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            Chapter 1

         
         As a child, Skylar Mackenzie’s imagination always got her in trouble. Now it was making her a fortune. Well, maybe not a fortune,
            but enough. More than enough. And it kept growing.
         

         
         Skye clicked out of the month’s expense spreadsheet and stood up, stretching with satisfaction. She was tired, but it was
            worth it.
         

         
         She pushed the desk chair under the desk and grabbed her bag before taking a last look around her office, the smallest room
            in the two storefront spaces that made up Imagine That and Imagine That Too.
         

         
         She walked through both areas every night, making sure that the lights were turned off and that everything that needed to
            be unplugged or put away was. But really she did this just to bask in the residual hum of ideas and art still hanging in the
            air. It was remarkable what good energy people could make if they only would.
         

         
         The results of that evening’s adult Pipe Dreams class, an unbridled hour of pipe cleaner creativity, were lined up on a shelf ready to be picked up or added to at the next session. Some were two-dimensional, like paintings; others defied gravity to rise in the air. 

         
         Every one of them was amazing.

         
         Skye smiled, knowing that at least two of the people participating in tonight’s class had been executives from a Hartford
            advertising firm who had asked her if she’d ever thought about designing de-stressing workshops for corporations.
         

         
         She’d practically laughed in their faces. She was dead on her feet most nights. With just the two stores and the upcoming
            summer discovery weekend, she was swamped. She didn’t even have time or energy for the people who meant the most to her.
         

         
         Who knew that a crazy idea she’d thrown out in the pub one night after a couple of beers would turn into this? Skye’s announcement
            of “I want to open up an idea store” was met first with silence, then “Why the hell not” from her mostly on-again significant
            other, Jack. Seconded enthusiastically by her best friend, Maya, and her husband, Sonny, who merely said, “Huh,” and after
            an elbow from Maya, added, “Sounds great.”
         

         
         So she did.

         
         First a book, toy, and activity store for children, it quickly expanded into the vacant store next door, which was refitted
            to include several Creativity Without Borders areas for children and adults alike. Maya took on the day-to-day running of
            the store, and the discovery sessions were led by a bevy of volunteer and hired docents and artists. Which left Skye to keep
            everything working smoothly, scheduling workers and workshops, ordering supplies, balancing the books, and everything else.
         

         
         She switched off the lights, set the alarm, then turned left out of the store, taking one last quick peek through the glass window. All was quiet. She blew at strands of hair that had escaped her ponytail and smiled to herself in her window reflection. 

         
         “Onward and upward,” she said to the night and turned down the sidewalk toward Mike’s Dog and Pony Pub to meet her friends.

         
         She spotted Jack first. Tall and lanky, he was leaning on the bar in conversation with Mike himself, who bartended on weeknights,
            and Skye paused just to appreciate the view. Maya called Jack a lean, mean, furniture-designing machine, unlike Maya’s husband
            and Jack’s partner, Sonny, who was built more along the lines of Thor.
         

         
         Skye scooted onto the free stool beside Jack and kissed his cheek. He smelled like soap; his hair was still damp from a shower
            and curled at the ends, dampening the frayed neck of his favorite T-shirt.
         

         
         “Hey,” Jack said. “Sonny and Maya are in the back booth. I just stopped to shoot the breeze with Mike.”

         
         Mike slid Skye’s favorite microbrew toward her. “I’m trying to get his advice on some tear-off coupons to put up during Discover
            It Weekend. Jack said he’d come up with something with some real pizzazz.”
         

         
         Jack leaned back to reveal several paper napkins with scribbling on them.

         
         “Looks like you succeeded,” Skye said and took a well-deserved sip of beer.

         
         “A beer on the house? I couldn’t say no,” Jack said and waggled his eyebrows at her.

         
         “Well, I wouldn’t say no to you ordering a burger and sweet potato fries,” Skye said. “And me tasting a few. I’m starving,
            but I promised Aunt Roxy and Hildy I would have dinner with them.”
         

         
         Jack gathered up the napkins, folded them into his T-shirt pocket, and slid Skye off the stool. She just had time to grab
            her beer before his arm was around her waist and they were making a beeline for their usual booth.
         

         
         There were way too many empty tables. It was midweek but it was summer. Each year the burgers and beer got better, but the foot traffic got worse. Once the college students left for home,
            downtown became a virtual ghost town. It filled up again at midsummer when the tourists flooded in, but that was mainly because
            the town beach had a perfect view of the Newport Fourth of July fireworks without the Newport traffic and parking restrictions.
         

         
         The Fourth was only a week away and though the weekends were beginning to pick up, the local businesses were still feeling
            the bite during the week.
         

         
         But the town had a plan, starting with Skye’s Discover It Weekend. Enough fun to appeal to families and sophisticated enough
            to bring in the big bucks. But it was taking a huge amount of planning as well as the physical refitting of the old family
            camp by the river to accommodate the two hundred participants. Lots of planning—and even more persuasion to convince Herb Pritchard to delay the camp’s sale until after the summer. 

         
         Fingers crossed everything would come together with time to spare. And the improvements that Skye was making would add sale
            value to the camp for the Pritchards.
         

         
         “All done?” Maya asked when Skye slid into the dark green banquette across from her.

         
         “Ye-ep. And I must say we had a very good June. And thanks to you, by the way.”

         
         Maya frowned. “Me?”

         
         Skye noticed that Maya had pulled her normally straight hair onto the top of her head into an explosion of shiny, black curls.
            When had she starting curling her hair? Was it possible that Skye hadn’t noticed?
         

         
         “What did I do?” Maya asked.

         
         “Sundays in the Park with George?” Skye said. “Brilliant. Story hour with George Zenakis, he of the silvery voice, accompanied
            by Tizzy Lane’s homemade ice cream and a goldendoodle. It was bound to be a success.”
         

         
         “And messy,” Sonny added in his rumbly voice.

         
         Maya snuggled comically against him, her petite, small-boned figure practically disappearing into his six feet of muscle.

         
         “Amazing how much ice cream a dog can wear after an hour of quiet reading,” Maya said and smiled adoringly at her husband.

         
         Skye and Jack exchanged looks. Their friends were laying it on thick tonight.

