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For Mom. On my way, as always.
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Leah Keegan was positive she was not meant to be a superhero. Or an alien. Or whatever other life-form came in a peculiar shade of near-fluorescent lime green. A disturbingly large amount of her skin was sporting the lurid tint at the moment, proving that this was not her color. Besides, the last time she had seen this particular shade on a humanoid, the poor thing was being pursued by one Captain James T. Kirk, and no thank you to that. The green had to go.

She plopped down on the narrow boards ringing the inside of Ward Peterson’s tiny, rustic bare-bones boathouse, just the right size for a small motorboat and nothing more. The interior was now painted said screaming alien-green, solely so Ward could more easily locate it and navigate his boat back in after a long day of fishing. His eyesight wasn’t so good these days, he had told her, especially at dusk. Leah preferred not to speculate on how much his eyesight was affected by how many beers he had indulged in on any given fishing expedition.

Leah picked at the dried paint that had somehow managed to cover almost as much of her as it had the inside of the boathouse. But doing that tugged on the fine hairs of her forearm, which just plain hurt, so she let it be for now and admired her handiwork instead. Seventy-five dollars and flights of fancy about being a different sort of creature. Not bad for a day’s work.

Now it was time to pack up the paint and brushes and rollers, haul her butt out of the boathouse, and get home to a cool shower. She forced her tired bones to move but paused mid-boost, a wash of melancholy knocking her back down to the boards. Except for the siren song of that shower, there was no need to rush home. She kept forgetting. It was a strange thing to get used to, and she hadn’t succeeded just yet. It would come. In time. She knew that—in her head, at least. Her heart was still catching up.

She sat quietly, leaning back against the coarse boards of the boathouse, watching the gentle flow of the water. From here all she could see were other docks, other modest properties huddled up along the inlet. Follow this stretch of water, however, and it soon opened out onto the vast, powerful St. Lawrence River, moving northeast to the Atlantic Ocean. Beyond the huge vessels in the shipping lanes and the various small bits of land in the river that gave this part of New York State its name, the Thousand Islands, lay Canada. On this side of the river, the lush green flatlands gave no hint that the Adirondack Mountains would poke up, ancient and imposing, less than a hundred miles away.

But here, in this boathouse, on this inlet, a bit of peace—from the tourists, who were starting to wrap up their summer vacations as each day grew progressively cooler and shorter, from the river traffic, from the thoughts that filled her head day and night.

Leah took a breath. This was okay. This was good. By tonight she’d have money in her “gettin’ outta Dodge” jar and food in her stomach. She’d scrub the alien tint off her skin, wash her paint-spattered clothes—er, throw away her paint-spattered clothes—and spend the rest of the night watching trashy TV. But for just one minute she closed her eyes, relaxed her aching muscles, and listened to the soft blipping sound of the tiny waves lapping the wooden posts under the boathouse.

“Aren’t you going to miss this place?”

The voice was so close Leah almost answered the question.

But it was just a trick of acoustics, sound bouncing off the water’s surface and funneled straight into the boathouse. Whoever it was wasn’t talking to her. Nobody could even see her in here unless they were out on the water, pulling into the boathouse or cruising past it, and there wasn’t much more to the inlet past the Petersons’ property. In a few hundred yards it dissolved into a weedy marsh, just past the—oh, the bridge. Someone was on the bridge.

“Come on, admit it. You are.”

The voice was measured, smooth, and deep, almost musical, but with an energy underlying it. The guy was tense, even though he sounded like he was joking, and it made Leah stiffen as well.

Another person responded with a tolerant sigh. “Of course I am.”

A woman this time, also tense. Leah wondered if these two were wound up about the same thing.

“I wish you didn’t have to go,” the man said.

“It’s just a sabbatical, Eli.”

Eli. She wondered who he was, whether she’d seen him around. In a small town like Willow Cove, knowing nearly everyone was expected. Unless you were a hermit, and Leah had to admit she had been one for quite a while.

“Sure you don’t want me to come with you?”

His tone was playful and sexy and Leah squirmed uncomfortably. This was obviously a private conversation, and she really wished she could teleport out of the boathouse without them seeing instead of hiding in here trying not to listen… and failing. But she was here and they were there and the only way out was past them, so she was going to have to wait until they moved on.

In the same intimate tone, Eli said, “You are going to miss me, right? Call me with all the news, text me at weird hours when I’m sleeping and you’re drinking your morning espresso in some piazza in Rome?”

