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Whitten Peoples stood on the raised wall that protected Provident Island from the ravages of nature’s storms. Almost as soon as the scent of the coastal air hit his lungs, it didn’t take long for Whitt to remember why he’d left town and had once vowed never to return.

Regret. It smelled like saltwater.

Unfortunately, it looked like Kaye Vontegarten. The phone call came through this morning and informed Whitt that his grandmother wasn’t expected to make it through the night. He called his assistant and instructed her on what to book for his trip, then he packed a bag. When his plane from New York City landed at Bush Intercontinental Airport in Houston, he rented a car for the drive south to the coast and Port Provident, Texas.

Whitt stuck his hands in his pockets, balling his fists and pressing against the seam beneath his knuckles. He struggled to move the crisp, yet-still-humid air past the lump in his throat. Granny couldn’t be going. She was the only link he had to his mother. And now she—and the love and memories she’d so generously shared with him his whole life—would be gone, just as gone as his mother was.

This would be the worst Christmas ever. You were supposed to get presents at Christmas, not lose them. Granny had been the greatest gift in his life. And before the needles would fall off the trees in homes all over Port Provident...Granny would leave this world for the next.

“Did you know this was where the Port Provident Children’s Home stood before the Great Storm of 1910?”

Whitt turned his head as a woman spoke softly next to him. Her voice rose just barely over the sound of the perpetual motion of the waves below.

“No, I didn’t.”

“Right there, across the street.”

He knew he should have been friendlier. He should have had some kind of reply for her wistful commentary. But not today. Not while his grandmother lay confined in a regulation-style hospital bed a few blocks away. Whitt spent his life immersed in technology. He spent his days coaching the next round of tech entrepreneurs—he helped save fledgling businesses with good ideas. But none of it could save Granny.  

It made his heart hurt.

In a way, that surprised him more than anything else that had happened today, because Whitt Peoples was almost sure he didn’t have a heart anymore.

“Do you live here?” The quiet voice asked another question.

“No, just visiting.” 

She pulled out a slick, colorful piece of paper, carefully folded into a narrow rectangle. “I’m Samantha Spaeth with the Port Provident Historical Society. We’re dedicating a new exhibit at our Port Provident Historical Museum to the Children’s Home and the heroism the night of the Great Storm of 1910.”

Whitt took the folded paper and stuffed it in his pocket without more than a passing glance. “Y’all sure talk about the Great Storm a lot around here, don’t you?” Whitt had spent the first ten years of his life on Provident Island. Then he moved to the city that never sleeps. From all appearances, Port Provident was still taking a nap, still stuck in the past.

“Hurricanes are a way of life here on the coast, Mr...” 

Whitt could hear the question in her voice as the end of her sentence trailed off. Maybe if he answered her and played along for a moment, she’d leave him alone with the rest of his thoughts. A hundred meaningless dinner parties in New York’s dining rooms and hotels had prepared him for moments like this.

“Peoples. Whitt Peoples. Nice to meet you, Ms. Spaeth.”

It wasn’t, but he’d do or say just about anything right now in order to be left alone for the few minutes he needed to compose himself before he went to Granny’s bedside.

“Peoples? Are you related to Diana Peoples, by chance?”

Whitt nodded shortly. He’d intended to play a game, but not Twenty Questions.

“My grandmother.”

A smile like a Gulf of Mexico sunrise spread across Samantha Spaeth’s island-tanned face. “But you said you were just visiting.”

“I am. I live in New York City now.”

The glow continued to warm her features. “Well, you should come tomorrow, Mr. Peoples. We’re honoring John Peoples as part of the exhibit.”

A seagull squawked loudly from a weathered post that had been stuck out a dozen feet beyond the shoreline. Whitt knew precisely how the bird felt. He wanted to squawk and flap this woman away. “Who?”

“John Peoples, your great-grandfather!”

She practically squealed. Whitt sharply eyed the seagull on the post, trying telepathically to convince him to fly over here. Maybe he could flap his wings and scare the historical cheerleader off. 

“Never knew him.” Whitt looked at his watch. Ten more minutes until he had planned to check in on the one grandmother who still mattered to him.

“Of course not. He died several decades ago.” She held out another brochure and pointed at a photo on the front. “But Diana and some other members of your family will be there. It would be an honor to have you there with them.”

He could respond to her enthusiasm truthfully—and look like a total loser. But not only did he not have any idea who John Peoples was, he didn’t know Diana well. Nor did he really know any of the other members of the Peoples family still here in Port Provident.

And—he didn’t really care to. It wasn’t like they’d followed up with him after he and his dad moved away from Port Provident when Whitt was ten. They hadn’t cared about having him in their life. Why should he care about being in theirs?

The only person he cared about on Provident Island was dying in ICU. He wasn't about to waste time shaking hands and giving air kisses to people he hadn’t seen in more than twenty years.

Honesty was the best policy. 

If Whitt told her why he was really here, she’d feel sorry for him and leave him alone. That’s what strangers did. They went away when things got uncomfortable.

Well, strangers and most members of the Peoples family.

“I’m afraid I’m only here for a few days. I’ve come because of a death in the family. In fact, I need to take care of a few things.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry.”     

“It’s okay.” Another lie, but he didn’t care. He’d save truth—all of it—for his grandmother. That’s what final goodbyes were for.

And on that note, it was time to say goodbye to the blonde stranger next to him. At another time, in another place, he might have bought her a drink, might have asked her some stupid pick-up-line questions. But not now. Not today.

He felt the brochure bend between his fingers and noticed there was a trash can up ahead. If he could get far enough down the sidewalk on Gulfview Boulevard, it would make the chances of her seeing him dumping her invitation to the museum-based Peoples family reunion very slim. Whitt had absolutely no intentions of attending tomorrow’s highlight of the Port Provident holiday social season, but he also didn’t want to hurt the poor woman’s feelings. After all, he figured she wouldn’t be outside on a sidewalk above the Gulf of Mexico in the week before Christmas handing brochures to passers-by if she didn’t care deeply about her job and the event.

