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Chapter 1

 

Surrounded by the smell of fresh paint and the beautiful finish on the renewed kitchen cabinets, Stuart Anderson could appreciate how much work had gone into restoring the 1940s-era kitchen.  The time period had been preserved, yet a clever hand had blended the WWII period with modern appliances.

His male hormones, however, appreciated the lovely legs sticking out from under the sink, despite the owner being a royal pain in his ass.

“Hand me a wrench,” demanded the muffled voice.  A hand reached out, wiggling fingers that had likely never experienced a manicure.  “One more adjustment, and I’ve got this sucker.”

Not saying a word, he handed her the wrench sitting on the slate-blue stone counter. 

“Thanks!” she hollered.

Stu propped a hip against the counter and folded his arms in front of his chest to wait for her to notice who’d walked into the kitchen.  Once the slender body had shimmied out from under the sink, he said, “The last time I saw legs like that, they were attached to a corpse.”

The owner of the beautiful legs sat up too quickly and rapped her head on the bottom of the cabinet.  

“Ouch, goddammit!” She gingerly put the tips of her fingers to the already-swelling spot on her forehead.  “When I saw the trousers, I thought you were one of my guys. What the hell are you doing here, Anderson? Trying to get some ideas on how to restore homes?”

All he did was grin at her insult as she stood up. “That’s what I get for being a nice guy.”  

He slipped a hand into the side pocket of his beige cargo work pants and pulled out a small bag.  “I had to stop at the hardware store, and Mr. Hammer mentioned that your custom order for the Hathaway house had come in.  Since I’m working a block away, I thought I’d drop it off. I can always take it back.”

“You’re such a smartass.  Thanks.”  She turned the water on, used the newly installed faucet, and bent over to look under the sink to ensure nothing was leaking.  “Finally.  We take down walls, rewire an entire house, install new heat and AC, refinish floors and woodwork, replace windows, and restore a kitchen, and a damn faucet is what gives me the most aggravation!”

“As someone who works in the same field, I can appreciate your frustration.” ​

The leather tool pouch around her waist was well-tanned from years of use.  She’d rolled up the sleeves of her button-down denim shirt and wore camel-color work boots. That’s where the masculine look came to an abrupt halt.  She’d tied the tails of her shirt at her waist. The top four buttons were open to reveal the low, sweeping neckline of her tank top, which drew attention to the soft mounds of her very nice breasts. To keep the dust out of her light blond hair, she’d wrapped a black-and-red-patterned handkerchief around her head and secured it at the base of her neck.  

With her beautiful legs and the hint of sexy breasts, she’d make the cover of Construction Monthly magazine.  If he told her that, Vinny would undoubtedly smack him up the side of the head with a two-by-four.

Despite her being cute and irritating, he respected that she worked as hard as her crew. She had no qualms about crawling into the smallest spaces or sinking her hands into a bucket of wet cement.  Her crew held her in the highest respect.  

Stuart had known Virginia Hennypenny since high school.  He’d been a year ahead of her, but they’d been in the same woodshop elective.  Tomboy Vinny, as the boys had referred to her, had always played down her female attributes, but she’d been quite skilled at woodworking. She’d demanded detailed perfection from herself and had put many boys in their class to shame. 

She and Stuart were also members of an after-school club for kids interested in architectural history and design. Their advisor offered a challenge: Select a house and research its history, including who, what, where, and when, but don’t tell anyone the house they’d chosen. Vinny and Stuart selected the same house and began their history of butting heads. 

He wondered what she’d think if she knew he had a couple of her handmade Adirondack chairs in his backyard.  What made them so unique were the signature mallards she’d carved into the wide armrests.  Duck Tales, her shop in the Railroad Shops, was open only on the weekends. He’d had one of his crew purchase them. ​

Twenty-seven years later, they were still locking horns.  The people in the Beacon Pointe Building Department and members of the Historical Society and the Preservation Society braced themselves when a property was posted for historic renovation.  Anderson vs. Hennypenny had become a standard joke since they would both vie for the project.  

