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			As a storyteller, surprises are my stock-in-trade, an essential tool in my workbox. I can’t imagine a truly good story without a few tossed in to befuddle and challenge my characters or delight them in some unexpected way. This book tells the story of a legacy and two generations during a Christmas past and a Christmas present. Martin Nightingale and his grandfather Walter each face their fair share of roadblocks and disappointments and are also delivered from their problems in astonishing ways.

			But surprises don’t always come in the form of a life-changing event, or even a beautifully wrapped gift. Sometimes, and far more important to me, surprises are invisible and happen deep inside a character’s heart and spirit. My first job as a storyteller is to show ordinary people on their journey through our everyday world who arrive at unexpected insights, even revelations, deep within. People who come to see their life, and everyone in it, in a new light. People who are transformed, improved, and far wiser at the end of their travels because of the surprises they’ve encountered along the way.

			Is there any better metaphor for Christmas morning? The world seemed little changed by the arrival of a tiny baby born in a stable to poor, obscure parents. But to those who truly saw and understood it, the moment was life altering. A quiet, almost invisible “plot twist” in the pages of history.

			I hope the Christmas season, and every day after, brings only the kind of surprises that help you see the world through a lens of wisdom, gratitude, and joy.

			Katherine Spencer

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE
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			Thanksgiving Day, Thursday, November 22, 2018

			Martin heard the siren coming up behind his car well before he saw the flashing lights. He was rounding a curve on the Beach Road, looking for the turn to the old house where his grandparents had once lived, the house that would soon be his. Right after the orchard, he recalled. Had he missed it? Maybe the orchard wasn’t there anymore; he hadn’t thought of that.

			The scenery was distracting: woodsy stretches that opened to sweeping salt meadows, golden waves of tall, reedy grass that shimmered in the fading light of the November day.

			He hadn’t been to this place in over ten years—not for a real visit—and he recognized the views like old photographs discovered in the bottom of a drawer.

			He had set the GPS on his phone for the route into town, but the cell service was iffy here and the signal kept drifting. Now he was lost and wondered if he should turn around.

			The siren drew closer, commanding his full attention, and a police car filled the rearview mirror. He pulled over to let it pass, but instead of flying by, the cruiser slowed and then parked behind Martin’s SUV, the red light on top still flashing.

			“Was I speeding, Milo? I don’t think so.” Martin turned to his traveling companion, who sat in the back seat.

			The shaggy border collie mix leaned forward and nudged Martin’s shoulder with his nose. The dog was pleased about the stop and eager to stretch his legs. The drive from Boston to Cape Light was at least two hours, and Martin could tell poor Milo was losing his patience.

			“We’ll be there soon, buddy. Let’s see what this policeman has to say.” It was almost dark out now and Martin watched the silhouette approach, backlit by the cruiser’s bright headlights.

			Milo stood up and wagged his tail. Martin glanced at him. “Let me do the talking, okay?”

			The officer tapped on the window, and Martin quickly rolled it down. “License and registration, please.”

			“Sure . . . no problem.” Martin looked up into a pair of startling blue eyes. A woman’s eyes. He tried but couldn’t hide his surprise.

			He had a feeling she was amused by his response, though her stern expression did not alter. “Your license, sir?” she repeated.

			“Absolutely. I have it right here . . .” Martin fumbled with his wallet as his library and credit cards, gym membership, and other plastic rectangles spilled into his lap. He fished out the documents she wanted and handed them over. “I’m sorry. Did I do something wrong?”

			“The radar showed you driving over sixty in a fifty-mile zone.” She didn’t sound as if she were accusing him; she was merely stating a fact.

			“That fast? Really? I never saw a sign for the speed limit.”

			“I guess not.” She checked his license, front and back, and glanced at him and then back at his photo, which had been taken a while ago, before he’d grown a beard. He noticed a nameplate on her jacket: OFFICER L. TULLEY. He wondered what the L. stood for but didn’t think it was a good time to ask.

			Though she was all business, he still couldn’t help noticing that she was pretty. Very pretty, despite the bulky uniform—a heavy blue jacket, dark pants, and a peaked blue cap. Her hair was gathered at the back of her neck, under the hat, but the severe style brought her fair skin and fine features into even sharper focus. Like a portrait of a Victorian beauty.

			She met his gaze again but didn’t return the ID. A bad sign; she needed that to write a ticket. Some guys could talk their way out of a situation like this, especially with a pretty girl, but Martin knew he was not that sort and never would be. Efforts to disguise his innate shyness only made him seem reserved, even aloof. He wasn’t really like that but knew it was the impression he made at times, and he couldn’t quite help it.

			“What brings you to Cape Light, Mr. Nightingale? Visiting for Thanksgiving?”

			“I’m here on business. A few days or so.” He kept his explanation brief. He didn’t want to get into the details. He actually wasn’t allowed to. “If you need to give me a ticket, Officer, I understand. But I really didn’t see a speed-limit sign. I must have been distracted. I was looking for a turn.”