He was probably bumping his shoulder against hers, Leah thought, his forehead touching her temple, as they leaned on the bridge railing side by side, watching the dimming sunlight on the water.

The woman laughed softly. “Sure. That is, if I ever get to Syracuse to catch my first flight.”

“Okay, okay. Hang on,” Eli said, drawing out the words, and Leah pictured him throwing an arm over the woman’s shoulders and pulling her to him. Obviously she was anxious to get going, and not just because of her flight. Eli, on the other hand, wasn’t exactly ready to let her go. “There’s something I want to say first.”

“Eli.”

“Victoria, just listen, okay?”

“Mm.”

Victoria did not, in fact, want to listen; Leah was sure of it. Leah didn’t either, because she had the feeling Eli was about to say something very private.

“I want you to know I’m going to miss you, and the next ten months are going to be torture—”

“Eli.”

“We’ve been over this already, I know. It’s only… I—I love you. I do. So much. You’re going to say it’s too soon, and I get that,” he rushed to add, probably because Victoria was moving to protest again. “Most people would probably say it’s too soon for a lot of things. I mean, four months, right? But I say when you know, you know. So…” After a moment he added, “It’s not a diamond or anything.”

Silence from the bridge. A long, heavy silence.

Leah dropped her forehead to her bent knees. Oh no, Eli. No, no, no. Don’t do it. She could practically feel the resistance radiating from Victoria right through the boathouse planks at her back.

Despite Leah’s silent pleas, he went and did it anyway. “I hunted down the jewelry maker you liked so much from the arts festival and had him make this. Consider it a, you know… okay, promise sounds a little high school. What’s the equivalent for thirty-yearolds? Commitment? Anyway, I’m ready to commit. With you. I’ll be here when you get back, and then we’ll—”

“I can’t—”

“Victoria,” he protested over her, “take it, okay? I want to marry you. I want to build a life with you.”

“Eli.” Victoria’s voice got stronger. “Come on. Look at what you’re doing.”

“It looks like I’m asking you to marry me because I lo—”

“It looks like you’re angling for a way to ‘lock it down’ before I leave.”

Eli laughed, but it sounded forced. “You make it sound like a bad thing.”

“It is. It’s like you’re afraid I’m going to go off to Rome, hook up with some random guy, and go riding off into the Italian sunset on his Vespa. It’s, I don’t know, kind of desperate, don’t you think?”

Eli didn’t answer.

“I’m sorry,” Victoria said, “but it is. And, to be honest, putting this on me right before I go is a pretty shitty thing to do.”

“I thought it would be romantic. I thought… I thought we felt the same way about each other.”

“You know I care about you,” Victoria said, her voice soft now. “But four months, Eli? That’s not enough time to be sure of anything.”

Leah could barely hear Eli’s answer as he murmured sadly, “I was sure.”

More silence.

Oh my God, please just go, Leah begged silently. Take this conversation somewhere else. It’s excruciating and embarrassing and I have to pee.

Nobody moved, though. Nobody spoke. Leah pictured Victoria fidgeting, itching to leave, while Eli leaned on the railing and glowered at the water below them. She found herself holding her breath, waiting for the resolution. She hoped it would come soon.

“So now what?” he asked reluctantly.

“Look, Eli, I’m sorry. This summer has been fun, but I think you’re reading too much into… us. I need to go to Rome and focus on my research. Nothing else. You understand, right?” After a pause in which Eli didn’t, in fact, say that he understood, Victoria pressed, “Tell me you’re okay with this.”

Leah thought Eli would renew his protests, but instead he said in a clipped, tight voice, “You bet. Really. So, you know, safe travels.”

Victoria sighed. “I have to go.”

Another pause, and Leah thought she heard a small kiss.

“Take care of yourself, Eli. Be happy, okay?”

“Yeah, you too.”

Leah stayed frozen while the sound of footsteps on the wooden boards faded away. Thank God. Now she really had to pee. She hopped up and lifted the latch on the rickety homemade wooden door. It opened with a creak, the uneven, swollen bottom sticking on the floorboards. Leah stuck her head through the narrow opening only to find Eli was still on the bridge.

Shit.

Even with his elbows on the railing and his shoulders hunched dejectedly, just as she’d imagined, Leah could tell he was tall and broad, with shaggy dark hair that had a wild wave and curl to it. A faded T-shirt, jeans that had seen better days, unlaced work boots. Light eyes, either blue or green. Leah couldn’t tell, and she didn’t take the time to find out, because they were staring into the middle distance, right at her.

