparkled.
Feeling like an aging dowager, Sylvie studied the young girl as she accepted the good wishes of friends. No more than thirty years of age, with hair the color of unripe corn silk, Cindy Sullivan looked as though she could’ve stepped off a box of corn flakes.
“Congratulations,” Sylvie said when introduced. “When are you due?”
Cindy cradled her belly. “Not soon enough, I’m afraid.” The other women groaned in appreciation, and Cindy moved on to the next well-wisher.
From the corner of her eye, Sylvie saw Doreen slip from the room. Concerned, she followed.
“Mom,” Doreen said, poking her head in her mother’s darkened room. “What’s wrong, Mom? Are you sick?”
“A lot you care,” the ill woman snapped. “I could be lying here dead, and you’d be out there partying.”
Sylvie did a slow burn for Doreen. The bedroom door closed and, reluctant to press her ear against it, Sylvie returned to the party just as Cindy opened her first gift. Since an ultrasound hadn’t been able to determine the baby’s sex, most of the gifts were in neutral shades of green or yellow. A few of the older women, however, were more certain, determining the baby’s sex by how Cindy carried her baby. The consensus—a girl.
By the end of the evening, much as Sylvie tried, she couldn’t find a single flaw in Brad’s pretty, young wife; the girl didn’t even have a pimple. Her porcelain complexion glowed as she laughed and chatted with women more than twice her age.
When the partiers began playing silly shower games, Sylvie ducked outside. She saw the bright tips of the Stein brothers’ cigars swirling through the dark during an animated conversation with the father-to-be, and she headed in the opposite direction.
Upon reaching the lake, she kicked off her sandals and dipped her toes in the water.
“Going for a moonlight swim?”
Wheeling around, she saw Alex sitting on a small log bench. “Why aren’t you with the other men?” she asked, annoyed that he hadn’t made his presence known sooner.
“Oh, the lake looked so romantic with moonbeams dancing over its glassy surface, I couldn’t resist it.”
“It is pretty,” she said, ignoring his reference to romance.
“The festivities over already?”
“Not quite.”
“Cindy seems like a lovely lass.”
She shrugged. “I suppose.”
“Does that surprise you?”
“If you must know, yes,” she said, irked by his prying. “But only because I had a different picture of her in my mind.”
“My, you’re touchy. I would think you’d be glad she’s so homespun. I think they make a perfect couple. Sort of like Jethro Bodine and Elly May Clampett.”
“Jethro and Elly May were cousins.”
“Well, you know what they say about mountain folk.”
She gasped. “I can’t believe you said that.”
“Crikey, it was a joke. Where’s your sense of humor, girl?”
In no mood for levity, Sylvie dug her heels into the sand. “Okay, let’s get a few things straight, mister. First, I’m not a girl, I’m a woman. Second, there was never anything between me and Brad. Third, even if there was, it’s none of your damn business. Fourth, you’re obnoxious and I can’t wait for you to go back to your fancy penthouse or wherever the hell you come from.”
He laughed, a provocative chuckle that lingered deep in his throat long after the laugh ended.
“Stop that! I don’t begrudge Cindy the right to be happy.”
“But you are a little envious.”
“Why should I envy her? I could be married right now if I wanted to, but I choose to do other things with my life,” she said grandly.
“Oh? Like what?” He raised his eyes in a questioning manner.
“I’ll have you know I’m a very good accountant. I used to work for a major firm in the city.”
“And what do you do now?”
She hesitated. “I—I’m presently between jobs.”
“So what do you have against being a wife and mother?” He stretched his legs and crossed his arms, as if settling in for a long discussion.
“Nothing. I just don’t think I need a man to validate my worth.”
He groaned. “Now you sound like a goddamn women’s libber. I suppose you burn bras and picket too?”
“For your information, bra burning isn’t done anymore,” she said in a voice dripping with disdain. “And the term women’s libber has been updated to feminist.”
“Then you’re not against apple pie and motherhood and all that?”
“Of course not. I just don’t want to live in someone else’s shadow.” She crossed her arms and stared him down. “I also want more than the proverbial white picket fence and 2.3 children or whatever that figure is. But I don’t expect you to understand that.”
His teasing expression turned sober. “If you’re so capable and confident, then why aren’t you out there pursuing your dreams instead of hiding away here in Mayberry, R.F.D.?”