			She leaned closer to the window, about to reply, when Milo pushed his furry head out the window. He licked the police officer’s chin and knocked off her hat. The officer jumped back with a shocked expression that made Martin bite back a smile.

			“Milo, get down!” Martin turned and tried to grab the dog’s collar.

			The officer turned to pick up her hat, and Martin saw that her hair was clipped in a large knot. Loose strands curled around her face. Dark red hair, an unusual and striking shade.

			“I’m so sorry.” Martin turned to the dog. “Calm down, Milo. Sit back in your spot.” He looked at the officer. “He’s just too friendly sometimes.”

			“No harm done. I like dogs. My dog is even more rambunctious.” She adjusted her hat and didn’t look quite so intimidating now.

			“He’s just restless. He’s had enough of the car and wants to get out.”

			“Was he complaining a lot? Is that why you were speeding?”

			He couldn’t tell if she was joking. “I was wondering about directions. Isn’t there a big inn around here somewhere? A friend told me about it,” he added quickly.

			“The Inn at Angel Island, you mean?”

			“Yes, that’s it.” He remembered the place and had looked it up online. The website said they took dogs, too.

			“It’s not too far. Is that where you’re staying?”

			“I hope so.”

			“No reservation?”

			“I didn’t get a chance to call.” Martin was usually much more organized when he traveled and rarely took a trip without knowing exactly where he would stay and how long he’d be there. But he had put this trip off a thousand times, dreading it. Until finally, it was just time to get up and go. He’d never expected rooms would be rare in this out-of-the-way place.

			“I doubt the inn has any rooms tonight,” she said. “They’re always booked solid on a holiday. The Spoon Harbor Inn will be filled, too. There’s a motel on the highway, before the exit.”

			He’d noticed that place, but it looked so dreary. He had come all this way and had expected to stay in the village.

			As if reading his thoughts, or maybe his disappointed expression, she said, “There’s a guesthouse in town that might work out for you. It’s very nice. A woman named Vera Plante runs it. She might even take a dog.”

			“That would be great.” Maybe it was worth getting a ticket if it solved his hotel problem. Before Martin could ask for Vera Plante’s phone number, Officer Tulley jotted a note on a pad. She handed the slip through the window.

			Her small hand was very much at odds with her uniform. No wedding band or engagement ring. Though he wasn’t sure why he noticed.

			“Vera Plante, on Meadowlark Lane. Need directions?”

			“I’ll set the GPS. Did I miss the turn to Cape Light? I thought it was on this road somewhere.”

			“About two miles more. You’ll see Potter Orchard on the left. It comes up after that.”

			“The orchard. Right. It’s still there. That’s good.” He was talking to himself, but she heard him.

			“The sign says ‘Potter,’ but new owners took over the business. Sophie Potter still lives on the property. Have you visited this area much?”

			“Not at all. My first time.” A bald-faced lie. But he had to remain anonymous. That was important. His attorney had warned him. Just his luck that he hadn’t even reached town and had to give out his real name. But it was unlikely that he and the attractive Officer L. Tulley would meet again. He was determined to be done with his business as fast as possible. A few days was all it would take, he hoped.

			“My client mentioned the orchard.” Another lie. If anything, he was the only “client” in this assignment.

			She kept her eyes on him, studying him carefully. He wasn’t sure she believed him, but she didn’t ask more questions.

			“Maybe I’ll do some sightseeing while I’m here. I’ve heard it’s a pretty place.” He wasn’t sure what else to say.

			“I hope you do, Mr. Nightingale.” She handed back his ID. “And while you’re at it, watch your driving.”

			“I will, Officer.” Was she letting him go? Just like that? “No ticket?”

			Good going, Martin. Does she really need to be reminded? Maybe you should write one out for yourself.

			Her blue eyes flashed with amusement. The start of a smile tugged the corner of her mouth. “I’ll let you off with a warning this time. In the future, slow down.”

			He nodded respectfully. “Absolutely. Thank you very much.”

			He waited for her police car to pull away before he steered his own car back onto the road, heading for the village.

			“We wiggled out of that one.” Martin glanced at Milo, who watched the road from his window. “Maybe knocking off her hat helped our case. In general, I doubt you should do that again.”

			Police officers were much friendlier here than they were in the city, he reflected. That was the way he remembered the place, though he wondered if it was just the lens of childhood coloring his memories in such a positive light.

			His last visit to the town had been over ten years ago, for his grandfather’s funeral. He had come down for the day from his boarding school in New Hampshire. His grandmother had died two years prior, and by that time, he had outgrown the long summer visits with his parents. His mother was gone by then, too.

			But before those losses, he would travel on this road all summer long in the back seat of his grandfather’s big, stuffy station wagon, the trunk loaded with beach chairs, umbrellas, and a huge cooler that took two to carry over the sand.

			His grandfather drove so slowly, Martin could count the passing trees on the road side. The Red Sox were always on the radio. Martin recalled sticking his face out the window to catch the passing breeze until, finally, the ride ended, and the reward was worth all the bother—a long, golden day at Crane’s Beach, sandy sandwiches, naps in the shade of a huge umbrella, and, on the way home, an ice-cream cone that melted faster than he could lick the drips.