         
         “Well, here’s something else to think about,” Skye said.

         
         Bea Clark came to take their order. Bea had been the Pony’s barmaid “since forever” and knew everybody’s favorite beer and
            their most deeply hidden secrets.
         

         
         “You’re not eating?” she asked Skye, pulling her pencil out from behind her ear. “Oh right, it’s girls’ night at Roxy’s. Tell
            them I said hi.” Bea took their orders and stuck her pencil, which she hadn’t used, back behind her ear and headed off toward
            the kitchen.
         

         
         “What else do we need to think about?” Sonny asked. “We’ve got a pretty full bill already. And you know, Jack and I do have
            to work on stuff that pays sometimes . . .”
         

         
         Maya elbowed him in the ribs. “I pay you.”

         
         “You sure do, babe.”

         
         “Could you two—” Skye noticed the orange juice at Maya’s place instead of her usual microbrew. She lifted both eyebrows in
            question.
         

         
         Maya and Sonny turned as one to grin across the table.

         
         “We’re pregnant,” Maya said, then hiccuped and burst into tears. “Happy tears,” she managed before throwing her arms around
            Sonny and sobbing while Sonny gently patted her back and shrugged at the other two.
         

         
         “That’s incredible,” Skye said, then thought, What a stupid thing to say. They’d been trying for several years already. “That’s wonderful,” she amended. “I’m so happy for you.” She cut a look at
            Jack, who took the cue.
         

         
         “Oh, yeah. That’s great.”

         
         Skye rolled her eyes at him. “So tell us everything. When are you due? Are you going to find out if it’s a boy or girl? We’ll have to have a shower,” she effused, while her selfish side thought, Oh God, please don’t tell me you’re going to have to quit work.
         

         
         But even if she did, Skye was really happy for Maya. She had been so patient, had tried not to let the fact that nothing seemed
            to happen get her down. She’d even discussed the subject of adoption with Skye a couple of times, Maya saying she was afraid
            Sonny wouldn’t go for it.
         

         
         Well, hell, now they could do both.

         
         “Here’s to new Baby Daniels,” Skye said and lifted her beer bottle.

         
         Bea came back with the salads. “What are we celebrating?” she asked, neatly placing three bowls on the table.

         
         Skye looked at Maya.

         
         “We’re pregnant,” Maya practically sang.

         
         “Well, honey, that is good news. When’s the shower? I gotta get over to Newport and get some baby yarn. Blue or pink?”

         
         “Don’t know,” Maya said. “We’re going to be surprised.”

         
         “Well, okeydokey then,” Bea said. “Rainbow yarn to the rescue. Back in a jiff with your meals.” They watched as she stopped
            at several tables on her way to the kitchen. Then the smiles and waves from the other diners.
         

         
         “One thing about a small town,” Sonny said. “Everybody knows your business.”

         
         “It’s like a big family,” Maya said, her eyes swimming again.

         
         Yeah, thought Skye. “It is.”
         

         
         They all toasted the new addition and Skye peppered the expectant couple with questions until the food came. Then she picked at Jack’s fries while she listened to Maya happily describe their plans for a nursery, shopping for the safest car seat . . . 

         
         Skye needed to get going, but she didn’t want to cut Maya’s exuberance short. She knew that as soon as she left, the two men
            would turn the conversation to other important topics like wood types, truck repairs, and who was favored for the weekend
            game.
         

         
         But she couldn’t wait any longer without being late. She took a last sip of her beer and motioned for Jack to scoot over.
            “I hate to leave all this excitement, but Hildy’s making brisket and I don’t want to keep them waiting. Congratulations, you
            two.”
         

         
         “See you later?” Jack asked as she got out of the booth.

         
         “Yep. Your house or mine?”

         
         “Mine. I want to get this design done for Mike. I think he’s just a little concerned about business.”

         
         Mike and most of the town, Skye thought. Only a few of the more upscale businesses were doing at all well, including hers. But she and the chamber of
            commerce had great hopes for the future. Now just to implement them.
         

         
         “Are you coming in tomorrow?” she asked Maya.

         
         Maya frowned. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I?”

         
         Skye shrugged.

         
         “I’m good. I’m not sick, I’m pregnant!” Maya warbled into a falsetto.

         
         Skye laughed. “Then I’ll see you tomorrow.”

         
         “Wait, what were you going to tell us that needed thinking about before I stopped you with my most perfect announcement?”

         
         “What? Oh, just that two execs from the Lexington Advertising Agency in Hartford dropped in to check out the workshops.”

         
         “Just dropped in,” Jack said drily.

         
         “Whoa,” said Maya.

         
         “They felt the need to de-tense with a little macramé?” Sonny asked.

         
         “Pipe cleaner art. They wanted to know if I’d be interested in doing corporate events.”

         
         “Wow, what did you tell them?” Maya asked.

         
         “That I’d think about it. Now I gotta run.” A quick kiss for Jack and Skye was headed to the door.

         
          

         “Corporate events, huh,” Sonny said, frowning at his wife. “You know, once the baby is born you’ll have to cut back hours,
            not add to them.”
         

         
         “Oh, don’t be so last century. I can do a lot of work from home. And Imagine That is a perfect place to raise a baby.”

         
         “Just don’t let Skye go off half-cocked.”

         
         Jack couldn’t agree more. Corporate events. The thought alone made his blood run if not cold, at least lukewarm. First they
            tell you, sure, son, you’ll be free to work on your own designs, then suddenly you only have time to do the classic designs, and before you knew it they would take over your work and your
            life and you’d be working for them and doing everything their way.
         

         
         “What do you think, Jack?”

         
         That he’d given up his family because he wouldn’t make furniture his father’s way and he’d be damned if he’d let Skye’s business
            be swallowed whole by some corporation.
         

         
         “He’ll be supportive of whatever Skye decides, won’t you, Jack?”

         
         “Oh no you don’t,” Sonny said. “I’m not losing my partner to some harebrained scheme to turn uptight executives into navel
            gazers. Nope, not happening.”
         

         
         “I agree,” said Jack. “I haven’t put up with all of Sonny’s bad advice for the last five years just to get sucked back into
            the world of working for someone else.”
         