Dammit.

Breathless, she forced the door closed again. Had he seen her? Wait—why did it matter? She didn’t know this guy, hadn’t seen him before. She would have remembered. And so what if she had been in the boathouse? It was a free country. He couldn’t prove she was eavesdropping. Which she wasn’t. At least, not intentionally. Hey, if they were going to have a conversation in a public place, they had to accept that somebody was going to hear it.

And yet her face was still flaming from being found out. If she’d been found out. He might not have been looking at her at all.

She could stay hidden and wait for him to leave—and pray that he wouldn’t storm down to the dock and knock on the door, wanting to know what she was up to—or she could hold her head high and march out of there, as she had every right to do.

Leah did neither.

As she dithered, there came the sound of a deep, agonized sigh, punctuated by the distinctive ploop of something small and solid hitting the water.

And that’d be the ring, she guessed.

Eli’s heavy footsteps walking away came soon after.



Leah had never been so happy to see the inside of the tired little house she called home. She slammed the door and leaned against it as though she had just outrun a pack of zombies.

Well, okay, one particular lovesick zombie.

After Eli had finally, finally walked away, she’d scooted out of the boathouse, not even stopping to find Ward or his wife for her money, and raced home, Eli and Victoria’s excruciating exchange rattling around in her head the entire time. And it was still there. It wouldn’t go away.

“Oh my God, Cathy, you won’t believe what happened to me today,” she called out, dropping her bag and sweatshirt on a chair in the living room. She related the whole painful story as she finally visited the bathroom, shouting over the water as she washed her hands at the sink, then stopped in the kitchen, paused to inspect the contents of the fridge, pulled out a peach, and walked back through the house.

“I swear,” she said with a sigh, leaning in the doorway of the master bedroom and picking at the fuzzy surface of the fruit, “that poor guy is in for a world of hurt. I’d bet anything he actually thinks they can pick up where they left off when she gets back, but I’m pretty sure she doesn’t have any intention of doing that, right?”

There was no answer. There hadn’t been one for a month now. The hospital bed sat silent and empty, filling the small room so completely that the foot of the bed nearly reached the door. Leah sighed and patted the end of the plastic mattress nearest to her. She really had to call the medical supply place and have them pick it up soon.

“I miss you, Cathy,” Leah whispered to the empty room, the empty house. “Mom.”
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“Life should come with a warning label. But it doesn’t. Doesn’t matter. Even if it did, we wouldn’t pay attention. We never do. Be careful. Look both ways. Wear a helmet. Put your seat belt on. Do we listen? No, we don’t.”

“Dude.”

“And then later, we get other warnings. Get your oil changed. Floss. Check your credit score. Change your passwords. Protect your Social Security number.”

“Eli.”

“Protect your heart.”

“Aw, come on, big guy—”

“We never listen. Not to any of it. We’re like toddlers let loose on a playground while our parents sit on park benches, chugging their Starbucks and checking their phones. And do we do anything differently, even after our seesaw partner gets off their end without any warning at all, and your nuts are crushed when your end slams into the ground? Nah. After we finish crying, we just find someone else for the seesaw and do the same thing all over again.”

Jenna locked eyes with her husband over her brother’s bowed head. “Maybe convincing Eli to come out tonight was a bad idea.”

“Ya think?”

“Plug-stupid optimists, that’s all we are,” Eli declared.

“Oh boy.” Ben shifted in his seat, took another swig of beer. “Let me try.” Nudging away his basket of chicken-wing remnants and clearing his throat, he leaned his elbows on the table. “Okay, look, bro—”

“You were too good for her.”

Ben gave his interrupting wife a look. She ignored it. They had been married for twelve years, after all. Eli didn’t answer, just stared into the depths of his pilsner.

“Honey, you’ve got to snap out of this,” Jenna pleaded, putting a hand on his arm. “So she broke your heart. I’ll break her nose the next time she shows her face in this town.”

“Please check your threats, sister of mine,” came Eli’s monotone, delivered in the direction of the fake woodgrain of the tabletop. “May I remind you that, if not for some unforeseen circumstances, she’d be your sister-in-law come June.”

“Unforeseen? You mean the fact that she turned you down flat? And no surprise there, considering you ambushed the girl after only a few months. So that’s your own fault.” Jenna paused and reconsidered her approach. “You’re a hopeless romantic and an incurable optimist. Uh, usually. And that’s great. It’s what makes you you and what makes everybody love you.”