Sylvie thought about that. What was she doing there? She was a competent, intelligent woman. She didn’t need anyone—mother or husband—telling her what she could or couldn’t do. She’d never thought about it before because no one had ever challenged her—she just did what was expected of her. Now that she had verbalized her true feelings, it was almost liberating.
And though Alex was exactly the sort of man she despised—arrogant, opinionated, and insufferable—he’d forced her to focus on the real issue, finding her backbone and getting on with her life.
Still, something about him made her want to run the other way. He knew too much about her, how she felt, how she loved, and how she could be hurt.
“I think I hear people leaving now,” she said. “I should go back and say goodbye.”
“I’ll join you,” he said, following.
Back at the house, Brad and Cindy were packing their car with gifts. “Oh, Sylvie thank you so much for the sleeper set,” Cindy said. “It’s adorable.”
Before Sylvie could say, “You’re welcome,” Cindy gave her a big hug.
Behind his wife, studying his feet, Brad mumbled, “Yeah, thanks, Sylvie. Appreciate it.”
Wearing a silly smile, Sylvie waved the young couple off.
The car’s taillights grew smaller, and Alex tugged at her still wagging arm. “Jolly, good sport, old girl.”
Sylvie quickly ditched the smile and stiff upper lip. “Oh—shove it, Alex!” Then she stormed in the house, angry with herself for not being able to think of a wittier comeback.
CHAPTER FOUR
On his first day back in the office, Alex faced a conundrum. Exactly where did his loyalties lie? With a woman he barely knew? Or the man with whom he had a contract? He stared at the folder on his desk, remembering how good it felt with nothing to do but sit on a hillside and watch grass grow. On impulse, he peered out his office window. Hell, he couldn’t even see the ground much less grass.
He opened the folder and studied Sylvie Gardner’s picture, curious as to why Endicott was so set on finding her when she obviously didn’t want to be found. She hadn’t broken any laws that he knew of. Although Endicott claimed she’d stolen from him, Alex didn’t believe that for a second. Unless stealing the man’s heart was a crime, which he doubted. Endicott had to have a heart for it to be stolen. No, the woman had simply changed her mind, no crime there. And after meeting the pompous Tim Endicott, he didn’t blame her one bit.
Alex thought about saying he’d hit a dead end. But he’d already accepted a retainer, which made that course of action unethical. Like it or not, he had a moral and legal obligation to report his findings. Grimacing, he reached for the phone.
“Did you find the little bitch?” Endicott snapped the moment Alex announced himself.
Alex thought about his plans for the remainder of his fee. He’d promised Gran a nice vacation once his agency was on sound footing; Endicott’s money would go a long way toward achieving that goal. Without it, he was looking at another six months of robbing Peter to pay Paul. Or, to be more precise, robbing VISA to pay MasterCard.
Fingering Sylvie’s photo, he recalled the look on her face when he stuck a flower in her hair. She reacted as if she’d never experienced a man’s gentle touch before—a damn shame if that were true. Now he was about to reveal her whereabouts to some ass who’d probably make her life a living hell.
Without further thought, Alex snapped the folder shut. “Sorry, Mr. Endicott,” he said. “It seems the woman’s dropped off the face of the earth.” Then he hung up, leaned back in his chair, and heaved a sigh. Gran wouldn’t mind waiting a little longer for that vacation.
* * *
The inn received four more guests the following week, leaving only two of the inn’s ten guest rooms vacant. The first two guests were a wealthy couple from Philadelphia; the third, a minister from Canada; and the fourth, a short, squat man from New York City. The only one Sylvie felt comfortable with was the clergyman. The couple from Philly, who now occupied Alex’s former room, were too haughty for her taste; the man from New York needed a lesson on manners.
She was relaxing on the porch between lunch and supper when a roll of thunder echoed across the mountaintops. Overhead, puffy clouds, like fairytale castles, had mushroomed into angry, haunted mansions. Closer to earth, petals and leaves scrambled down the hillside like soldiers before the major artillery. A drop spattered on the ground; another followed. Soon a torrent of rain beat at the earth, turning dusty foot paths into rivers of mud.
Delighted to see an end to the weeks-long heat wave, guests crowded onto the porch to avail themselves of the cooling mist. Suddenly the air crackled and their hair stood on end. Agreeing unanimously that an open porch might not be the smartest place from which to view the show, the storm watchers hurried inside.
The phone rang and Doreen ran for it. An instant later her shrill voice rang out over the pounding rain. “It’s a girl!” she shouted. “Brad and Cindy have a baby girl—Lucinda Marie.”