He took delight in irritating her every chance he got. “The black-and-white-checkered floor is perfect for the era, but you’d better check the time period for that icebox.”

Her back stiffened at the challenge.  “Refrigerators weren’t found in homes in the early 1900s. They had ice boxes.  In the 1940s, refrigerators got a lot taller to accommodate separate freezer compartments, plus everyone had electricity. For your information, smart guy, that one’s a reproduction, and they’re using it as a wine cooler.”

“Sorry, my bad.  So, are you ready?”

She ignored his question and pulled one of the iron drawer handles from the bag he’d handed her.  “The blacksmith did a great job duplicating the original handles.  Did you say something?”

“Are you ready?”

“You mean ready for the announcement of the winning bid on the Zimmerman Homestead restoration?  You bet your sweet ass!  It’s a dream job. The main house was built in 1835​, with the two additions forty years later.”

Coming from anyone else, that he had a sweet ass, would be flattering, but recognition from Vinny was nowhere near a compliment.  He let it slide.  “The parsonage is still there.  Did you know they held services in the clergy’s home after the church burned down?  It took forty years for them to rebuild the small church.  Supposedly, there was a schoolhouse, but they’ve never located the foundation.”

Vinny thrust a hand on her hip.  “It’s obvious you’ve done your homework. Whoever wins this bid will be written up in the Historical Architectural Digest.”

“There are three other companies submitting bids,” he reminded her.

“Don’t let this go to your head, Anderson, but we’re the best ones in the area to do that job.  I already know how you got your information.  You bought Elsie Trent, head of the reference library and president of the Historical Society, a box of chocolates.”

All he did was smile. “Featherstone Restorations, Pauletto Historical Reclamation, and Nicholson Revivals.  Hugh Featherstone claims he has a family history with the original owners.”

Her lips tightened in a scowl. “Featherstone doesn’t know the difference between a square and a round nail. The work those other companies do is slipshod and not historically accurate. They’re only in it for the money. When I walk into a house, I feel its bones and let it speak to me.  I’ve researched when they put down the first stone in the foundation!”

He tried not to smile but couldn’t hold it in.  “You mean you have a heart-to-heart with the resident ghost.”

“Don’t start with me, Anderson!  It’s no secret that my hobby is ghost hunting, but when it comes to my work, I’m damn serious.  Ghosts were people at one time, and they still have feelings.  Sometimes they get upset when we start tearing apart a house.  I talk to them and let them know that we’re only making things better.”  Vinny threw her arms wide.  “You’re a nonbeliever, so you don’t understand.”  

“Vinny, I’m just busting you.  And you’re right.  I don’t believe in ghosts since I have never encountered one when working on some of the older homes.  When it comes to the quality of your work, I’ve got the highest respect for you and know how much you put into a job.”

“Pardon me.”  She stepped around him, walked to the back door he’d left open, and peered outside. “No snow.”

“What are you talking about?  We just celebrated Memorial Day!”

“You paid me a compliment, so I figured we’ll probably get a blizzard.”

“Funny, Hennypenny.  I’ll see you at the meeting of the Historical Society and the Preservation Society tomorrow night when they announce whose bid was selected.”

“I’ll be there. Anderson, don’t let the door hit you in the ass on the way out.”

“Gee, Vinny, that’s the second time you’ve referenced my ass.  You need to find a guy to scratch your itch,” he teased.

She crumpled the paper bag into a ball and threw it at him.  “It certainly won’t be you!”
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He really did have a cute ass, but Stuart Anderson tried her patience, got under her skin, rubbed her the wrong way, all of the above.  He had since high school, and that was twenty-seven years ago.  Where all her friends, her sisters included, batted their eyelashes, and wore short skirts to get a guy’s attention, she entered whittling competitions and preferred to wear overalls with lots of pockets.  They wore dainty slippers, and she preferred leather boots.  She’d been called a tomboy, but that’s who she was.  Did she like boys?  Yes, but none of them took her seriously.  