Granny had always reminded him to think about the impacts of his actions on others—even the small gestures. It had been good advice. 

He couldn’t keep his thoughts off Granny and the life lessons she’d always tried to instill in him. The knowledge that most likely, after tonight, there’d be no more soft-spoken wisdom from her lips and her heart...well, the harsh thought leveled on him like a weight the size of Texas. 

A gust of December sea breeze blew in as Whitt picked up his small bag and walked down the sidewalk at the edge of the Gulf. Having lived in New York for twenty years, Whitt never would have believed a winter breeze on a Texas island could chill him to the bone.

But at this moment, he felt colder than he ever had in his life.

He knew it wasn’t the wind.
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Samantha dropped the last stack of brochures on the counter at Café Provident, the island’s favorite coffee shop. Located in the heart of Port Provident’s historic downtown shopping area, the artistic café was popular with locals and received plenty of foot traffic from tourists out shopping for the holidays. Samantha needed to finish her mission strong by grabbing as much attention of both groups as she could in the next twenty-four hours. 

One of the museum’s board members had pulled a few strings and secured national journalist Reid Knight to come and report on the museum and the Great Storm for his new show, America’s Small Town Surprises. The show was about to launch on HSH, the Home Sweet Home network and the first episode would feature Port Provident.  Samantha knew it was critical that they have a good turnout and showcase the city, as well as Port Provident’s unique history.

“Hey this looks promising,” Samantha said as she arranged the slick paper next to the cash register. “All the brochures I put out last week are gone. Has anyone said anything about coming? Any chit-chat while people are waiting at the counter?”

Beth Greenling, the owner of Café Provident, finished a transaction at the register and handed a receipt to a customer with a smile, then turned toward Samantha. 

“A few have. Becca from the animal shelter was in here over the weekend, and she said has it on the calendar.”

Samantha smiled. “I wonder what happened to all the animals that night. I can’t even imagine the chaos. People had to be just sick about making choices about keeping themselves and their children alive. I wouldn’t think there would be much time to help the pets too. So sad.”

Beth nodded. “I think I would have been terrified. I’m glad the Gulf was quiet this past summer. I read a report that they’re predicting a more active season next year—I really hope that doesn’t come to pass. But I’m always fascinated by the stories that come out of disasters—you get to see that there are heroes around every corner.”

“Which is exactly the point of this new exhibit. Without John Peoples’ leadership, Port Provident likely wouldn’t have been rebuilt. And without his heroism the night of the storm, well, Isabel Schuster and Ingrid Buchholz wouldn’t have been saved, and there would have been no one to tell the story of the Children’s Home—there would have been no connection to remember those innocent lives.”

Beth stirred a splash of milk into Samantha’s coffee. “You know, I moved here to get away from corporate America, to leave the rat race behind. I wanted to disconnect and look at the beach every day—you know, enjoy the solitude and doing my own thing. But I think I’m more connected than ever. I love this community. I love the people of Port Provident and the history that’s happened here over the years and how it still shapes and defines this city, even today.”

“Oh, me too.” Samantha inhaled the scent of the warm, roasted beans that filled Café Provident. “When I had the chance to come work here, I hadn’t grown up that far away, so I knew about the Great Storm, but I didn’t know much else. I mainly came for the beach.”

Samantha took a cautious sip of the hot coffee Beth had handed her. “But during the last few years, I’ve learned so much about this place. I haven’t just learned the history, I’ve gotten involved at First Provident Church, and I’ve made some true friends—which, in turn, means I’ve learned a lot about myself. You know, working on this Children’s Home project has been freeing. It’s like there are no secrets anymore about this huge part of the city’s history. I like that—we’re unearthing the surprises of history at the center. I’m the girl who never even wanted surprise parties as a kid.”

“No surprise parties? Oh, boo. Where’s the fun in that, Sam?” Beth handed her friend two bills and some coins in change.

“Order. Detail. Being prepared. It’s a great feeling. Now, I need to get enough people to come so we make a splash on that TV show. I’ve got all my fingers crossed—I’ve just gotta keep hustling for the next few hours.”

“Pfft.” 

Samantha heard a forceful hiss from the doorway of the café.

“Crossing fingers will only get you a hand cramp. I wish someone could explain the point of walking around with twisted fingers. Don’t people pray anymore?”

The bell overhead jingled as Diana Peoples, town matriarch and benefactor of the Port Provident Historical Society, walked through Café Provident’s door. 

“Ha. I knew you’d say that, Diana.” Samantha smiled. During the past year as she’d worked on this exhibit, Diana had become a friend and mentor—almost like a grandmother. She was full of advice and wisdom and knew more about the people and history of Port Provident than nearly anyone else Samantha had met on Provident Island.

The thought of people she’d met triggered an idea in Sam’s mind. “I met someone today who said he knows you.”

Diana brightened the winter day with the warmth of her smile. “Well, that’s the bonus of living your whole life in one place...you get to know lots of people. Who was it?”

“Whitten Peoples. He said he was your grandson, and he was just in town for a few days because of a death in the family. So, he couldn’t make it to the event tomorrow. If something’s going on and you can’t make it either, just let me know.”

Diana took a slight step backward. If Samantha hadn’t been making eye contact as they spoke, she never would have noticed. 

The color fell from Diana’s cheeks like the unusual snowfall the island had seen last Christmas.

“Whitt is here?”

Samantha nodded. “That’s what he said his name was. He was about six-foot-two and had dark brown hair and dark brown eyes. Sound about right?”

The older woman
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