Those who knew Cindy cheered; those who didn’t merely smiled, as people do when learning of a happy event. Doreen reported the newborn’s vital statistics, and the women cooed and agreed that Cindy was a lucky girl to have pushed out a healthy eight pounder in less than four hours. Smiling, Sylvie listened to the chattering women, grateful Alex wasn’t there to rub it in.
After dinner, she was removing plates from the serving cart to the dishwasher when Violet elbowed her aside. “I’ll do that.”
“I don’t mind, Violet. Go sit down and rest. You look exhausted.”
Violet’s busy hands fluttered around the kitchen. “I sure hope Cindy gets back on her feet soon. Although Lord only knows how she’s going to care for an infant and keep up with her work here.”
“I didn’t know Cindy was going to continue working,” Sylvie said.
“She can’t afford not to. I don’t know why young people have babies when they can barely afford to support themselves. Now in my day—”
“Mom, go lie down,” Doreen said, relieving her mother of a stack of plates. “You did the cooking, now let me do the cleaning up.”
“Don’t tell me what to do,” Violet snapped. “I’ve been cooking and cleaning all my life.”
“I know, Mom. That’s why I want you to rest. Go on now, you look beat.”
Violet glowered at her daughter. Then she stalked off to her room.
“This really is getting to be a strain on her,” Doreen said. “But she won’t close the place. And I don’t know how many more summers I can do this. I’m no spring chicken either, in case you haven’t noticed.”
“Have you considered selling?”
“Oh, I’ve considered it all right,” Doreen said with a mirthless chuckle. “But Mom gets very testy whenever one of us kids mentions it. Besides, who in their right mind is going to buy this place? Here it is peak season, and we still have vacancies.”
“I mentioned this to your mother once, and she didn’t take too kindly to it. But if she did a little advertising and raised her rates just a tad, she might be able to afford to remodel and hire more help. What do you think?”
“I don’t know,” Doreen said, setting the controls on the dishwasher. “The inn used to do a brisk business, but I think it’s past its prime. It’s become a summer camp for old folks now. Frankly, I’d rather just sell outright and be done with it. But I know that’s not going to happen as long as Mom is alive.”
“Damn right, it’s not,” Violet said from the doorway. “You’re just going to have to wait till I’m dead before you raze the place.”
“Mom, no one’s going to raze the inn. Sylvie and I were just discussing ways to improve it.”
“And what would she know about running an inn?”
“Teach me,” Sylvie blurted out.
“What?” Violet and Doreen said in unison.
“Teach me. You need help around here, and I need a job. Teach me how to run the inn.”
“Why would you want to do that? It’s a twenty-four hour a day job.”
“Please, Violet. I’ll do whatever it takes. Just give me room and board and a small salary. I really think I can make a difference once I learn the ropes.”
Violet leaned against the counter, as if feeling the burden of her years. “Well—we do need help,” she admitted. She glanced at her daughter and then back at Sylvie. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to give you a try. But you do only what I tell you. Understand?”
Resisting the urge to hug the ornery innkeeper, Sylvie calmly said, “Thank you, Violet. You won’t be sorry.”
Behind Violet, Doreen flashed Sylvie a wink and a thumbs-up.
Excited about this new direction to her life, Sylvie ran upstairs as soon as the kitchen was put to order. Aside from her recent defection, she’d never been one to act on a whim. Too sensible for her own good, she usually pondered ideas up one side and down the other. Then, if the numbers added up, she would consider it. It was the curse of her profession.
But this time was different. This time she’d reacted on a purely emotional level, knowing in her heart she hadn’t stumbled upon the inn by accident. Tim would’ve ridiculed her for that kind of thinking. But Tim had no vision, no heart, and no soul. Numbers were his only passion.
She’d just reached the upstairs landing when she noticed the door to her room ajar. Shrugging it off, she went inside to run a few figures through her pocket calculator, aware her life was about to change and she needed to watch every penny spent. No more traveling, dining in fine restaurants, or weekend jaunts to art galleries, museums, or Broadway plays. Not that those activities were even available in the immediate area. No, she might not know the basics of running an inn, but she did know how to run a profitable business. And if she could gain Violet’s trust, she might someday know how to do both.
* * *
Cindy came by the inn to show off Lucinda Marie, and Sylvie fussed over the apple-cheeked infant along with the others. Brad cast a few significant glances her way, but nothing to arouse suspicion. For the most part, he simply beamed. Like any new daddy, Sylvie thought glumly.