			Other days were passed picking peaches or strawberries at Potter’s and hunting for butterflies, hermit crabs, frogs, and salamanders in the boggy places behind his grandparents’ house, which was set in a secluded spot on a large pond. At night he chased fireflies and kept them in a jar; in other containers, bright ladybugs and lazy caterpillars. His grandmother had an endless supply of jars and shoeboxes; she saved them all year for him. His mother was always excited to see the creatures he found, examining them curiously and never once flinching or even making a face. “That’s a beauty, Martin,” she would say. Though she did urge a “catch, observe, and release” philosophy.

			Some days started in the cool dawn, sitting in a rowboat, rubbing sleep from his eyes while his grandfather carefully baited their fishing lines. At night, there were clambakes and bonfires, toasted marshmallows and stories whispered in the dark. Stories that started with goose bumps and ended with laughter.

			He wondered what kind of shape the house was in now; if it was as roomy and interesting as he remembered. He would find out soon. He wondered what had become of his old room, the one his grandparents had kept especially for him. A cozy space with eaves in the ceiling and a big window over the bed where the fresh, salt-scented breezes blew in. Shelves filled with toys lined one wall—special toys his grandfather had made by hand. Martin spent rainy days in his grandfather’s workshop, though he had never learned to be handy. At night, the toys seemed to come alive in the dark, but in a friendly, enchanted way.

			As Martin got older, he realized how much his mother had loved that house and the long summer visits with her in-laws—maybe even more than his father had. Or maybe his father just took it all for granted because he had grown up there. His mother had no family of her own. Martin’s grandparents had loved her like a daughter and had felt as if they had lost their own child when she died so suddenly. He could see now how the event had fractured the entire family and abruptly ended his childhood.

			Once Martin’s mother died, his father rarely returned to Cape Light. Martin was never sure why; they had never spoken about it. He guessed the memories were too painful for him. His own connection to the place had ended then, too.

			Soon after his mother’s death, his father sent him away to prep school, and his summers were spent at sleepaway camp or on teen trips. His father remarried quickly, settled in Arizona, and soon had a new family. Martin barely knew his stepmother and much younger stepsiblings. Visiting their home was like landing on another planet, a hot, sandy terrain dotted by cacti where he was a stranger with no hope of ever fitting in.

			Of course, his father had invited him out West for Thanksgiving, as he always did on a holiday. An offhand, pro forma invitation he and Martin both knew rarely amounted to much.

			Just as well. Martin needed to start his special project, one he could only take care of here, in Cape Light. Thanksgiving was a family day. Despite the good intentions and invitations of friends and coworkers, he was not comfortable joining a family gathering. He rarely celebrated holidays and barely noticed this one’s passing—though he did enjoy roast turkey with stuffing and all the trimmings, and wouldn’t mind such a dinner even if it wasn’t homemade. Maybe after he found a decent place to sleep, he could find a restaurant that was still serving.

			He hoped the guesthouse the officer had recommended would pan out, even for a night or two. He usually planned trips with little left to chance. This one had been put off for months. Martin had tried hard to avoid it altogether, but last week he’d learned that his legal attempts to maneuver around the terms of his grandfather’s will had failed. His attorney had advised him to give up the fight. There was no choice other than to fulfill his grandfather’s strange request—or Martin’s entire inheritance, a sizable sum, would go to charity. Finally, he had taken an extended leave from his job and forced himself to make a start.

			His grandfather had been a charming, whimsical man. But the terms of his will pushed a joke too far. Martin simmered every time he considered the hoops his grandfather had set for him to jump through.

			The speed of the car edged up again, and he made sure to slow down—just in time to spot the sign for Potter Orchard, a comforting sight. Moments later, he turned toward the village, and he was soon driving down Main Street. The quaint streetlights glowed in the early-evening light, and from what he could see, the storefronts looked unchanged from when he was a boy.

			Village landmarks came into view—a movie theater, a bank, and a post office. The Clam Box Diner, still there but unfortunately closed. He looked for another place to eat or at least get a cup of coffee. A little café called The Beanery looked promising but that, too, was closed.

			He gave up and headed for the harbor and the village green. He had to take care of Milo first anyway, before anything else. He parked alongside the deserted green. Soon Milo was tugging him along the well lit paths, past the old stone church. His grandparents had belonged to that church and had often taken him there for the Sunday service, the only churchgoing he’d known. It looked exactly the same, he thought, the big gray stones untouched by the years or even the harsh winds that blew off the harbor.

			Milo marched farther, dragging Martin along, sniffing in every direction, as if he had never been outside before. He scattered a pile of leaves with his muzzle before they rounded the gazebo.

			Martin managed to dial the number Officer Tulley had given him. It rang and rang. Finally someone answered—a woman’s voice, obviously that of an older person, but clear and strong. “Yes, this is Vera,” she said.

			Martin explained his situation and how he had found out about her guesthouse. “Officer Tulley gave me your name.” After she stopped me for speeding, he could have added.