         
         “You wouldn’t be working for them. They’d be coming to us to enhance their work efficiency,” Maya argued.
         

         
         “Nope,” Sonny said. “You’re going to be busy with the baby, and Jack and I got more orders than we can complete.”

         
         Maya threw her napkin at him. “You guys are just complacent. It’s not like we’re going to drop everything for power suits
            and four-inch heels.”
         

         
         “You’re darn right there,” said Sonny. “Four-inch heels are for one place only.”

         
         Maya blushed.

         
         “Don’t say it out loud,” Jack said.

         
         “But you’ll be supportive,” Maya said.

         
         “Aren’t we always?” Sonny asked. “But we have our own business. She can’t have him.”

         
         “She already does, doesn’t she, Jack?” Maya shot him a sly smile.

         
         Of course Skye had him, but Jack didn’t need to announce it in front of everyone. He would just let things take their course. That was the best way to deal with life. Things were fine the way they were. It was enough for him. But were they enough for Skye? 

         
          

         The walk through town to the beach was one of Skye’s favorite ways of relaxing after a day well spent. It was close to eight,
            dusk, not light, not dark but hovering somewhere in between.
         

         
         She blew out a deep breath. Breathed in again. Ironic that someone whose business was to encourage people’s creativity in
            order to de-stress would so often be stressed herself. It came from owning a business, she guessed, that and being responsible
            for employees, and from somehow becoming an activist for the local business community.
         

         
         She was happy to do it for people she cared about. She owed her creativity and her success to Aunt Roxy and Hildy and to the
            town. Her sense of belonging, too. Everything, if she thought about it.
         

         
         Skye stopped when she came to the stone seawall just to enjoy the view. To her left the town beach was empty except for a
            few lingering gulls. Beyond it, the last of the setting sun glittered on the surface of the swells. Below her, a cluster of
            cottages sloped down to the shore.
         

         
         The little neighborhood known as Sunny Point had started as a private beach community decades ago. Now it was a mix of permanent and vacation homes, summer and academic rentals, constructed in “early higgledy-piggledy” style, according to Roxy, crammed closely together wherever and in whatever direction there was room. 

         
         Skye turned right and hurried down the sidewalk until she reached the drive down to Roxy’s cottage, her feet accelerating
            of their own accord at the promise of dinner.
         

         
         She passed several cottages, some lit up invitingly, others dark and closed until the following week. Large and small, their
            cedar shingles had weathered to deep grays and browns, delineated by crisp, and not so crisp, white-trimmed windows and doors.
         

         
         All the cottages were quite old, having withstood the test of time by being built by trusted local builders on a slight rise
            above sea level. They were protected on one side by glacial boulders, and on the other by smaller jetties, coves, and inlets
            that laced west along the shoreline to the actual point that gave Sunny Point its name.
         

         
         The drive fanned off into a number of narrow lanes that disappeared into the maze of cottages until it reached the row of
            beachfront houses. Aunt Roxy’s cottage sat at one end, where the drive ended at a path that passed by a peaceful cove to connect
            with the rest of the residences closer to the point.
         

         
         Jack’s cottage was just on the other side of the cove, and if they stood in their yards, they could yell a conversation at
            each other across the water.
         

         
         “Better than Skype,” Roxy often said.

         
         “And louder,” Hildy would add.

         
         Roxy’s three-story cottage was large enough to house an extended family. Something that neither Roxy nor Skye had, the family having dispersed or died out several generations ago. 

         
         Like the other beachfront “cottages,” the front of the house faced the ocean with a small front lawn of warring zoysia and
            chickweed that sloped down to a white sand beach. And for the less active, there was a set of wooden stairs a few feet away.
         

         
         The back side of the house faced the drive with parking slots for family and a guest or two, a main entrance, and a side door
            that opened directly into the kitchen.
         

         
         Usually Skye walked around to the kitchen door, passing through Hildy’s garden of abundant excess, where vegetables and flowers
            mixed and tumbled together and made a home to butterflies, bees, and the occasional mosquito.
         

         
         Tonight Skye knew Hildy would be busy with last-minute preparations, having banished Roxy—who was something of a liability
            in the kitchen—to another part of the house and out of her way.
         

         
         So Skye rang the back doorbell and stepped inside.

         
         “I’m here,” she called.

         
         Roxy’s “Come on in” echoed in her ear, followed by the door to the entryway closet opening and an angular figure unfolding
            into the hallway. “I swear that closet is getting smaller,” Roxy said, straightening to her full height.
         

         
         Roxy was Skye’s mother’s older sister. Tall, taunt, and thin, she was the only one of the Kyle family who was a real redhead.

         
         She always wore her hair pulled up but left unattended on the top of her head, whether intentionally or through lack of concern was still a mystery, though she’d been known to call it her Katherine Hepburn look. 

         
         “What were you doing in there?” Skye asked, attempting to peer around Roxy’s shoulder.

         
         Roxy tossed an old pair of Wellingtons back into the cavernous closet and brushed her hands on her plaid work shirt. “Hildy
            set me to cleaning out the winter boots and coats to make room for . . .” She trailed off. “I don’t mind having Hildy living
            here. Actually don’t tell her, but I love the company. And God knows we can use the money from turning her cottage into an
            Airbnb.
         

         
         “And I thank you for the brilliant idea, and helping us get started, but if she thinks I’m going to open my home to strangers, she’s got another thing coming.”
         

         
         “Is she thinking that?”

         
         “Not exactly, but she said we should be prepared to take in any overflow from Discover It Weekend.”

         
         “No, Aunt Roxy. We’ve got enough places in town on the Where to Stay list, so that should never happen. She’s just yanking
            your chain.”
         

         
         “And she does it so well. I don’t know how we’ve stayed friends for so long.”

         
         Hildy stuck her head out of a door down the hall. “My brisket,” she said drily and disappeared again.

         
         “She’s got you there,” Skye said. Hildy and Roxy had been neighbors and friends for decades; total opposites in most things except loyalty and energy. Hildy was short, stocky, and pleasingly soft with hair gone naturally gray and cut to frame her face so as not to get in her way while she gardened and cooked—and did all the domestic chores that she loved and Roxy despised. 