Back to Stuart Anderson.  He challenged her, but he was also the first one to tell her that she’d done a good job on a project.  Sometimes when she stood close to him, her stomach felt funny.  All these years later, he still made her stomach feel funny, but she dubbed it as aggravation. 

He’d given her another compliment earlier today, and she knew he’d been sincere.  She also had the highest respect for him. Locals knew he was a war hero who had fought in Afghanistan, where he’d lost a part of himself.  An IED had gone off, claiming his left hand. A year ago, through the miracle of modern medicine, he’d been fitted for a mind-controlled prosthetic hand.  They’d even matched his skin tone.  She should really swallow her pride and tell him how much she admired him.  

Vinny started gathering up her tools and putting them in her canvas carryall. The job was technically done, except for a walk through by the new owners, who’d given her carte blanche in the restoration of their home that was built in 1910.  

Vinny picked up her ruler, a cherished gift from one of her favorite people who had touched her life with unending love.  Her grandmother Margie had told Virginia to do what she wanted and follow her dream.  She shouldn’t be afraid to step into a man’s world.  

Despite her advice and encouragement, her grandmother had insisted Virginia go to college.  She’d studied architectural history at Penn State, but had never wanted to be an architect. The time had been well spent, though.  It had helped her to understand the “bones” of a house.  When she’d graduated and announced she wanted to start her own construction company, people had laughed, except for Margie.  She’d given Vinny her first ruler.

Measuring devices had improved over the years, right down to using laser beams, but she always carried the ruler with her.  It was a reminder of who and what she was.  And no man was going to laugh at her or tell her what to do!

She was just about to leave the house when she got a text from her sister Irene.  Don’t forget the meeting at the lawyer’s office at seven o’clock.  No need to pick me up.  I’ll meet you there.

A knot formed in her stomach. This was a meeting she’d been dreading. 
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Stuart really needed to stop living in the past, but that was where he was the happiest.  He stood in front of the workbench his grandfather had made from railroad ties. How he’d managed to lift them was a mystery. The garage around him could collapse, but the workbench would hold up.  The crew that made up Anderson Restorations used modern-day tools, but he liked to wrap his hand around instruments that had been used by craftsmen over a hundred and fifty years ago.

He used his right hand to pick up a wood clamp and used the fingers of his left to curl around the iron screw handle.  His mind-controlled hand.  Through his brother-in-law’s connections, Stu had been given the opportunity to try out a new device, an electronic hand that his brain could control.  He’d been told it would be as close as possible to the hand he’d been born with.

It had taken getting used to, and even after a year, he was still adjusting to his bionic limb.  He’d be forever grateful that his modern hand made it possible for him to connect with the past.

He tightened the long wood lips around the leg of the antique Parsons table until the glue could dry. 

Earlier, Vinny had been on the right track when she’d accused him of giving Elsie Trent a box of candy as payment for her help in researching information on the Zimmerman Homestead. He’d offered to repair the Parsons table in their library as a favor for the president of the Beacon Pointe Historical Society.

He couldn’t do any more this evening, so he closed and locked the door.  There were too many valuable tools in his garage to leave it unlocked.

The early June evening was mild, without the rain they’d been experiencing.  The short walk to the side door had him entering the home that had once belonged to his parents. His sister, Mollie, and her family had lived in the house until Mollie had gotten married almost two years ago, and her family moved into their own home.

Mollie had added her own domestic touches to give the space a warm, country feel.  Since she’d moved out, all he’d done was keep the place neat.  Merry Maids cleaning services came in every two weeks, not that he made a mess. 

He opened the refrigerator, wondering what he should eat for dinner. He hated to cook, which was funny, considering his sister owned the Book and Brew, a restaurant in Beacon Pointe’s quaint shopping district. While his sister had lived here, there had always been a home-cooked meal when he’d walked through the door.  Giggles from his great-niece, Clare, had added happiness inside these walls.  

A foil packet of pizza caught his eye.  It would be good enough to kill his hunger pangs.  While the slices heated in the oven, he set his laptop on the kitchen table and called up the presentation he’d submitted on the Zimmerman Homestead.  