“Except Victoria,” Ben snickered into his beer.

Jenna cuffed him in the back of the head and then continued, “But it also makes you, well, stupid sometimes.”

That got at least one eyeball trained on her from under the brim of Eli’s weathered baseball cap.

“Look at you. Five months since she dumped you, and you’re still a mess.”

“I’m reflecting and regrouping,” Eli countered evenly.

“You’re turning into a hermit, a wild man of the woods. One of those dudes who knows seven different ways to fricassee squirrel and whose best friend is their chemical toilet.”

“I’ve been among people. I led fall-foliage kayak tours for two of those months, if you recall.”

“And since then?”

No answer.

“Beard growing is not a competitive sport.”

Ben perked up. “You know, actually, I think it is.”

This time it was his wife who gave him the look, which he, in fact, did not ignore. They had been married for twelve years, after all.

“The beard is a bit extreme, dude,” he said.

“Could you at least review your shower schedule, maybe tweak it a little?” Jenna sighed. “Because you’re looking a lot like a wild man of the woods.”

“I embrace my aesthetic,” Eli responded, stubborn to the last. “If you are unable to do the same, I merely ask for your support.”

Even if his magnificent facial growth, of which he’d lost control weeks ago, did itch like a sonofabitch, he wasn’t going to concede the point to his sister and brother-in-law. It wasn’t as if he’d cultivated his new look; it had just sort of happened while he was busy doing other things. Like being in a massive funk after his failed proposal and Victoria’s departure for Italy.

It should have been like a movie. A nearly spur-of-the-moment proposal, her shocked but overjoyed acceptance, a bittersweet farewell, but only a brief separation before an incredibly romantic visit or two or three in sun-drenched southern Europe during Victoria’s sabbatical. Then long-distance wedding planning, Victoria’s return, and a joyous celebration followed by fifty or sixty years of wedded bliss. He’d been so sure, honestly hadn’t expected any other outcome, hadn’t even imagined her saying no. So when she did… well, it sent him on a downward spiral that included a lot of dark days marked by a distinct lack of fresh air, larger-than-is-normallyacceptable amounts of beer, and long stretches of video games in the dark.

When Eli realized beer didn’t buy itself and he was in danger of losing his progress on his games because his electricity was about to be cut off—not to mention his vitamin D levels were probably alarmingly low—he reluctantly led a few kayaking expeditions. That ended up helping his mood a bit. Being outdoors always did. He still ached for Victoria and what he’d lost, but physical activity and interacting with tourists got his mind off his misery for minutes at a time once in a while. The people were nice, the fall scenery a breathtaking display as only the Northeast can do in September and October, and if any of his clients of the female persuasion were inclined to flirt with him, he didn’t notice.

All right, he did notice, but he pretended not to. His instinctive reaction was to hide—if not in his cabin, then within himself. His hair got longer, his beard bushier, his clothes bulkier and more misshapen. His sister’s concerns about his hygiene, however, were unfounded. He might only use the mirror in his bathroom as a toothpaste-spittle collector instead of a grooming assistant, but he did, in fact, keep himself clean. He wasn’t a heathen; he just wasn’t inclined to feed his ego right now. Because his ego had been stomped flat on the boards of a particular nearby bridge last August and, as far as he knew, it was still lying there, twitching, perforated and pinned by Victoria’s stilettos.

“Eli!”

The shout came hurtling in their direction, seemingly propelled on a blast of cold air when the door opened. Within seconds he was surrounded by more people than he’d spent time with in months.

“Was this intentional? Is this an intervention?” he asked his sister as Gillian, Delia, and Gray swarmed the table. Amid the general bustle of stamping snow off boots, unwrapping scarves, and fetching more chairs, Ben went to the bar for drinks.

“Don’t be so self-centered, little brother,” Jenna said, shifting over to make room for their friends. “It’s January in the islands. What else is there to do except meet at the bar?”

“Ooh, Eli, it’s so good to see you out of the house,” Delia cooed, patting his cheek as she sat down next to him. “When was the last time we spent time with you, Christmas?”

“If by ‘spent time with’ you mean caught a glimpse of some hulking figure lurking in the shadows of our house while the rest of us celebrated, then yes,” Jenna said.

“What the hell is this?” Gray laughed, scratching Eli under his scruffy chin. Eli good-naturedly swatted his hand away. “It’s bigger. It’s scarier. I don’t like it.”

“That’s what she said,” Eli muttered, but his heart wasn’t in it.