         
         “Indeed, and . . .” Roxy cupped her hand to her mouth and shouted, “I don’t know what I would do without her, but don’t tell
            her I said that.” She dropped her hand and grinned. “I swear we have as much fun as we did as neighbors, and since going into
            the B and B biz, she’s got more interest in life than she’s shown since Emmet died.
         

         
         “So I have to clean out the occasional closet.” Roxy shrugged and closed the closet door. “Come on back. I have a nice cab
            breathing on the porch.”
         

         
         Roxy turned to lead the way, just as car lights flashed in the window by the door. The car came to a stop just outside and
            two doors slammed.
         

         
         “Is Hildy expecting guests tonight? Didn’t she put a lockbox on her cottage so she wouldn’t be bothered by people all the
            time?”
         

         
         “Yes, she did,” Roxy said. “And they’re not due until tomorrow.” A knock sounded on the door. “Maybe someone is lost.”

         
         Skye stepped out of the way while Roxy went to answer the door.

         
         A young woman stood in the doorway, blond hair making a nimbus of curls against the lowering sun. It was an interesting effect,
            but it left her face in shadow, making it impossible to see her features.
         

         
         Roxy opened the door wider. The woman’s face came suddenly into view.

         
         And Skye’s world went out of focus.

         
         Amy. Skye’s half sister. Little Princess Face. It’s what Skye’s father and stepmother called her. Delicate pointed chin, wide blue eyes, slightly turned-up nose. Little Princess Face. Skye could choke on the words just thinking about them.
         

         
         Roxy hadn’t moved or managed to say anything.

         
         Amy’s gaze flitted from Roxy to Skye and back to Roxy.

         
         “Aren’t you going to invite me in?”

         
         Roxy stepped aside.

         
         “Why are you acting so strange? It’s me, Amy.”

         
         Skye could only think, Is something wrong with Dad? Is that why she came?
         

         
         She must have said the words out loud because Amy’s head snapped toward her. “Nothing’s wrong. I came to see you. I thought
            we could be friends again.”
         

         
         Skye was faintly aware of someone still standing outside. Amy must have brought reinforcements.

         
         She stood there looking so eager, so innocent, so clueless that Skye’s stomach heaved.

         
         “That’s it? You want to be friends? Well, you can turn around and leave. Because no, just no.”

         
         And since Amy, as usual, just stood there waiting for things to go her away, Skye turned and walked down the hall, into the
            kitchen, and out the side door.
         

         
         “Hey, where are you going?” Hildy asked, a hot Dutch oven held in both hands.

         
         Straight to hell, thought Skye and let the door slam behind her.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         “Well,” Roxy said, finally recovering her voice. Really, she must say something. She couldn’t very well throw the little troublemaker
            out on her arse without at least saying hello-goodbye.
         

         
         What came out was, “You really should have called in advance.”

         
         “Why? So you could turn off all the lights and pretend you were on a cruise somewhere?”

         
         “I get seasick. I suppose I should ask you in.”

         
         Amy nodded vigorously and turned not to pick up a—dare Roxy think—hostess gift but to motion to someone who had parked his
            chinos-clad butt against the side of a blue sports car. “It’s all right, you can come in.”
         

         
         Before Roxy could form the words, Don’t bother, stay right where you are, two things happened.
         

         
         Hildy came out of the kitchen and bulldozed her sturdy little body down the hall toward them. Her cheeks were bright red from the heat of the kitchen or consternation at losing her most complimentary and beloved dinner guest. 

         
         The man pushed away from the car, leaned into the back seat, pulled out two suitcases, and sauntered over to the porch.

         
         Roxy frowned at him. Clean-cut, nice looking. More than an Uber driver, less than a husband? Was he backup, love interest,
            or manipulator-in-chief?
         

         
         Roxy supposed she should find out.

         
         “Just what’s going on?” Hildy demanded, waving her red dishcloth like she was expecting Ferdinand the Bull.

         
         “We appear to have guests.”

         
         Hildy pushed the gold-rimmed glasses that had been riding her forehead down to where she could squint at the newcomers.

         
         “Is that—?”

         
         “Skye’s half sister, Amy.”

         
         “What’s she doing here?”

         
         “Haven’t a clue. She says she wants to make it up with Skye.”

         
         “I’m standing right here,” Amy said petulantly.

         
         Hildy blew out air enough to douse a hurricane lamp. “Took her time,” she said almost under her breath.
         

         
         By now the man had reached the threshold and took a tentative step into the hallway. He didn’t put down the suitcases. Just
            stood there like a very handsome bellhop waiting for a room number.
         

         
         Roxy growled; she supposed she would have to put him up, too. If she sent them packing, they’d just get a room in town or
            out on the highway and be free to wreak havoc without constraint.
         

         
         And Roxy knew that was exactly what Amy would do. She really would like to believe that the rift between the two sisters—half sisters—could be mended but she didn’t see a snowball’s chance in hell. Which is what their life would be if Amy was left to run roughshod over them as she had always done. 

         
         And now of all times, when the town’s future was resting on Skye’s Discover It Weekend. Roxy’s internal disaster alert erupted.

         
         “You’re probably hungry. Why don’t you leave the bags here.” While I think. “Amy, show your friend to the parlor while Hildy and I see if we can rustle up something for you to eat.”
         

         
         It was a stupid and rude thing to say. The house was redolent with the aroma of Hildy’s brisket.

         
         Amy’s companion half smiled, or maybe it was a smirk, but he slowly lowered the cases to the floor. Stuck out his hand.

         
         “I’m . . . Connor Reid.”

         
         Roxy looked at his hand, clean and manicured; she touched her fingertips to it but retracted them before he could shake. He
            dropped his hand to his side.
         

         
         “We haven’t met before, but . . .”

         
         No, but the name did sound familiar. “Are you one of the Phillip Reids from Newport?” Roxy didn’t even know if there were
            Reids in Newport but she just felt like busting this guy’s chops purely for his association with the little termagant he’d
            accompanied.
         

         
         Beside her, Hildy sucked in air, possibly the same air she’d just expelled a few seconds before, because it was definitely
            getting harder to breathe standing here in the hallway.
         

         
         “It’s so good to be back,” Amy said and gave Roxy an impulsive hug before trundling Connor Reid down the hall.