The original house was constructed in 1835. According to the sketchy blueprints, two wings were added forty years later.  The integrity of the construction had remained the same—brick and mortar.  He’d even found the receipts for the purchase of sand when the workers had made the mortar.

Gunther and Cecile Zimmerman had first settled in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, where he’d worked at a company making the Pennsylvania long rifle for the Continental Army.  Shortly after the start of the War of 1812, the couple had moved to Cape Island, New Jersey, where he’d continued to make weapons. They’d had five children—Rudolph, Adolph, Heinrich, Lena, and Belle.

Adolph and Heinrich had taken over the business and supplied weapons for soldiers in the Civil War.  Belle had married a local merchant.  There was no information on Adolph or Lena.  Stu wondered what had happened to them. 

Having read over the Zimmerman family background so many times, he felt like they were long-lost relatives.  They had lived within the walls of the Zimmerman Homestead, and were part of its history. 

Like Virginia, when he walked into a house, he let it talk to him.  The surrounding plaster and lath walls had listened to the Zimmermans’ laughter and shared their tears, had witnessed arguments and heartbreak.  He felt a connection to them, though he didn’t believe in ghosts that could tell him their life stories.

He closed his laptop and went upstairs to take a shower.  At times, the silence in his own house was deafening, but he preferred solitude. Not that he didn’t get invitations from the opposite sex.  His sister was constantly trying to fix him up with a woman.  He dated occasionally but never seemed to have anything in common with the women he dated.  He’d been told he had an “old” attitude.  

The biggest problem he had was when they asked about his special hand.  They’d jokingly referred to him as a bionic man and had told him they wondered what it would feel like to be touched by something mechanical.  The comments had wounded his personal fight to be normal.  He’d long ago decided that dating just wasn’t worth the risk of being made to feel inhuman.

 

Chapter 2

 

Virginia turned down Canal Road, which led to her home and Hennypenny’s Bed and Breakfast.  The paper she’d done in high school had made a lasting impression. The road followed a canal that was 2.9 miles long and ended in Delaware Bay. The Army Corps of Engineers had constructed the canal during WWII, the final link to protect, as well as allow coastal shipping to travel along the coast to reduce the risk of attack from German U-boats operating off Cape May Point.  It became a part of the Intracoastal Waterway.

She was six years old when her family moved to the Holcombe/Hennypenny Estate. The round turret dominating the front reminded her of a castle.  Intricately carved gingerbread trim framed the eves and painted snow-white along the wraparound porch, complementing the pale yellow siding and black shutters on the windows.  Thriving fern plants hung between the arches of the wraparound porch.

When her father remarried, she got another sister, Matilda, who was eight years old. Her father had assured Vinny and her two sisters they would love living in the house. His new wife’s mother and her brother, Marshall, also had lived there.  They became a big, wonderful family.

Seeing the rocking chairs on the front porch brought to mind the competitions they’d had as kids. Afterward, their grandmother Margie had brought them inside, where she’d set up tea in the dining room. There were fancy-shaped sandwiches and little cakes with pastel icing.  Her father had been right—those were some of her life’s happiest times

Before going down the road to where her townhouse was located, she wanted to stop in to see Matilda.  Vinny wasn’t one to cook, and her sister would undoubtedly have something delicious to kill her hunger pangs.  Matilda had a space for her guests to park their cars while staying at the bed-and-breakfast.  Vinny parked her van, noting there weren’t any out-of-state vehicles.  

The colorful chalk figures and hopscotch squares with numbers that decorated the blacktop made her smile. She headed toward the walk that ran the length of the house, bordered with red and white geraniums.  A vine of purple lilacs traced the center arch over the front porch.  The colors and scents alone gave her a warm greeting.  She opened the front door that displayed beautiful etched glass.  In the center was the letter H.


The first time she’d stepped into the foyer, she’d been overwhelmed and had thought it was old. The focal point was a circular ottoman-type settee that could accommodate three people.  The olive-green upholstery complemented the taupe and beige walls.  