“Doesn’t he look awful?” Jenna asked of the group, seeking backup.

“What that woman did to him…” Gray tsked, sitting back in his chair and crossing his muscled arms. Gray always sported tight T-shirts, even in the dead of winter. He called it advertising—whether for his personal life or to get new clients, Eli was never sure. Then again, Eli wasn’t sure there was a difference, as Gray was proudly a player and always seemed to find dates right there at work. And he was always at work. Right on schedule, Gray added, “Get your ass into my gym. We’ll throw some hot workout shots up on Instagram, and she’ll come running from Europe dying to get back with you before somebody else snaps you up.”

“Very funny.”

“I never joke about getting ripped and you know it.”

“He doesn’t want her back,” Jenna declared. “Right, Eli?”

“Wrong, dear sister,” Eli said, knocking back the last of his beer. He’d thought a lot about whether he was going to try to forget Victoria or not, accept their breakup as permanent or not. He’d decided the answer to both questions was “not.” “I’ve been staying in touch with her while she’s in Italy—casual, don’t worry, just to prove I’m being an adult about how we left everything. I’m not stalking her. She told me to keep in touch, and that’s what I’m doing. Leaving the lines of communication open, you know.”

“Is she answering your messages?” Jenna asked.

A pause, then, “Sometimes. It’s fine.”

Jenna waited.

“Okay, okay, she answered twice. All right? Happy?”

“In five months? Oh, Eli…”

“It’s fine. She’s busy. I’ll keep messaging, she can answer when she has the chance, and when she returns, I’ll get her back. That is the plan, and don’t even try to change my mind.”

“And what, exactly, are the details of this plan?” Gillian asked, sizing him up. “How are you going to get her back?”

“I’m working on it.”

“You don’t have a plan, do you?”

Eli shrugged. Jenna was his only blood sibling, but Gillian and Delia served as his tough-love and nurturing fairy godmothers, respectively. Right about now, he knew, he was going to be toughloved to death.

“I’ve got a few months to figure it out,” he hedged. “In the meantime, I’m staying in touch with her. A little. As friends.”

“You want her back, you’ve got to offer her something special.”

“He’s special just the way he is,” Delia insisted. “Leave him alone, Gilly. If Victoria can’t see how wonderful he is, it’s her loss.” Delia punctuated her last statement with another pat on his cheek.

Gillian just stared him up and down, one skeptical eyebrow hovering close to her honey-blonde hairline. “Mm-hmm,” she grunted. “I’m not seeing it, and someone as classy as Victoria isn’t going to see it either. I mean, an art professor, grew up in Georgetown… she’s something else.”

“Right,” Jenna agreed. “Hyperintellectual, into gourmet cooking, theater fan if I recall correctly.”

“And string quartets,” Delia added.

“Ooh, right,” Ben said, returning with more beer. “Yep, just your type.”

“What are you implying? I’m not all of those things?”

“You’re none of those things,” Jenna said bluntly. “And there’s nothing wrong with that… unless you’re trying to connect with her beyond the basic physical attraction you guys had going for a few months. Sure, she had fun slumming with the backwoods guy for a bit, but really, Eli, you can’t possibly think she belonged here.”

“She said she liked it here. Remember? After that group kayaking trip she came back on her own. Said Willow Cove was magical.”

Gillian sighed. “That doesn’t mean she actually wanted to stay for the rest of her life, Eli.”

“I prefer to take her at her word.”

“Then you should take her at her last word, which was that she didn’t want to marry you.”

Eli said nothing, just hoped his stubborn silence would do the talking for him.

“Well,” his sister said with a sigh, “obviously talking sense to you isn’t going to work, so fine. Just know if you want to get her back, you’d better up your game.”

Eli shifted, uncomfortable. He’d known Victoria was out of his league, but she seemed to like him just the same. He was happy to cling to the whole opposites-attract thing, and he was certain he could have held on to her if she’d stayed… well, pretty sure, anyway. Now, however, he faced some serious competition: distance, his botched premature semiproposal, and the lure of Europe. And European men. Could he compete with some dashing, urbane Antonio or Paolo—or literal Romeo—whisking her off to a classical music concert or a gourmet restaurant or the vineyard he owned in Tuscany? He wanted to think he could, but deep down he wasn’t so sure.

“You’ve gotta get ripped,” Gray said.

“You’ve gotta shave off that badger on your chin,” Ben said.

“Show her you don’t need her,” Gray added.

“Yeah, cut her off—radio silence, man,” Ben agreed. “Make her crawl.”