         
         Hildy opened her mouth, but Roxy put a finger to her own lips then pointed toward the kitchen door.

         
         As soon as the door shut behind them, Hildy said, “Is that really Amy?”

         
         “Yep. Actually she hasn’t changed that much from when she was a five-year-old.”

         
         “Well, I wasn’t around too often when they were visiting. But I did recognize that boy’s name. I’m surprised you didn’t.”
            Hildy gave her such a look, the kind of reprimand that only a short person could wield over a tower like Roxy.
         

         
         “Oh shit,” Roxy said. “Connor. That boy. I was so shocked to see Amy, and trying to figure out what to do with her, that I totally blanked. Now what do we do?”
         

         
         “Don’t look at me. Why did she bring him? You don’t suppose they’re a . . . a . . . Lord, I can barely bring myself to say
            the words. A couple?”
         

         
         “How could they be?” Roxy asked.

         
         “No wonder Skye’s upset,” Hildy said. “She stormed through the kitchen with a look I’ve never seen before; well, at least
            not for a long time.”
         

         
         “I don’t think she even saw him; she barely took in Amy before she bolted.”

         
         “Double whammy of nothing good.” Hildy glanced over the table at the Dutch oven, covered and sitting on a trivet waiting to be served. She sighed. “I suppose I can set another place at the dining table. Or we can save this until after they leave. I think we have some peanut butter and store bread somewhere.” 

         
         Roxy cut her friend a surprised look and snorted out a laugh. “Remind me not to ever make you really mad.”

         
         “Oh, you do all the time. But I, unlike some people I know, know how to contain myself.”

         
         “Very funny.”

         
         “Are you going to let them stay?”

         
         “As opposed to letting them have free rein of the town? You know what they say?”

         
         “What?” asked Hildy.

         
         “Keep your enemies closer.”

         
         “They, whoever they are, are fools. I’ll set another place.”

         
          

         Skye didn’t think about where she was going or wonder how she could leave Roxy and Hildy to deal with her baggage. They hadn’t even known Amy except for a week or two each summer when the “family” deigned to descend on Roxy’s hospitality.
         

         
         It hadn’t lasted long since Karen, Amy’s mom, and Roxy were at loggerheads from the first day. And soon Skye and her father
            made the trip alone, until only Skye was sent to spend most of the summer with her mother’s sister and by then, Hildy.
         

         
         Ever since that last horrible year in high school when Skye had run away to Roxy, she’d made a permanent home here, first
            with Roxy, then after college when she opened Imagine That, in a one-bedroom apartment above the store.
         

         
         And now, just when she thought she’d left the past behind her, Amy shows up. Wanting to be friends? Fat chance of that happening.

         
         Why now? When Skye was at her busiest, exhausted with the prep for Discover It Weekend. When her nerves were tight, praying
            that nothing would go wrong . . .
         

         
         Something had just gone wrong. Big-time.

         
         Maybe Roxy would get rid of her, though it was selfish to put Roxy in that position. Skye should probably go back, find out
            why Amy was really here. She hadn’t visited since she and her mother had stopped coming for summer vacations. And Skye had
            made no attempt to change that in the fifteen years she had lived here.
         

         
         Amy had made a few timid overtures over the years, usually by text, when she graduated from college and needed money, was
            between jobs and needed money, needed a new car; when her mother, Skye’s stepmother, had remarried for the second time and
            Amy needed money for an apartment. . . .
         

         
         Skye had always come through, mainly just so Amy wouldn’t harass their father.

         
         It hadn’t taken Skye’s father long after Skye had left home to come to his senses; he’d divorced Karen and left Pennsylvania
            for Florida. But too late to help Skye. She didn’t resent what had happened. Her father, a dreamer, devastated by the loss
            of his first wife, had taken all his friends’ advice. Skye needs a mother.

         
         She did, but not Karen Fields.

         
         Skye shook herself as a chill swept through the warm summer air and settled in her bones.

         
         She’d apologize to Roxy and Hildy tomorrow, once Amy was gone. Because surely Roxy would send her packing. Her aunt wore her loyalty on her sleeve as well as in her heart. 

         
         Skye risked one look back over her shoulder. The car, some kind of sports model, was still parked at the cottage. Amy must
            be doing well for herself. It looked expensive.
         

         
         She turned away, hesitating on whether to take the drive back to town and her friends at the pub. But Maya and Jack would
            know immediately that something was wrong, no matter how hard Skye tried to hide it. And tonight was Maya and Sonny’s night.
         

         
         And if Skye did that, she might risk running into Amy and her companion on their way out. Of course, if they did leave, she
            could double back and still enjoy dinner with Roxy and Hildy.
         

         
         She couldn’t take the chance.

         
         Skye headed down the path past the cove to Jack’s. She was tempted to text him and ask him to bring her takeout, but she didn’t
            want to cast a damper on the celebration. Maya and Sonny had waited three long years to get pregnant. They should have their
            moment. Skye should be there with them, not walking alone and angry, running from her half sister, running from the bitter
            taste of her past.
         

         
         Skye slowed, realizing that she’d come to the wall where the path overlooked Cove Beach, a small crescent of sand at the base
            of a scree of boulders. It was a quiet, peaceful place, used mainly for contemplation and fishing since the riptides were
            often too strong for serious swimming.
         

         
         Usually when she was passing, she’d stop to sit on the wall to watch the sunset, which was in full progress, the sun blaring its last hurrah before sliding gently behind the sea. But tonight even that couldn’t tempt her. 

         
         She reached the fork in the path and veered off down the sandy track that led to Jack’s front porch.

         
         Jack had inherited the cottage from his grandmother. He had also spent vacations here. There was a paved drive from the main
            road to the end of the point, but it was way out of the way, so most people just used the path going back and forth to town.
         

         
         She and Jack must have passed each other’s cottage a hundred times back then and yet they had never met. In those days life
            was lived in the bubble of your own little community. Your side of the cove.
         

         
         It wasn’t until several years ago, when he had moved to the cottage permanently, that they’d met through their mutual friends,
            Maya and Sonny. The four of them had been inseparable ever since.
         

         
         Skye was practically running by the time she stumbled up the steps to the porch.