Violet Schaefer, though she protested mightily, allowed her daughter to schedule a doctor’s appointment for her. After a week-long battery of tests, they learned that age and a failing heart would soon do what no one else had been able to—silence the woman’s sharp tongue.
“I can’t rest,” Violet said when Doreen insisted she lie down. “What about supper?”
“Doreen and I will take care of that,” Sylvie said.
Unwilling to give up control, Violet reminded them of Homer Wooten’s gallbladder problems and his wife’s high cholesterol.
“Then we’ll have baked potatoes instead of fries,” Sylvie said. “And I noticed some lean steaks in the freezer. We’ll have those instead of burgers.”
“With fresh beets and a salad,” Violet added. “The radishes are all gone, but there should be onions ready to have with the steak.”
With the menu approved, Sylvie worked shoulder to shoulder with the beleaguered Doreen. Although it saddened her that Violet’s concern for her guests didn’t extend to her own flesh and blood, she couldn’t help but admire the feisty, old woman, doing it her way to the end.
* * *
A week after becoming a full-fledged member of the staff, Sylvie checked in her first guests. Although business lagged compared to other resorts in the area, she had more than enough work to keep her going, saving any sadness she may have felt over her disastrous love life for the brief interval between supper and bedtime. Though even those blue periods were occurring less often due to the sheer exhaustion she felt by day’s end.
She hadn’t quite finished cleaning the kitchen after breakfast when someone began pounding on the bell at the front desk. “Hello, can I get some service here,” a harsh voice demanded.
Wiping her hands on a dish rag, she hurried out to find the rude man from New York attacking the bell. Shaped like a pear with beady eyes, he reminded her of a squirrel without the bushy tail. “Yes, Mr. Smith, what can I do for you?”
“I need more towels,” he said.
“I put fresh towels in your room this morning,” she said, her voice pleasant despite her dislike of him.
“I need more.”
Biting her tongue, Sylvie fetched the towels from the downstairs supply closet. “Here you go,” she said, handing them over.
Mr. Smith snatched the towels and headed for the stairs.
“You’re welcome,” she called after him. The unpleasant man pivoted, and his little, rodent eyes bored into her. Turning away, Sylvie grabbed the desk bell and hid it under the counter. When she looked up again, she saw a familiar face sidestepping the pushy Mr. Smith.
“Any room at the inn for an old friend?” Alex asked, striding forward.
“Oh, it’s you,” she said in a not so friendly tone. “What brings you back to Shangri-La? Or is it Hicksville? I can’t remember.”
Alex answered her question with another. “Is this your new line of work now, innkeeping?”
In a mood to do battle, Sylvie faced him squarely. “Yes. And if you don’t want your sheets shorted, I suggest you be nice to the help.”
“Aren’t I always?”
She opened the guest book and shoved it at him. “Don’t you have an important job back in the city?”
Alex scribbled his name in the book. “I’m the boss. I don’t have to punch a time clock. And I have a competent staff who manage splendidly without me.” He slid the book back to her. “So what prompted this sudden shift to domesticity, may I ask?”
“Is that a dig? Because if it is—”
“Oh, don’t get your knickers in a twist. It’s just that I seem to recall you saying something about keeping house not being very high on your list of priorities. Isn’t this like keeping house, only on a larger scale?”
“If you must know, I’m learning the hospitality trade.”
His eyes widened, and she waited for his putdown, her agitation growing by the second.
“Okay,” he said, shrugging. “And how are Brad and Cindy making out with their newborn? A girl, right?”
“How did you know that?”
He grinned. “I ran into Mrs. Pulaski on the porch.”
“Oh. Yes, they’re fine. They stopped by with the baby last week, in fact.”
“And you behaved yourself?”
She gritted her teeth. “Of course I did.”
“Then the big romance is over, I presume.”
Sylvie slammed the guest book shut. “It never was a big romance,” she said in a harsh whisper.
His teasing voice took on a more serious tone. “Sylvie, I say this only because I care. You’re not like Brad or Cindy. These mountains are their home. They were born here, they’ll raise their children here, and they’ll die here. And that’s fine—for them. But you’ve seen a bit of the world, and you know what’s out there. So if there’s something here at Serendipity House that beckons you, I say, go for it, see where it leads. But if it doesn’t work out, remember, you have other options.”
The gleam returned to his eyes. “Actually, it just might be the perfect career for you. You get to satisfy your nesting instincts without leaping into the shark-infested waters of matrimony.”