The women exchanged glances, and Eli had a feeling this wasn’t going to end well for anyone at the table with a preponderance of testosterone.

“Eli,” Jenna said, with a cutting look at her husband and Gray, “if you really want to get Victoria back, then fine. I might not approve, but I’ll support you. But do not listen to these Neanderthals. They have all the worst ideas, and no notion of what women truly want.”

“Hey, I won you over, didn’t I?” Ben protested.

His wife’s lips twitched with a suppressed smile. “Oh, honey.”

“What?”

Jenna leaned over and kissed him affectionately. “You didn’t win me over. I decided you were the one in high school. After that, I orchestrated everything. But I respect you for working so hard.”

“You’re lucky I love evil masterminds,” he grumbled, but with a pleased smile flashing like lightning, contrasting against his dark skin.

Delia took over the campaign. “Eli, you’re a good person, but—and don’t take this the wrong way, because you know I love you to bits—you’re just not… husband material. Not for someone like Victoria. Not yet,” she rushed to add. “You just need some time to take care of yourself, get your confidence back, spruce yourself up a little.”

Her eyes widened, and Eli felt his stomach tighten. He’d seen that I’ve got a brilliant idea look before. A wave of telepathy rippled around the table.

“Makeover,” Delia whispered.

“A project,” Gillian breathed, swiveling her head to scrutinize Eli. “Perfection by spring.”

“I said get ripped,” Gray pointed out, miffed that his contribution had been ignored.

“Oh, he’s fine there,” Jenna said with a wave of her hand. “All that hiking and rowing?”

“But how’s your six-pack?” Delia asked, to the annoyed groans of the men. “What? It matters! Have you looked at modern romance novel covers lately? Six-packs everywhere. The genre is lousy with ’em.”

“She’s right,” Gray said. “There are muscles for show and muscles for go. You need a bit of show-off stuff. Lift up your shirt and let me see what you got.”

“What? No!” Eli protested.

Gillian laughed. “Gray just wants to ogle you. Give the boy a little somethin’.”

“Truth, I gotta admit.”

“The whole package,” Jenna interrupted. “He needs to be the whole package by the time Victoria gets back. Looks. Style. Personality.”

Delia added, “Manners. Comportment.”

“What the hell is comportment?” Ben asked, completely lost. The women ignored him.

“Culture,” Gillian said. “Knowledge.”

“That’s it.” Jenna slapped the table. “Eli, we’re turning you into husband material.”
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Winter in the Thousand Islands was a test of resiliency. While it was easy to live there during the summer months, when the population swelled with tourists and summer residents and the towns were alive with crowded shops, packed restaurants, and nonstop activities, once winter descended it was another story. The entire region seemed to shrink with the cold, contracting in on itself bit by bit after Labor Day, growing quieter with every degree the temperature dropped. Sure, there was always a brief flare of life around Christmas, with parades and bazaars and festivals, but it was only temporary. After the holidays, the year-rounders might just as well have been living on the moon.

Not everybody could hack it there, Leah was certain. When the chainsaws were turned from ice sculpting to cutting more logs for the woodstoves, when music from outdoor stages had long been silenced and the only sounds were the squeak of your insulated boots on the snow and the whine of the snowmobiles in the distance, when most of the shops and restaurants remained closed from Christmas until the spring thaw… that was when the true islanders thrived and everyone else ran for the comparative liveliness of Syracuse or Albany or, barring the ability to get that far in the snow, Watertown, several miles away. Watertown had a mall, after all.

Here in Willow Cove, however, the first thing Leah had to do when she worked the day shift at the small clothing shop on Main Street was put out a sandwich board on the sidewalk. Its message read, in big, bold letters, YES! WE’RE OPEN! to remind residents that not all the shops went dark until May. Not that it made much difference. The locals knew what was open and what wasn’t. If they needed clothes, they came by. Most of the time they didn’t, and the days Leah took some of the burden off Mr. Lehman, the proprietor, she spent behind the counter with a good book from the library (open three half days a week in the off-season—one morning and two afternoons), never waiting on a single soul.

So when she spotted a cluster of four people bustling down the icy sidewalk, she was a bit startled. It wasn’t so much the fact that the scene, bathed in the thin, pale sunlight of a winter’s morning and highlighted by the tiniest of crystallized snowflakes that only drifted down when the temperature was below zero, looked like it could have been painted by Norman Rockwell (if Norman had painted women with purple hair and post-punk tendencies, and those ladies were herding what seemed to be a captured Sasquatch), it was that the entire parade took a hard right turn and strode right into the shop.