         
         She sat down on the glider. It squeaked as she set it in motion. Across the cove she could see Roxy’s kitchen lights on. Were
            she and Hildy sitting down to brisket? They would have called her if Amy had left. She must still be there with them.
         

         
         Why? Why now? Why ever?

         
         Skye pushed one foot along the floor, the glider creaking as it moved back and forth, back and forth. The sun went down, and Jack’s cottage wrapped its warmth around her. 

         
         The cottage itself looked like most of its neighbors, brown shake covered, spacious but cozy. Inside, it was a mixture of
            old-fashioned granny and sleek modern furnishings. Sort of like Jack himself.
         

         
         It didn’t bother him to watch sports on a state-of-the-art smart TV while he sprawled in a squishy chintz-covered easy chair.
            He didn’t even remove the crocheted doilies until Skye put her foot down and banished them to the linen closet.
         

         
         The sun went down with Skye thinking about those doilies. She was still sitting there when she saw a light turn on in the
            living room and she knew Jack was home.
         

         
          

         “That was delicious, thank you,” said Connor Reid with a smile toward Hildy and Roxy. Fortunately Hildy had a rotisserie chicken
            to replace the brisket she’d planned to serve.
         

         
         Roxy returned his compliment with a tight smile. He had a charm that was hard to resist even for someone twice his age, like
            her. She could see why Skye had thought him her soul mate. Just the right mix of intelligence, sociability, and awareness
            that kept Roxy from tossing him out on his ear. That and the fact that it had become apparent rather quickly that he and Amy
            were not a couple, at least not a serious one. He seemed to barely tolerate her.
         

         
         So what exactly was he doing here?

         
         “Coffee?” Hildy suggested. She’d managed to hide the brisket and the peach crumble. It was Skye’s favorite. They could have store-bought pound cake if they wanted dessert.
         

         
         “No,” said Amy. “I think we’ll go into town and check out if there are any decent bars.”

         
         “We just polished off a bottle of Ms. Kyle’s excellent cabernet,” Connor said. “I think that’s enough for tonight.” He smiled
            at Amy. “At least for me.”
         

         
         “Oh, you’re no fun. I can’t imagine why everyone said you were such a free spirit. You’re pretty much a stick in the mud as
            far as I’m concerned.”
         

         
         Roxy began to like Connor Reid a smidgeon more than she had a moment before.

         
         “Most places close early on weeknights until summer is in full swing,” Roxy said, lying through her teeth, but she didn’t
            want that girl running around, spreading venom and causing dissension.
         

         
         “Besides, you probably could use a good night’s sleep and get an early start home in the morning,” added Hildy innocently.
            About as innocent as Al Capone’s answers about tax evasion.
         

         
         “I’m not leaving until Skye talks to me,” Amy said. “It’s not my fault that everyone blamed her for what happened. And it
            was so long ago nobody remembers it anyway. It’s stupid for her to keep punishing me.”
         

         
         “Skye remembers,” Roxy said. “So I suggest you just leave well enough alone and go home and get on with your life.”

         
         “Why does she blame me? I didn’t do anything.” Amy sniffed. She seemed close to tears.

         
         Crocodile tears, Roxy reminded herself.
         

         
         “Maybe because you’re the one who accused her of starting the fire.”

         
         “Did she tell you that?”

         
         “Yes, and I have no reason not to believe her. But it’s water under the bridge, so I suggest you just move on.”

         
         “How can I? I can’t even walk down the street without people staring at me. The sister of the arsonist.”

         
         Before Roxy could point out that she’d just said everyone had forgotten, Connor stood and dropped his napkin on the table.
            “Oh just shut up, Amy. Go upstairs unless you want to help me with the dishes.” He picked up his plate and glass and carried
            it to the kitchen.
         

         
         Hildy began collecting plates and silverware and followed him.

         
         “Ugh.” Amy scowled and stood up.

         
         Roxy stood, too. “Come get your suitcase and I’ll show you to your room. Will you need one room or two?”

         
         “Two,” Connor called from the doorway to the kitchen. “Or I can get a room in town.”

         
         “That won’t be necessary,” Roxy said, trying to ignore Hildy’s bared teeth behind him.

         
         Not until she found out more about why he was here with Amy and how soon he planned to take her away.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Skye sat in the darkness wondering if she should tap on the sliding door to get Jack’s attention. Or wait until he wandered
            out onto the porch and let him find her. She suddenly felt unsure of herself. That maybe she’d overreacted seeing Amy and
            immaturely leaving Roxy and Hildy to deal with the situation.
         

         
         And she was afraid she might sound whiny and— The door slid open and Jack stepped out. The first thing he did was turn his
            head and see her sitting on the glider.
         

         
         “Okay,” he said, not moving closer.

         
         “Is that a question?” she asked.

         
         “More like an encouragement for you to explain why you’re sitting here in the dark. How long have you been here? Usually Roxy
            and Hildy keep you late.”
         

         
         “I didn’t stay.”

         
         Now he crossed to her, eased her feet off the glider, and sat down beside her.

         
         She gratefully snuggled into his outstretched arm.

         
          

         Jack wrapped his arm around Skye’s shoulders, lightly, trying not to feed whatever was causing her so much distress. She always amazed him. Lightning on a calm sea, calm waters in a storm. Sometimes fierce in her energy, and sometimes as fragile as a gull’s feather. But always trying to be all things to all people. 

         
         Now she was still. So still that he could feel her heart beating; occasionally a tremor rolled through her body.

         
         He waited.

         
         And amid the rolling and crashing of the waves below, the rustle of a breeze in the grasses around the cottage, her stomach
            growled.
         

         
         “Are you still hungry?”

         
         “Didn’t eat.”

         
         He turned to face her. “What happened?”

         
         She shook her head slowly as if testing the movement. “You won’t believe it.”

         
         “Hildy burned the brisket.”

         
         Skye laughed softly and settled back into the crook of his arm. Not back to normal but closer.

         
         “I don’t think Hildy has ever burned anything in her life.”

         
         Another shudder rolled through her and he knew. You didn’t normally have to be careful with Skye. She rarely flew off the
            handle, pouted, or played the poor-me card. She was a force unto herself, sometimes scarily so.
         