			He was happy to hear that Vera did have rooms available and might accept the dog. “If he’s a nice dog. Can you come in half an hour? My guests are just leaving.”

			Martin heard voices in the background and realized that he must have interrupted a Thanksgiving dinner. “I’m sorry for bothering you. I can come later if you like.”

			“Half an hour will be plenty of time for me.”

			Martin agreed to the time. He wasn’t sure how Vera Plante was going to decide if Milo was indeed “a nice dog” but hoped his hound would do well on the interview.

			Vera Plante’s house was a short drive from the village. A good walk for Milo if it worked out. The house was nicer than he had expected, a large, well maintained Victorian set on a sloping lawn, slate-blue clapboard with white trim and black shutters. He wondered if he should leave Milo in the car, then snapped on the leash and let him jump out. It was best to find out straight off if the dog was unacceptable. That would save time for everyone.

			“Be a gentleman, Milo. It’s important,” Martin whispered as they walked up the front steps. Martin was about to ring the bell, but the front door opened. A slim woman with a coil of silver hair on her head greeted him.

			“You must be Mr. Hanson. Come in, come in.”

			Martin was about to correct her, then remembered he had given her a fake last name. “Please, call me Martin.”

			Mainly so I won’t get confused, he wanted to add. But he had to carry out his task anonymously, as per the terms of the will, and the surname “Nightingale” was distinctive. It was certainly possible that someone would connect him with his family, especially someone older, though he guessed Vera to be at least ten years younger than his grandparents would have been by now. Either way, it was a risk he couldn’t afford to take.

			Martin led Milo inside, then stood by the front door. “Thanks for letting me come by. I’m sorry to bother you on the holiday.”

			“No bother. My daughter and her family came up from Connecticut, but they needed to get an early start back. It all worked out.” She turned her attention to Milo. “This is the dog?”

			“Yes, this is Milo. I know he’s big, but he’s very gentle and friendly. And well trained,” he added, though the point was debatable.

			Vera looked down at Milo. Martin could see she was making up her own mind, despite his recommendations. She leaned forward and met the dog’s questioning gaze. “Are you a nice dog, Milo?”

			Milo panted and gave her a doggy smile. Then he lifted his chin and raised his paw. Martin was surprised. Where had he learned that?

			Vera didn’t seem surprised at all. She took the paw in her hand and shook. “How do you do?”

			Martin smiled, feeling relieved. She was certainly eccentric, but his grandparents had been, too. Maybe it was something in the water around here. He would have to be careful.

			Vera looked up at Martin. “I don’t care for small dogs—usually too yappy. I like a more substantial dog that won’t get underfoot.”

			“He never gets underfoot. And he rarely barks.”

			Finally, Vera gave Milo’s head a pat. “All right, Milo. Let’s see how it goes.” She looked back at Martin. “If you’d like to follow me, I’ll show you the rest of the house.”

			“I would like that very much.”

			“You’re welcome to use all the rooms.” Martin saw a large, formal parlor to the left of the foyer and a small sitting room to the right. “There’s a television in there, but I don’t get many stations.”

			“That’s all right. I don’t watch much TV.”

			“Good for you. Mostly junk, in my opinion. Though I do enjoy those cozy British mysteries.”

			Martin could have guessed. “Yes, those shows are fun.”

			“The kitchen, of course.” She led the way into a spacious kitchen with a black-and-white tile floor and old-fashioned wooden cabinets, painted white, many with glass doors. He remembered the same type in his grandparents’ house and wondered if the room there had been changed.

			“You can have a shelf in the fridge and store dry goods in this cupboard. The room comes with breakfast and dinner. But please let me know if you won’t be taking a meal here.”

			“I certainly will.” Breakfast and dinner? That would be convenient. Depending on Vera’s cooking, he amended. He expected to stay here only a night. But maybe this place would make a comfortable landing spot until he was done with his task.

			He followed Vera up a back staircase that led from the kitchen to the second floor. She opened the first room on the long corridor, and he walked in, Milo softly padding behind them.

			The doorway faced long windows covered with wooden shutters, closed now to the night. A small lamp on a bedside table cast a soft, warm light. He smelled lemon oil and fresh linen. There were a large bed, a night table, and an oak dresser. There was also a simple desk and chair set in front of the windows. The furniture was not new but gleamed with care. The fluffy pillows and dark blue quilt looked inviting.

			“This looks very comfortable.”

			“I hope so. But if you need anything, I’m usually here. There’s a private bath, right through there. You’re the only guest right now, so it will be quiet.”

			He was pleased to hear that. The less small talk with strangers, the better. He asked Vera the rate and was surprised by the reasonable fee.

			“That sounds fine. I’m happy to pay you in advance, Mrs. Plante. Extra for the dog, too. Or a security deposit of some kind?”

			He doubted Milo would harm anything, but it might make his hostess feel more secure about taking them in.

			“That won’t be necessary. How long do you plan on staying, Mr. Hanson?”