Virginia was glad Matilda had hung the large, gilt-framed photo of Margie and Marshall Holcombe above the half-round table in the entranceway. 




An expanded doorway on the right gave entrance to the living room.  The Victorian-themed furniture was also complemented by bright colors and the round backs of the two brocade couches.  Lace doilies decorated the burl wood and pine accent tables that were obvious antiques.




Rather than heavy velvet drapes covering the long windows, balloon valances draped the six windows.  Oval rugs covered the cherrywood floors that bore a well-cared-for shine.




Other than updating the heat, plumbing and installing air conditioning, Matilda had maintained the Victorian integrity of the house.  




Vinny walked down a short hall that led to the spacious country kitchen and stopped. Her sister was in a serious lip-lock with her new fiancé.  It was a good thing the wedding was six weeks away.




“I know.  You’re practicing for your honeymoon,” Vinny said and walked over to the cabinet where she knew she’d find a mug to help herself to coffee.




“Practice makes perfect,” Matilda laughingly returned, stepping out of the arms of Hudson Rhoades.  




They made such a cute couple.  Love was obvious in their eyes whenever they looked at each other.  Hudson had shown what a great dad he’d be to Matilda’s adopted daughters.  Faith, Hope, and Charity loved him in return. 




“Finished for the day?” Hudson asked, also helping himself to a cup of coffee.




“Except for a walk through with the owners, the job is done.  I’ve got to work on my presentation for the Preservation Society tomorrow night.”




“Aren’t they supposed to tell you the winning bid then?” Hudson asked.




“Let me put it another way.  When I win the bid, I should be prepared to answer the questions they’ll have, especially from Elsie, Fred, and Manny. I’d better know that house like I’ve lived there for a hundred years.  I just stopped in to see if you have any leftovers I can beg for my dinner.”




Matilda offered Vinny an understanding smile and picked up a thermal bag she’d set on the counter.  “Inside is a chicken potpie, garden salad, and a piece of strawberry pie.”




Virginia smirked and looked at her future brother-in-law.  “I’ve lived with her for forty years reading my mind.  Are you prepared to have someone walk around in your head?”




“Of course, but I also believe that happens between two people who love and care about each other.  Right now, my sweetheart feels bad that I’m not allowed to attend the meeting with your lawyers because she doesn’t want to keep any secrets from me.”




“See why I love him? And he’s right.”  Matilda slipped her arms around him.  “Secrets almost destroyed us, so we’ve learned our lesson.  Do you want to ride with me to the meeting?”




“No, thanks, Mattie. After the meeting, I want to drive out to the Zimmerman Homestead.  I’m really curious to read Margie’s birthday message.  When you think about it, you found your box with the key she left you, but all it did was whet our appetites to search more.”




Hudson leaned against the counter and folded his arms over his chest.  “I never had the pleasure of meeting Margie, but she puts me in mind of Bessandra Troy.  From what I’ve learned, the old friends had much spunk.  Look what Bessie did for Laura and Everett, planting a seed of love that has lasted since they were teenagers.  Margie is having fun with the four of you, but it will be something meaningful in the end.  Did you ever think that by having you search for information, you’ll come to realize that you already have the treasure she’s left you?”




“You think there really isn’t any physical treasure?”




Hudson smiled at Vinny. “Your grandmother had a great sense of humor, and I wouldn’t put it past her to give you another box of keys!”




You’re not helping, she thought. Virginia picked up her thermal bag.  “Thanks for not letting me starve to death.  See you at the meeting.  Oh, and go back to what you were doing before I interrupted you,” she called out as she went out the side door that led to the yard and driveway.



She paused to admire the elaborate swing set and jungle gym she’d made for her nieces.  She’d also made the wood-framed pergola covered with creeping ivy.  It protected an antique iron-framed loveseat with matching chairs. The colorful cushions matched the table covering and chair cushions.  Matilda had filled more flower boxes with an assortment of colorful blooms.