         
         But fire. Just the mention of it—sometimes—could set her off, but not in a panic. Skye never panicked. Never succumbed to hysterics, just a momentary acknowledgment of something in her life not quite reconciled. He knew the story, of course; Skye was nothing if not open. Like the sky. 

         
         He cringed at his thinking. She could make him halfway poetical in a clunky, never-should-attempt-it way. If he had any talent
            at all, it was in his hands.
         

         
         “It’s wonderful about Maya and Sonny,” she said.

         
         “Sure is. Maya is over the moon and Sonny’s quaking in his boots.”

         
         Now she turned to look at him. “Why? I thought he would be ecstatic.”

         
         “He is, but he’s also worried about another mouth to feed.”

         
         “The business is going great.”

         
         “Yeah, but those kinds of fears are never totally rational. Having a kid is a big responsibility.”

         
         “They’ll be great parents.” She smiled up at him, heartbreaking in its delight. “And they have a goldendoodle.”

         
         “Perfect family.”

         
         “Hmm. Amy showed up at Roxy’s door tonight.”

         
         It took him a while to make the leap. He started to ask who . . . then remembered. Amy. The half sister.

         
         “What did she want?”

         
         “To be friends.”

         
         Jack barked out a laugh.

         
         Skye’s head jerked up.

         
         “Sorry. But a little late.” He frowned. “Why now?”

         
         “Just what I’ve been sitting here wondering.”

         
         “I take it Roxy didn’t throw her out and that’s why you’re sitting here unfed.”

         
         “I didn’t wait to find out. It had been such a great day, and with Maya and Sonny’s news and with everything . . . I was so shocked, I just turned around and left.” She rubbed her face with both hands, ending with her fingertips resting on her chin like a gesture of prayer. And as far as Jack was concerned, he’d add his to hers. 

         
         He’d never met Amy and he could tell Skye was careful not to bad-mouth her sister—Skye had always blamed Amy’s betrayal on
            a lack of judgment, or immaturity, or some other excuse that Jack, not having as optimistic a view of people as Skye, didn’t
            buy for a minute. He thought it might have actually been predicated by pure menace, if not evil.
         

         
         Of course he’d only advanced that opinion once. Skye’s reaction had been swift and strong, and he knew in a flash of understanding
            that she depended on Amy’s actions not being intentional in order to keep that one little window to her family open.
         

         
         Jack didn’t see why it mattered so much. She’d grown up with a stepmother who sounded like something right out of Desperate Housewives, not that he actually ever watched the show. And a father who, from all accounts, lived with his head in the clouds and his
            heart in the past.
         

         
         A spirit like Skye didn’t have a chance in that household. Fortunately, she’d had the courage to chuck it and leave. She found
            fertile ground to grow in with Roxy. For which Jack, for one, was intensely grateful.
         

         
         He shifted away from her. “Why don’t you call Roxy and find out what’s going on, while I find you something to eat.”

         
         “I’m not really hungry.”

         
         “Well, your stomach is.”

         
         He peeled his arm away and stood up, setting off the creak of the glider. He really should get that fixed. He stopped at the
            doorway. “Call her.”
         

         
         “She’ll call me when the coast is clear.”

         
         He looked back at her. For a successful, independent, confident thirty-two-year-old, Skye couldn’t quite manage to put her
            family where it belonged. Or at least where Jack thought they deserved to be.
         

         
         Not that he was a paragon of family forgiveness. He stepped inside and closed the door.

         
          

         “Couldn’t sleep?” Roxy asked when a tousle-haired Connor Reid slipped into the kitchen around midnight. Hildy had just poured
            them a cup of decaf coffee.
         

         
         “Not until I knew Amy was asleep,” he said. “I thought you deserved an explanation.”

         
         “That would be nice,” Roxy said. “Care for a cup of decaf or would you prefer something stronger?”

         
         “Stronger, much stronger.”

         
         “Oh deary,” Hildy said. “I have just the thing.” She hurried out of the kitchen.

         
         Connor eyed the closing door suspiciously.

         
         “Don’t worry,” Roxy said. “What doesn’t kill you makes you strong.”

         
         “That’s very reassuring.” He pulled out a chair across the table from her and sat down.

         
         So this was Skye’s young Lochinvar. Heavens, he was a good-looking man. But he’d better not be riding to the rescue with Amy, the betrayer, in tow. Skye didn’t need to be rescued. Not from here. 

         
         Though Roxy had to confess that she was dying to hear Connor Reid’s side of the story that had driven Skye from home in the
            first place, and why he had decided to come now, since he hadn’t bothered to communicate with Skye once in all the years since.
            At least not that Roxy was aware of.
         

         
         Hildy returned with a bottle of Chivas and a glass that she placed in front of Connor, and another bottle of Tia Maria. “I
            thought we could use a little help in our coffee tonight.”
         

         
         Roxy slid the bottle closer. “Rather defeats the purpose of decaf,” she said and splashed a healthy dollop of the liqueur
            into her coffee mug.
         

         
         Hildy sat down and did the same, then both women looked at their guest.

         
         He took a sip and set the glass down. “I know you don’t know me.”

         
         “You’d be surprised what we know,” Roxy said.

         
         Connor glanced up, giving Roxy a sharp, appraising look.

         
         “But you only heard Skye’s side of the story.”

         
         “We only need Skye’s side.”

         
         “But are you sure that’s where the truth, all the truth, lies?”

         
         Roxy wanted to say, If you’d found that child, soaked with rain, shivering and hungry, huddled at the kitchen door, you wouldn’t have to know
               anything more. That was a truth she’d never forget. But she held her tongue. She wasn’t about to give either of these interlopers a word
            of information about Skye.
         

         
         “Well, I guess that puts you ahead of me,” Connor said. “Because I’m still not sure what happened. There seems to be no objective reporting of the actual events of that night.” 

         
         “Oh, I don’t know. I’m pretty sure Skye was around for the repercussions.”

         
         “True.” He fingered his glass of scotch, stared at it—organizing his thoughts or looking for answers? “She blames me for not
            being there for her.”
         

         
         “She has every right to.”

         
         He shook his head. “I was hoping you’d . . .”