			Martin had to smile, hearing himself called by that name. “I’m not exactly sure. I’m visiting town on business. It depends on how the project goes. I expect to be here a few days, possibly a week. And please, call me Martin.”

			“You can stay as long as you like. I was just curious. I’ll leave a set of keys on the mail table near the front door. Is there anything I can get for you, or help you with?”

			“I was wondering if you know of any place nearby where I can get something to eat. Even fast food would do. I saw one or two spots on the turnpike, but I’d rather not drive that far.”

			Vera looked shocked. “That awful stuff? Through a window? On Thanksgiving?”

			Martin shrugged.

			“I have plenty of leftovers. I’ll warm a plate for you. If you’d like a turkey dinner, that is.”

			“I’d love a turkey dinner. But I hate for you to go to any trouble.”

			“No trouble. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself, knowing you were eating fast food tonight when my refrigerator is bursting.”

			A dramatic reaction, Martin thought. And one that made him smile. “Well, thank you, Mrs. Plante. Really.”

			“Don’t mention it. I have some scraps for my new friend, too. You bring in your bags. I’ll let you know when the food is ready. And please call me Vera. Everyone does.”

			“Okay, Vera. I will.” Martin thanked her again, and silently thanked Officer Tulley for directing him to such a comfortable place and such an accommodating hostess.

			By the time he returned from his car, the house was filled with the mouthwatering scent of roast turkey and all the trimmings. Milo had waited for Martin by the front door as he came in and out, and now eagerly followed when Martin walked back to the kitchen. Vera stood at the stove, wearing an apron over her dress and a big hot mitt on one hand.

			“Can I help?” Martin offered.

			“You just sit down; everything is ready.” Martin turned and saw the table set for one. He sat down, and Milo sat under the table, at his feet, his head on his paws.

			Vera brought a platter of turkey and several delicious-looking side dishes to the table, including Martin’s favorites: stuffing and cranberry sauce that looked homemade.

			She glanced down at the dog. “Don’t look so sad, Milo. I have something for you. Is that all right? Can he have some turkey?”

			Martin nearly laughed at the question. “Sure, if you want a friend for life.”

			Vera returned to the counter and Milo followed. She set down a dish of turkey scraps, and the dog quickly cleaned it.

			Martin started on his own dinner at a much more mannerly pace. “Everything is delicious,” he said after a few bites. The compliment was sincere. Vera was a very good cook. He dipped his fork into the pile of tasty stuffing heaped on his dish. If he ate two meals a day here, he would have to find someplace to work out.

			“Very kind of you to say. There’s pie, too. When you’re ready.”

			The teakettle whistled, and she poured the hot water into a waiting teapot. “Before I forget, I’m leaving the house early tomorrow. I’ll put out breakfast for you before I go.”

			“That won’t be necessary. I’ll get something in town. I won’t be hungry after this supper.”

			Vera looked satisfied to hear that. She took his dish and carried it to the sink.

			“All right. But you’ll find a pot of coffee. You can help yourself to anything else.” She had fixed her tea and brought the cup to the table, along with Martin’s favorite, a dish of pumpkin pie. “I don’t normally go out early, but I’m on the decorating committee at church. We have a lot to do. Christmas will be here before you know it.” She sliced a piece of pie and held it out to him. “Pumpkin? I baked it myself.”

			“I’d like some, thanks.” He took a bite, savoring the pie’s spicy custard. He knew pumpkin pie could be made year-round, but it seemed wrong to eat it anytime but the fall.

			Vera had served herself a slice, too. “We’re a small congregation but everyone does their part. There’s so much going on this time of year. I don’t know how we get it all done, but somehow—with a little help from above—we do.”

			“Is there a special service or something for Christmas?” He wasn’t that interested; he asked only to be polite.

			“That’s just the sprinkles on the whipped cream. First, there’s the Advent party, and then the Christmas Fair. Quite a production and a big fund-raiser. The whole town shows up. Most of the money we raise goes to families who don’t have the means for Christmas gifts or even necessities. You’d be surprised to learn how some are struggling,” she added. “There’s also a pageant on Christmas Eve, and the Christmas Day service, of course.”

			“That is a full schedule. Do you work on all those projects?”

			Vera waved at him. “Of course not. I’d be run ragged. I help where I can. Some years more than others.”

			Martin wasn’t listening that closely to the laundry list of church events, but the mention of families that needed financial help snagged his attention. Wouldn’t a minister be able to help him fulfill the terms of the will? And be happy to do it, too?

			“Is your church in the village, Vera?”

			“The old stone church on the green. You can’t miss it. It’s a real landmark, built in the seventeen hundreds when the area was first settled. You should take a look inside sometime. The stained glass windows are real works of art.”

			“I know that church.” The words slipped out before he could catch himself. Martin avoided her surprised expression, wondering how to cover up.

			“Do you? So, you’ve been to Cape Light before. I didn’t realize.”

			He shrugged. “I drove around the village before I came here. I took Milo for a walk around the village green.”