With that, he tipped an invisible top hat, swung an invisible walking stick, and swaggered up to his room like a cock bird to his roost.
* * *
Later in the day, as Sylvie rounded the corner in the upstairs hall, she thought she saw the door to her room close. Creeping closer, she listened for sounds of movement from within. Failing to hear anything, she opened the door and found Mr. Smith on his hands and knees beside her bed.
“May I help you?” she asked coolly.
Startled, he jumped, bumping his head on the bed frame. “Uh, your door was open,” he said brusquely. “I thought I saw something run under your bed, a mouse.”
“I’ll set out some traps,” she said, certain the only rodent in her room was Mr. Smith. “Thank you for calling it to my attention.”
She waited for him to leave, then got down on all fours, slid her luggage out, and searched for droppings. Finding nothing to indicate infestation, she slid them back. Then she closed her door and made sure she locked it. Two confrontations with that creepy, little man in one day were two too many as far as she was concerned.
* * *
For a city girl, Sylvie was amazed how quickly she’d adapted to the rural life. She ate healthy foods, got plenty of exercise, and filled her lungs with fresh air every day and not just when the wind was right.
With nearly an hour left before she had to start supper, she decided to cool off in the lake. Now that she was an employee instead of a guest, such moments were rare. As she floated on her back in the womb of Mother Earth, a loud splash rocked the placid waters. She opened her eyes and saw Alex swimming toward her. Righting herself, she headed for shore.
“Should I be offended?” he called after her.
“I have to help Violet and Doreen now.”
“I’ve got supper covered,” Doreen called from the side porch. “But you can pick some corn. I went through the rows this morning and some look ready.”
Wrapping a towel around herself, Sylvie headed for the corn field. She was peeling back the husk of one ear to check for ripeness when she heard a rustling in the row next to her. “Doreen? Is that you?”
“No, it’s me,” Alex said, parting the stalks.
Her gaze fell to his wet, half naked body, then up to his face. “Are you following me?” she asked, tightening the knot on her towel.
“What if I am? Are you going to run away again?”
“I didn’t run away from you before. I’d simply had my fill of the water.”
He stepped between the rows. “Why don’t you like me, Sylvie?”
“I do. I mean, I don’t. No, that’s not what I mean either. The truth is you confuse me. I never know if you’re sincere or just trying to get a rise out of me.”
“And how would I go about getting a rise out of you?” The corners of his lips twitched as he tried to hold back a grin.
Ignoring the provocative question, Sylvie continued to pick and shuck. Then, without warning, he pulled her into his arms, his warm breath sending shivers through her as he whispered in her ear. “What would it take to win you over, Sylvie, hmm?”
She pushed at him with her free hand. “What are you doing? Stop it.”
“Is there someone else?” he asked, releasing her. “Besides the handyman, of course.”
“Will you quit it? I told you, there’s nothing between Brad and me.”
He pondered her answer. “Okay. But I want you to know I’m amenable to any type of involvement with you, business or personal.”
Taken aback by his boldness, Sylvie fumbled with her towel. “Well, uh, thanks for the offer.”
Hearing her words, she groaned. A man just expressed desire for her, and all she could say was thanks for the offer?
CHAPTER FIVE
As Sylvie became more involved in the day to day operations of Serendipity House, she thought of a few changes she’d like to make. She didn’t dare mention them to her ailing employer, however, for fear of agitating her. On any given day, Violet’s health ranged from occasional bouts of breathlessness to hours spent in bed. Despite her failing health, the dying woman held fast to the reins. Contentious and prone to sulk, she was reluctant to speak with anyone, even her daughter; sometimes, especially her daughter. When she did speak to her, it nearly always ended with Doreen in tears. One episode in particular disturbed Sylvie.
She was in the kitchen just outside Violet’s room when she’d overheard an argument between Doreen and her mother.
“You don’t fool me for a minute,” Violet had said. “Pretending you care. Well, I managed all these years by myself, I can manage dying by myself too.”
Hearing the sharp tone of Violet’s voice, Sylvie glanced in the room and saw Doreen valiantly trying to blink back her tears. “Mom,” she said in a whimper. “Please don’t talk like that. All I want to do is help.”
“Oh, go back to your own life and leave me to mine, or what’s left of it. You and the others will be rid of me soon enough. Then you can do what you want with the inn. Never mind that it fed you, clothed you, and put you all through school.”