On the other side of the fence was where their “pets” resided—chickens, a rooster, piglets, and pigs.  The girls’ uncle had recently gifted them a male and female goat. 

She got into her van and drove a half mile toward the four-row houses their eccentric grandmother had built in the early 1940s for her special friends—where Vinny and two of her sisters now lived.  Their architecture was similar to what one might find in San Francisco, complete with gingerbread trim and stained-glass windows. The four ladies who’d visited Margie quite frequently had been the ones she’d referred to as her partners in mischief. 

Very few people knew that Margie had gone to college and had been a staunch supporter of women’s rights. Her friends had been a lawyer, a doctor, a psychiatrist, and a college professor.  None of them had married, and they’d each declared that no man would tell them what to do.  

Considering she was of the same mind, Vinny wished she could have met them.​ 

The gingerbread trim on the four peaks was painted a soft violet, complementing the deep blue trim on the rest of the house. Four stone fireplace stacks separated the firewalls between the homes. Bow windows across the front, and oval stained windows at the eaves gave them the desired row-house personality.

​Vinny added a white picket fence along the front that framed the side yards. Each sister had her own yard behind the house.  White flower boxes were a permanent part of the fence line. They were filled with purple and yellow pansies, thanks to Vinny’s sister Ginger. Across the road were four garages.  

A step inside would show that the interiors had taken on the personality of their current owners. Other than when Hudson had lived in the fourth house for a few days, no one had lived there in fifteen years.

​She opened the picket gate and walked up a flower-bordered brick path to the front porch. Ginger, who lived right next to Vinny, had added thriving hanging ferns to the front porch.  From the volume of the music being played, it was obvious her sister was home.

She used her key to get in the front door and immediately turned off the newly installed alarm system, courtesy of her future brother-in-law.  She was still getting used to the added security.

The interior was pleasantly cool from the air conditioning she’d replaced five years ago. She sat on a Parsons bench and removed her work boots before slipping her feet into leather flip-flops. If her toes could whisper, they’d say, Thank you. 

Knowing how much work was involved, she appreciated the craftsmanship in the hand-carved balustrade on the staircase. The center steps were covered with an Aubusson carpet runner. The walls were painted a light olive that blended with the cherrywood trim around the windows and doors.  To the right was the living room and dining room. 

Margie hadn’t stinted on the quality of the walnut wood trim and burl wood flooring, but Vinny had taken it upon herself to upgrade the kitchens and bathrooms when she’d upgraded the plumbing and electric. Her sisters had chosen a different accent color for their modernized kitchens.  Vinny had gone with a delft blue with her cherrywood cabinets and stainless-steel appliances. 

The food Matilda had packed for her was still warm, so she sat on a stool at the center island and looked around while she ate. Everything was neat and clean and appeared to have an unlived-in look. There wasn’t even a green plant.  Her sister Ginger had a veritable jungle of houseplants in her home.  Irene had little tchotchkes​ and a variety of gnomes.  

She didn’t have time to think about how she found more enjoyment in her workshop carving ducks than cooking in the kitchen. She told herself to eat, shower, and get to the lawyer’s office.  She’d save the piece of strawberry pie for when she got home.
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An hour and a half later, she walked up the steps that led to their lawyer’s office in a restored Victorian home. The rest of the offices were closed for the day.  Even the receptionist’s and admin’s desks were empty.  Nancy Jean had left a note on the receptionist’s desk to come upstairs.

The first meeting they’d had to talk about the legacy their grandmother had left them was at the beginning of April for Matilda’s birthday.  Since she’d solved her quest, they decided to give Virginia her birthday challenge two weeks before her official birth date of June 15th. 

Her oldest sister had noted then that Vinny had shown up in a pair of coveralls and work boots.  She’d just come from a job and hadn’t had time to go home to change.  Tonight, she would shock her sisters with her sleeveless black jumpsuit. White trim edged the V neckline, matching the small white buttons down the front.  The outfit was from Iris’s Designs.  