			“Oh, I see.” She didn’t seem suspicious of his clumsy cover-up. “I grew up in the village, so I’m not going to tell you how long I’ve been a member there. My husband, Lester, did, too. Detweiller was my maiden name. My husband’s father ran a print shop in town, and Lester took over the business soon after we got married. That was quite a while before Reverend Ben came. He was called to the church about nineteen seventy-eight, I think.”

			Martin took the last bite of his pie. “That is a long time. I bet you know the whole congregation.”

			Vera shrugged. “I suppose I do. Though there are always young families coming in. That’s nice to see. And some who move away, of course. Or some who just grow old and fade away,” she added with a sadder tone. She sighed and smiled again. “I’m not in that category yet, thank the Lord.”

			Martin had to smile at her plucky spirit. “Not at all. Not even close.”

			Vera must have known his grandparents, he realized. If not personally, she would certainly remember them by name. They had been very well-known in town and very active in the church. So many had attended his grandfather’s memorial service; every seat had been filled.

			He wondered if Vera had been there. He wondered if he had met her at church when he was a boy. But the chances that she would recognize him after all this time were slim to none, he reasoned. Especially since she didn’t know his real last name.

			“Reverend Ben talks about retiring,” she continued, “but he never makes any plans. I would miss him very much. He’s not all preachy like some ministers, but his sermons always leave you with something worth thinking about.”

			“He must be a good minister if your congregation has kept him around that long.”

			Vera laughed. “Very true. Would you like to come to the service on Sunday? You might enjoy it.”

			The invitation caught Martin by surprise. Vera was so welcoming and generous, it was hard to refuse. But the idea of going to church seemed so foreign and out of his routine. She may as well have asked him to the North Pole.

			“Thanks. I appreciate that . . . Let’s see how it goes?”

			She didn’t seem put off. He was glad of that. He didn’t want to insult her. He could see she had a good heart and meant well.

			“More pie, Martin? Maybe some tea?”

			Martin smiled and shook his head. “I’ve had plenty of everything. It was all delicious.” He rose and picked up their plates. “I can clean up. I bet you didn’t expect to serve another Thanksgiving guest today.”

			“I did not. But that’s what the holiday is about. To be full of thanks and be giving, right?”

			Martin liked the way she phrased it. “Very true. That’s why I should help you now.”

			Vera smiled and picked up her cup. “If you like. I’ll take my tea into the sitting room and read awhile. If you need anything, let me know.”

			Martin assured her he would be fine and said good night. He put the dirty plates and silverware in the dishwasher and wiped the counters and sink. Then he took Milo out for a short “nightcap” walk.

			Up in their room, he closed the door and unpacked his bag. He hadn’t brought much. Some casual clothes and his notebook computer and some books. A sports jacket and tie, just in case. In case of what, he wasn’t sure.

			He set his laptop on the desk and arranged the pile of books on the nightstand: one or two new titles he had just started and a few long-standing favorites he read over and over again.

			He rarely traveled without books. Real books that he could hold in his hand and jot a note in the margin or quickly page through to find a favorite passage. He had tried e-readers, but he liked the feeling and even the smell of a real book. There had been hundreds of books in his grandfather’s house, lining specially made shelves that stretched from the floor to the ceiling. His grandfather never had the chance to go to college but had always loved to read and was more literate and widely read than anyone Martin had ever met.

			Martin mostly read at night before he went to sleep. The truth was, he could easily get lost in a book any time of day and sometimes thought all he would do was read if given the choice. Books had always been his most trusted and reliable companions. They had never let him down.

			Tonight, the good food and long drive left him drowsy. He stretched out on the bed, and as if mirroring his movements, Milo stretched out on the rug and gave a deep sigh.

			“It’s been a long day, Milo,” Martin said.

			And an emotional one, he silently added. Just thinking of the job that lay ahead made him feel drained and daunted. How would he manage it? He would never collect his inheritance. It would all go to charity. But he had to try.

			The terms of the will said he had to make anonymous gifts to residents of Cape Light, totaling $150,000. Donations could be made to charities or schools, but no more than 20 percent, or $30,000. The rest of the funds, $120,000, had to be gifted to individuals or families by Christmas Day and totally anonymously.

			Martin had no qualms about donating the money, even such a large sum. He was not materialistic and had simple needs. He did want to gain his inheritance, but had no interest in buying fancy cars or even investing. He saw his grandfather’s gift as a ticket to his freedom, a path to a new life. He was only twenty-five, or would be in January. But sometimes he felt fifty-five, like a man who had reached a midlife crisis. He had only been practicing as a tax attorney for a few years, but already knew the field was not for him. He felt as if he was drifting, with no good reason to get up in the morning, except to take care of Milo. He needed to hit some hidden reset button and get his life going in a more positive, fulfilling direction. He wasn’t sure yet what he wanted to do but felt sure his inheritance would give him the breathing room and resources to figure it out.

			But first, he had to give a chunk of it away by Christmas. Martin had looked at the question from many different angles but had little notion of how to find people who needed his help.

			Finally, his conversation with Vera had sparked an idea. He could start at the church and speak to the minister.