Doreen fled her mother’s room in tears. Feeling her pain, Sylvie suggested she go for a long walk to clear her head. Doreen choked out her thanks, grabbed her sweater, and ran out the side door.
With Doreen gone and Violet confined to bed, Sylvie knew it was up to her to hold down the fort. The dragon lady was still breathing fire, the guests were enjoying a card game on the porch, and supper was simmering in the oven.
Everything was par for the course until she brought a snack tray to Violet. “What a lovely surprise,” the woman said, smoothing her lap to receive the tray. “It isn’t my birthday, is it?”
Stunned by her sudden good nature, Sylvie hesitated.
“Dorie, what a dear girl you are,” the frail woman said. “Come here and give Mama a lovey first.”
Letting her instincts guide her, Sylvie set the tray at the foot of the bed, and then went into Violet’s outstretched arms. “How are you feeling today—Mama?”
“Oh, just a little tired. That hike into the mountains with you and your brothers yesterday plumb wore me out. But we had such a good time, didn’t we? Why, I nearly split my sides laughing when your brother fell into that nest of chipmunks and the mother stood up on her hind legs and chewed him out good and proper.”
Sylvie smiled as Violet Schaefer told the story, seeing in her mind the picture of a happy family before life took its toll.
At the end of her tale, the dying woman leaned back on her pillow, her knobby fingers outlining a patch on her quilt top. “I always loved this dress on you,” she said, stroking a square of yellow-dotted Swiss. “Do you remember, Dorie? Was it your eighth birthday? I remember you looked like a fairy princess in it. Even your brothers couldn’t stop gawking. I think that was the first time they realized you were a little girl and not a boy like them.”
Uncomfortable with the scenario unfolding before her, Sylvie rose to her feet. “You should really try and eat a little—Mama,” she said. “I’ll be back later for the tray.”
“You’re such a dear. I’m so proud of the way you’ve pitched in to help. And as soon as I’m back on my feet, we’ll go into town and see that new Rock Hudson movie.”
“I’d like that,” Sylvie said before closing the door.
In the kitchen, Sylvie tried to keep busy until Doreen returned. She opened the refrigerator and forgot why she opened it; she wiped down the faucet and sink when it didn’t need it; and she straightened the spice cabinet for the second time that week. Then she dropped into a chair and stared at the wall. Her own mother had never spoken to her in such a loving tone. Yet, here she was, accepting kind words that rightfully belonged to another.
When Doreen came home, Sylvie told her about the strange conversation. Doreen’s eyes misted over. “Mom and I used to go to every Rock Hudson movie that came out. I don’t know who was more infatuated, me or her.”
“I’m so sorry, Doreen.”
Doreen dabbed at her eyes. “I just wish I knew where we went wrong. I tried to be a good daughter. After Dad died, Mom insisted we spend more time here instead of with our friends. But we were just kids; all we wanted to do was have fun. We didn’t know how rough she had it, and Mom never shared her fears. I think she saw it as a weakness.”
Sylvie handed her friend a tissue, taking one for herself as well. “I’m sure you did the best you could.”
“I tried, Sylvie, I tried. But as each of us kids grew older and into our own skins, we drifted apart. My brothers did everything they could to get out of working the inn and still do. I’ve always resented that because then I got stuck here, listening to her gripe and complain about the unfairness of life and the ingratitude of her children. I want out, Sylvie, but that won’t happen until . . . .” Tears spilled from her eyes.
Wrapping her arms around her sister in sorrow, Sylvie did what she could to comfort her, painfully aware that Doreen’s heartache could be hers twenty years down the line.
Doreen’s lament had touched a chord in Sylvie. She thought about her own mother’s misguided attempt to marry her off. Like a runner in a relay race, her mother had passed the baton of her failed dreams to her oldest daughter. And though Sylvie had tried to hold fast to it, tried to run with it, the dream simply wasn’t hers, and she’d dropped it with a resounding thud. It made her wonder how many dreams had to die before the dreamer turned into a bitter, spiteful person.
* * *
Still viewing life from another dimension, Violet talked lovingly to her little girl over the following week, without the rancor accompanying their most recent encounters. On sunny days they sat on the porch and laughed about the family’s misadventures as if they’d just happened. On cloudy days they sat in Violet’s room and watched vintage TV shows, chuckling at them anew. On the sixth day, the old woman emerged from the past long enough to clasp her now grown daughter to her heart. Then, with a contented sigh, she stepped through another portal.
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