         
         Roxy gave him a look that said her patience was growing short. “Don’t tell me I’m prejudiced, I know I am.”

         
         “And you won’t change our minds,” Hildy added.

         
         “I have no intention of doing so. Well, actually . . .” He sucked in a breath, let it out. “Oh hell. Where shall I start?”

         
         Roxy poured herself more Tia Maria, forgoing the coffee this time, then topped off Hildy’s. “As tempted as I am to say at
            the beginning, it’s past my bedtime and fifteen years must be a long story. How about what you’re doing here with her?” Roxy lifted her chin, indicating the Sleeping Beauty upstairs. She knew she wasn’t being objective but she collected Social
            Security; she was now old enough that she didn’t have to keep an open mind.
         

         
         Connor huffed out a quiet sound that might have been a laugh or a sigh. “I work for the State Department.”

         
         Hildy’s eyes rounded in appreciation; Roxy kneed her under the table.

         
         “I was on leave before my next assignment and decided to pay a visit to my parents.

         
         “I hardly ever get back, but I hadn’t been there two days when Amy was knocking on my door. Harrisburg is still a small town and news travels fast. 

         
         “She said she was going to make things right with Skye but she needed a ride. And she thought I should go with her.

         
         “I told her no, but the fact is as soon as she mentioned it, I knew I had to come.”

         
         “After fifteen years?” Roxy asked incredulously.

         
         “Yes. We—Skye and I—had never . . . I tried to call her, the day after the fire. She wouldn’t answer her cell. I didn’t know
            it had been destroyed in the fire. I figured they’d confiscated her phone, because Amy had told on us, that we were planning
            on running away together. I even called the house phone, but they said she couldn’t talk. They meant they wouldn’t let me
            talk to her. I didn’t know how bad the fire was or that Amy had accused Skye of starting it.
         

         
         “And yeah, I was pissed that she didn’t find a way of getting in touch. My parents had made me pack for military school that
            night. We left early the next morning. They’d been planning to send me, but they were so anxious to get me away, I knew they
            had heard of our plans, too.
         

         
         “By the time I got home for the holidays, Skye was gone and no one knew where she was.”

         
         Roxy snorted.

         
         Connor held up a hand. “No excuses, I know. I tried to set the record straight that Skye and I had been together and seen the fire from the hill above their house. But with Skye gone, it didn’t seem to matter. So I went back to school. Then life happened. I saw her social media posts occasionally and I was curious, but I was still upset. 

         
         “Coming here was the furthest thing from my mind until Amy showed up at my door and finagled a ride—God, that girl can talk.

         
         “I don’t even know why I came. Well, yeah I do. It was a window, and as a diplomat, you take one when it appears whether you’re
            ready or not. I probably shouldn’t have come. I just . . . I thought . . . I don’t know. I’ll try to get Amy to leave in the
            morning. It’s obvious that Skye doesn’t want to see me.”
         

         
         “Actually I don’t think she saw you at all,” Roxy confessed.

         
          

         It starts as a burst of light down the hill below them.

         
         “What’s that?” Skye is frightened, it isn’t normal light, not a porch light, not any kind of light that should be there.

         
         “Fire!” she screams and pulls away from Connor. He doesn’t let go. They’re running away, getting married; no one can stop
               them. But it’s fire below them. She pushes at him. He holds on.

         
         “I have to go,” she says, because she knows. Fire. She can see it fully now. Lapping up the side of her father’s workshop.
               “Call the fire department.” She screams it, she’s afraid the words didn’t come out, but Connor is reaching for his cell.

         
         And she is running, tripping, careening down the hill toward the huge torch in the night. Why does no one come out to see?

         
         Her lungs are already seared from the smoke when she reaches the door. Everything her father loves is inside.

         
         “Dad!” She doesn’t think. She just has to get inside. She pulls open the door, burns her hand on the latch. The door whooshes open, knocking her back. The flames leap out to pull her in and she goes.

         
         She can’t breathe. Nothing is left, she can’t see. The roof falls at her feet, casting molten sparks on her clothes and skin.
               She backs away. She has no choice. She can’t breathe. “Dad!”

         
         She stumbles outside as more building crashes behind her.

         
         Amy, her half sister, is standing on the porch steps to the house.

         
         A car drives up and stops. Their car. Her dad and stepmother jump out and run toward her.

         
         Amy runs toward her. “She did it, she did it. She tried to kill Daddy.” Amy is pointing at her.

         
         “No,” Skye yells over the roar. “It wasn’t me.”

         
         But no one listens. She can hear the fire engine’s siren in the distance. It’s too late. Too late.

         
         And her dad does nothing.

         
         Someone is pulling her away. Yelling “Put it down.” She is clutching a metal engine in her hand. Her father’s prize collectible.
               “Put it down!” But she can’t let go. It’s fused to her palm.

         
         Someone is holding her.

         
         “Skye. It’s okay. Just a dream.”

         
         Arms fold her in, pull her close, so familiar. So safe.

         
         “Connor?” Skye whimpers.

         
         She opened her eyes.

         
         Jack.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         Jack had left for work by the time Skye’s phone woke her at seven the next morning. She vaguely remembered him leaving, even
            more vaguely remembered the nightmare. She didn’t have them often, so she could lay this one squarely at Amy’s feet.
         

         
         She knew dreams were not really about what they portrayed, but merely symbols of something else, or just random stray images
            that hadn’t been filed in their appropriate memory cells. But fire did play a major role in her nightmares and for a real
            reason.
         

         
         Skye replayed that gut-wrenching panic of looking down the hill to see her father’s workshop on fire and thinking he might
            be inside. Her father had always been a little different. A dreamer, Aunt Roxy said. Eccentric was the general opinion.
         

         
         To Skye he was quiet, self-effacing, except when he was in his workshop, where he spent hours with model trains. He provided
            for his second wife and his children, but he was only really himself when among his trains.
         

         
         Skye thought they were magical. Not the trains themselves, but what they did to her dad’s persona. It was his escape. From a world that had taken his first love from him and that offered no comfort in return. Skye loved spending time in the workshop; Amy thought the trains were boring, didn’t like the musty oily smell that permeated the air, but still resented Skye for the time she spent there. 

         
         It was only
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