That didn’t usually happen in Willow Cove in January. At least, not as far as Leah had experienced.

She carefully put down her book and tried to look attentive as the group sorted itself out. “Welcome to Thousand Island Dressing. How can I help you?”

One of the women, a statuesque blonde, spun around and brightened up immediately.

“Oh, hey!” Gillian exclaimed. “What are you doing here?” Before Leah could answer, Gillian tacked on, “Well, working, obviously. I didn’t know you worked here, though.”

Leah smiled. “I fill in sometimes.”

“No moss growing on you. Oh, I’m so rude. Everybody, this is Leah Keegan.”

Amid a general murmur of hellos, Gillian pointed out everyone by name: Delia Dupree of the purple hair, Jenna Masterson-Page with the studded leather jacket, and… Eli Masterson? Did she say Eli? Her Eli? Well, not hers, of course, but…

Leah took a closer look at the Sasquatch. Yep, under the red-andblack checked lumber jacket, faded baseball cap, and all that hair and beard was the man she’d seen on the bridge last year, getting dumped. Honestly, he looked terrible—thinner, she thought, although it was hard to tell under all the winter clothing, his face drawn and no longer tanned. Only his eyes were the same. She still couldn’t quite make out their color, as he had the curled bill of the cap pulled low, but she recognized the arch of the strong, dark eyebrows, the shape of his eyes and their kind expression. Which was slightly hidden behind a veneer of irritation as the women fussed around him, filling the shop with their energy.

He looked back at her, frowning a little, and Leah felt her cheeks grow hot. Did he recognize her as well? God, she hoped not.

Before he could say anything, Gillian said, “Leah, I’m so glad you’re here. Eli needs some serious help.”

“Oh?” Leah busied herself with finding a notebook and pen. Anything to avoid those eyes watching her so carefully.

“He’s having woman trouble. And look at the guy—do you think he’s going to win the woman of his dreams looking like Forrest Gump after all that time running across the country? Of course not.”

Fighting back a smile, Leah dared to steal a furtive look at Eli. Gillian wasn’t wrong; he did bear a striking resemblance to Forrest, mid-movie. Maybe not as much hair. But pretty close.

“We need you to help us fix him up.”

“My brother needs a new wardrobe,” the woman named Jenna said. “Top to bottom, bottom to top. Pants, shirts, sweaters, jackets, shoes if you got ’em, even underwear if you’ve got that. If you work on commission, I’m paying your rent this month, baby.”

Leah salivated at the notion. But she was only on a straight salary. She’d still do her best, though. She liked a challenge. “As stylish as we can make him?”

“He should walk out of here looking like he stepped off the pages of GQ,” Delia said. “He’s our project, to pass the time during the long, dark winter.”

“Couldn’t you just, I don’t know, knit instead? Or something?” Eli pleaded.

They soundly ignored him.

“Can you handle it?” Gillian asked Leah.

“No problem.”

Eli, however, looked like he had a problem. In fact, he looked like he would rather ice skate on the St. Lawrence nude than stand there and let four women hold shirts and suit jackets up to him to decide whether they went in the yea or nay pile. Even so, he remained on his best behavior—occasional eyerolls and heavy sighs notwithstanding—as Leah plucked different items off the racks for consideration. The yea pile grew faster than the nay pile.

“These shirts, those sweaters, especially the shawl-collar one—so distinguished,” Jenna said. “Jeans, pants—oh, I love the flannel and the tweed—and this blazer… hey, we’ll take both jackets, why not… and this pile of socks. Do not ask what’s wrong with your white gym socks,” she snapped as Eli opened his mouth. He shut it again. “They’re going in the trash. Oh, and this thing goes too.”

Before Eli could stop her, Jenna grabbed his beat-up baseball cap and flung it a good distance across the store.

“Hey!”

Apparently Eli could put up with a lot, but he drew the line at losing his treasured hat.

“Oh my God, let it go. It’s filthy.”

“That’s patina.”

“I don’t care what you call it. The ratty thing’s gotta go. Sorry, Leah, I was aiming for the trash can, but I’m a lousy shot.”

“I’ll take care of it.”

“A hat would be nice, though,” Jenna mused. “A good one.”

Delia lit up. “Ooh, a—”

Before Delia could say the word “trilby,” Leah had one in her hand.

“Exactly!”

“Oh, come on!”