			Reverend Ben would have been at the church when Martin was a boy. Martin could vaguely recall him—his beard, glasses, and friendly blue eyes. He could also recall daydreaming through the whole service, wishing he was already on the playground or gobbling up a burger and fries in the Clam Box, where his grandparents would take him for lunch.

			He felt encouraged. He had mulled over this problem for weeks and had never thought about walking into a church and speaking to a minister.

			He grinned at the dog. “This idea could solve everything, Milo. If all goes well tomorrow, you’ll be back in the dog park on Commonwealth in no time.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			[image: ]

			Friday, November 23, 2018

			The tricky part of his plan would be avoiding Vera. Martin considered the problem as he walked into town with Milo on Friday morning. He wondered how long Vera’s committee would be working at the church. If she caught sight of him there, he was sure she’d be delighted. But then she would wonder why he was requesting a private meeting with the minister.

			From what he knew so far of his landlady, she’d ask a lot of questions and he would be in the position of making up a story. Another story. Vera was a nice person, and he didn’t feel comfortable misleading her. Even giving her a false last name didn’t rest easily on his conscience. It was better to avoid Vera altogether this morning. Not just better; imperative.

			That was another thing about fulfilling the terms of the will. Martin was a naturally private person. But traveling under an alias and misleading people about his purpose here seemed much more to him than simply being private. It seemed duplicitous. And he had never been good at keeping secrets. For one thing, there was so little about his life that was interesting enough to hide. For another, he hoped this problem would be resolved quickly.

			They reached the village green, and Milo tugged him down a path along the harbor, delighted to be back in his new “happy place.” As Milo intently sniffed the ground and scanned the area for geese and squirrels, Martin checked the parking lot behind the church. He saw several cars, Vera’s dark green sedan among them, with its unmistakable bumper sticker: I’D RATHER BE KNITTING.

			Now he had to wait until the coast was clear. Luckily, he had brought a book. He found a bench a safe distance away, looped Milo’s leash around a wooden slat, then settled down to read. Milo sat at his feet and watched the gulls swooping over the bay. The weather was mild for late November, and they had found a sunny spot; Martin thought they could sit there all day if necessary.

			A few moments later, it was apparent that Milo did not share the thought. He jumped up, barking, then charged off. The leash slipped from the bench with barely a tug. Martin looked up, unsure of what was happening, and saw his dog already halfway across the green. Milo’s prey, a large squirrel, scampered just a few feet ahead. Martin shouted for the dog as he dropped his book and chased after them.

			

			• • •

			Louisa didn’t take many breaks during her shift; she was usually too busy. But this morning, instead of eating a snack in the police car, she parked at the green to stretch her legs and get a breath of air.

			She soon heard shouting. “Milo, come! Come back, Milo . . . Bad dog . . .”

			The voice sounded familiar and she immediately recognized the dog bounding in her direction, the trailing leash a telltale sign of an unauthorized adventure.

			“Milo . . . here, boy. I have a treat for you.” Louisa reached into her pocket and took out a sandwich bag, then crouched down and held out a cracker.

			The dog looked at her, gazed back a moment at its target—a fat, gray squirrel that darted under a bush—then changed course and ran toward her.

			She nearly fell over as Milo gobbled up the offering then quickly licked her cheek. She grabbed the leash and stood up, immediately face-to-face with the dog’s owner, Martin Nightingale. Dark brown eyes peered out from his bearded face. His cheeks were red and he was out of breath. He looked surprised to see her, but pleased and also embarrassed.

			She handed over the leash before he could speak. “No loose dogs on the green, Mr. Nightingale. Did you miss another sign?”

			His eyes grew wide with surprise. Then he realized she was teasing. “He’s wearing a leash. I just wasn’t holding it. I’m going to blame it all on the squirrel. How much willpower is a dog supposed to have?”

			The question made her smile. “All right, I’ll let him off with a warning this time.” She deliberately echoed their conversation of the night before and could see that Martin remembered.

			“Thanks. He’d have to pay the fine in dog biscuits, and he hates that.”

			She laughed and he looked pleased. She liked a guy with a sense of humor, especially the dry, offbeat kind.

			“By the way, thanks for recommending Vera Plante. The room is very comfortable, she likes Milo, and she even gave me a turkey dinner.”

			Louisa was glad to hear that her suggestion had worked out.

			Martin Nightingale seemed very intelligent but a little lost in some way that was hard to put a finger on. And why was he eating a Thanksgiving dinner at a guesthouse? Didn’t he have a family?

			Slow down with the questions, Louisa. I know it’s your business to be curious about people, but sometimes it gets out of hand.

			“I’m glad it worked out. Will you be in town very long?”

			Martin shrugged. She noticed his glance slide away, as if the question made him anxious. “Hard to say. Only for a few days, if things fall into place.”

			His vague reply only made her more curious. “What sort of work do you do?”

			“I’m a tax attorney.”

			“That sounds interesting.” It probably was, to some people, though it was not a job she would ever want. She had just said that to be polite.