She hadn’t taken the time to blow-dry her hair, so it fell straight to brush her chin. It was as close to feminine as she was going to get.  From the number of voices beyond the open office door, she apparently was the last one to arrive. 

A conference table fronted two walls of bookcases filled with legal tomes.  The setting sun was visible in the bow window behind the antique mahogany desk. Nautical paintings from a number of local artists were displayed on the light blue walls.

Everyone was already seated around a long table. Her sisters looked lovely in their long skirts and soft-hued blouses.  They’d prettied up their outfits by wearing custom jewelry made by Matilda.

Mattie had braided her long hair. Sweet Irene’s hair blended dark blond with natural reddish highlights.  The center parting framed her unspoiled beauty.  

How much Vinny admired her youngest sister. The world around her was silent, not that a casual observer would notice.  She’d lost her hearing when she was ten because of a severe case of scarlet fever.  Her parents had been in denial then, but Margie Holcombe had overruled their decision not to get the sweet little girl help.

Irene understood what people were saying, but not in the conventional way.  She could sign, lip-read, and speak. Most of the time, she was accompanied by Bell, her golden retriever. Since she was going to be with her sisters tonight, Irene had left Bell at home. 

She was an amazing individual, as well as a fantastic baker.  Her delicious desserts and cookies were served at the Book and Brew, the popular breakfast and lunch spot in the shopping district in Beacon Pointe.

She also had her own shop, Sweet Treats by Irene, at the Railroad Shops on the Hennypenny Estate that was open only on weekends and around the holidays.

Their lawyers sat at either end of the table. Nancy Jean and Sean Harrigan had been married for a couple of years.  Theirs was a second-chance love. They’d fallen for each other in law school and had then been reunited later. Her hair was a soft blond, and she was always professionally dressed.  This evening, she wore a white two-piece dress with red accents.  Sean had opted for a more casual look by removing his tie but keeping on his navy suit jacket.

“And here she is, the birthday girl,” Ginger announced.

Ginger’s blond hair was infused with crazy highlights that kept colorists guessing at her natural colors.  Her love of music was reflected in the silk scarf scattered with music notes dangled around her neck.  Her sister had never suffered from “middle-child syndrome,” thanks to Margie, who’d always expounded on Ginny’s accomplishments and had refused to make her wear hand-me-downs.

It had never occurred to Virginia that when Matilda had become their older sister, that had made Vinny a middle child, too.  

As soon as Virginia sat, Nancy Jean passed Irene a small yellow pad and pen.  “If you can’t see what someone is saying, write it down, and we’ll clarify.”

Vinny recognized the yellow-tinged folder that Nancy had brought to the table.  Her stomach rolled with nerves, and she was glad she hadn’t eaten her dessert.  “That looks familiar.”

Nancy Jean gave Virginia a tolerant smile.  “Personally, I think your grandmother would be hurt and disappointed to know you looked on her surprise with dread.”  

“I didn’t know Margie,” Sean said, “but from what I’ve heard, she was probably a prankster.”

“It’s funny you should say that, Sean.  My fiancé said something very similar,” Matilda said.

Sean looked at Virginia and then at each of her sisters.  “Have you ever thought that maybe she thought you all deserved to have some fun?”

“She’s surely going about it in a crazy fashion,” Irene said.  

Nancy Jean addressed Matilda directly.  “Did you bring the message you found when you opened the box you were supposed to find?”

Matilda pulled a piece of parchment from the side pocket of her skirt.  “I brought the original message she left for my birthday, too.  Do you want me to read it to remind everyone of what she said?”

Nancy Jean nodded.

 

Happy birthday, Matilda.  Life isn’t always kind, but you’re strong and will make the best of it. Happiness is within your reach. Hold on to it forever. This is a special key.  Discover what it opens, and you’ll get the next clue.  

Love, your grandmother.

 

Nancy Jean gave Matilda an understanding smile.  “You’ve found happiness and love since our last meeting.”

She lifted her hand to admire the solitaire diamond on her left hand.  “Yes, but it didn’t come easy.  I












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Ops/images/img2.png





Ops/images/img1.png