			He seemed to guess her true feelings. “Oh, sure. But funny how you don’t notice any TV shows about tax attorneys. Though there must be a million about police officers.”

			She laughed. “The TV crews haven’t landed in Cape Light yet. On the other hand, you never know what the day will bring.”

			“Very true,” he said, but seemed to be saying, Who would guess I’d meet up with you?

			He met her glance and held it, and she felt something in her heart flip. She could not deny that yesterday, she’d found him attractive, but she had learned to shut down her personal side while carrying out her job. Today, in the broad sunlight, and mostly off duty, she found him genuinely handsome.

			The radio clipped to her belt crackled and snapped her brain to attention. She picked it up, listened to the dispatcher, then replied, “Got that. I’m on my way.”

			“I’ve got to go. There’s a fender bender on Highland Street.” She glanced at him over her shoulder as she headed back to the police car. “See you around, Martin.”

			“Sure, see you.” He smiled, with Milo sitting beside him, panting and offering a doggy smile. They made an appealing pair, she decided.

			Louisa hoped she would see Martin around town again. But if he was only staying a few days, maybe not. That wasn’t much time, which was a shame. More than his looks, there was something about him that got to her. Maybe because he was a little shy, and seemed a bit unsure of himself, unlike the alpha types she worked with and sometimes dated. Martin Nightingale wasn’t anything like that, which suddenly seemed to Louisa a good thing.

			

			• • •

			Martin watched Officer Tulley drive away and suddenly realized he didn’t even know her first name. She must think he was such a dolt for not asking, but she had caught him by surprise. He felt fortunate that he had been able to carry on a somewhat coherent conversation. She was clever and fun to talk to and even prettier than he remembered. But another voice warned him to avoid her. Hiding his real purpose for being in town would be harder with a cop than someone like Vera. Much harder.

			He wound Milo’s leash around his hand and walked back to their waiting spot. Just as he reached the bench, he spotted Vera’s decorating group, working outside. Three women and two men were fastening a huge wreath to the big wooden doors at the front of the church. He recognized Vera, and one of the men wore a clerical collar under his coat. That had to be Reverend Ben. The other man was dressed in a plaid wool jacket and light gray pants. Martin figured he was probably a church sexton or a handyman. He stood on a ladder, adjusting the position of the wreath while the women directed him. He looked a little old for climbing ladders, Martin thought. But, with the minister’s help, the task was soon done.

			Martin waited, wondering what would happen next. Maybe decorating took all day and he needed to return tomorrow? But a few moments later, he saw the women saying good-bye to the minister and then heading off to the parking lot.

			The handyman folded up the ladder and carried it back into the church while the minister, finally alone, stepped back to admire the wreath. Martin saw his chance and quickly approached, tugging Milo along. “Excuse me . . . are you Reverend Ben?”

			The minister turned. “Yes, I am. Reverend Ben Lewis.”

			“My name is Martin . . .” Martin wondered if he should give his real last name or his fake last name. Finally, he offered no last name at all. “Could I possibly have a word, sir? It won’t take very long. I think you might be able to help me. And maybe I can help you,” he added.

			The minister looked surprised—and curious, Martin thought.

			“Come inside, Martin. We can speak in my office. I’d be happy to help, if I can.” He pulled open the door then glanced at Milo. “Your dog is welcome, too.”

			Martin was grateful. He had been expecting to have to bring Milo back to Vera’s and arrange to come back later. But now the minister led them into an office where a secretary was typing on a computer. A bulletin board covered one wall, and below that, a copy machine hummed along. A poster behind the secretary’s desk showed a photograph of the ocean. The caption read, Do not fear, for I am with you. Isaiah 41:10.

			The secretary looked up as they walked in. “You have a meeting with Emily Warwick at two, Reverend. About the fair. You asked me to remind you.”

			“Thank you, Mrs. Honeyfield. Please hold my calls for a while.”

			He opened the door to his office and stepped aside to allow Martin and Milo to walk in first. A desk sat on one side of the room, next to large windows. There were a couch and two chairs closer to the door. Reverend Ben sat on the couch and Martin chose an armchair. Milo settled at his feet.

			“So, how can I help you, Martin?” Reverend Ben met Martin’s gaze with a look that was open and relaxed, though definitely curious.

			Martin hesitated. “Thank you for seeing me. I’m not sure where to begin. I assume whatever I tell you will be held in the strictest confidence?”

			“Of course. That goes without saying.”

			Martin took a breath. “Let me start with my last name. My real last name. It’s Nightingale. But I’ve been using the name ‘Hanson’ in Cape Light.”

			“And why is that?” The minister’s tone was not disapproving or judgmental. Just interested to know the reason.

			“Because of my grandfather’s will. Walter Nightingale. He lived in this town all his life. My grandparents belonged to this church. Maybe you remember them?”

			At the mention of his grandfather’s name, Reverend Ben sat up sharply. “Of course I do. Your grandparents were wonderful folks. Everyone loved them. Big benefactors to the church, and very generous to everyone,” he added. “They owned a toy store on Main Street. It was closed by the time I
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