It was clear Eli had reached his limit. But Delia forcibly pulled on his collar to get him to lean down, plunked it on his head, and turned him toward the mirror.

“I look like a douche.”

“You look like a stylish douche,” Jenna corrected him. “Which Victoria will adore.”

“Think of it as a signature look. Own it,” Gillian said. “Strike a pose like you mean it.”

“No. No.”

“Yes.” Jenna grabbed his shoulders and turned him back to the mirror. “Look suave. Look sophisticated. Look like you belong with Victoria. No. You look like you have gas. Try again.”

“I don’t know what you want me to do!”

“No whining. Shoulders back. Relax—you look like you have a pole up your butt. Look confident. But look natural.”

“You’re not making any sense.”

“Try to look seductive,” Delia suggested. “Get a slow burn going.”

“Set myself on fire?”

“In a manner of speaking,” Gillian said. “Look like you want to tear her to pieces.”

“I want to tear all of you to pieces.”

“Not violent-like, sexy-like. Get your smolder on.”

“Nope,” Jenna declared as he tried out a couple of squinty looks. “You still look like you’re experiencing intestinal distress. Never mind. We’ll work on it later. But we’ll take the hat,” she said to Leah. “You have good taste.”

Leah carried the huge pile of clothing to the register, nudging the forgotten baseball cap behind the counter with her foot.

While she rang up the items, she said, “Of course, buying new clothes is only half the solution, you know.”

“It is?” Eli asked weakly from across the room where they’d left him, completely wrung out from the morning’s ordeal. “What else is there?”

“Tailoring.” She smiled at his agonized look. “It’s not so bad. All you have to do is stand there. The tailor does all the work. And when the clothes are done, they’ll look even better on you. Your girlfriend won’t know what hit her.”

“Yeah?” He seemed more interested when she added that last comment.

“Promise. Naturally I recommend the tailoring services of Stitch, Please, next door. You can take your purchases right through there and someone will be with you shortly.”

Flush with their success and loaded down with Eli’s new wardrobe, the women nudged him through the wide opening in the brick wall while Leah made her way to the back room, scooping up the baseball cap on the way.

In the tailor shop, Jenna, Gillian, and Delia pulled out the clothes to be altered, then looked up and started laughing when Leah came out of the back room of Stitch, Please with a tape measure draped around her neck. Mr. Lehman owned both places, and they were essentially one and the same, down to sharing a back room. They flung some pants at Eli and shoved him toward the dressing room.

While Eli was changing, Gillian asked Leah, “Hey, how are you holding up, honey?”

“Not bad, thanks.”

“Can’t say I miss seeing you in the pharmacy on a regular basis, but you know what I mean. I love your hair, by the way.”

Leah self-consciously tucked a wayward curl of her dark pixie cut behind one ear. “It grew in faster than I thought.”

Before Gillian could continue the conversation, Eli pushed aside the dressing-room curtain and walked over to them awkwardly, plucking at the fabric of his new trousers and shaking his leg like a dog with a twitch.

“Up on the platform, big guy,” Leah commanded, happy that she didn’t have to answer any more of Gillian’s questions. “And stand still. I have pins, and they’re going to be very close to some of your favorite body parts.”

Eli obeyed, and Leah walked around him, studying his silhouette, pulling at the fabric, and nipping in the waist. Eli held his arms out so it would be easier for her to get to the waistband. She nudged them back down most of the way so his stretch wouldn’t interfere with the natural drape of the pants.

He sighed uncomfortably. “So. Come here often?”

Leah laughed softly and started to pin. Eli fell silent. Jenna, Gillian, and Delia were across the room, staring out the plate-glass window at the snow blowing down the empty street. Every once in a while bits of their conversation drifted over to her.

Jenna: “Looks familiar… How do we know her?”

Delia: “… go to school with us?”

Gillian: “No, after us… had it rough lately… Cathy’s care-giver. Cancer. Awful. Whole year.”

Leah cleared her throat and shifted uncomfortably, then refocused her attention on hemming Eli’s pants. She hated having to listen to her story related by someone else, and laced with pity at that.

Jenna: “Not just her, though? Cathy… biological son? Patrick?”

Gillian: “Oh, sure. MIA though. Dick.”

Another round of muttering, except this round was bitter. Patrick they knew and obviously didn’t like.

Gillian again: “So yeah. Just her. Had to have been awful.”

Leah dragged a stool over while Eli pulled on one of the blazers. Even though she had asked Eli to come down off the small platform, there was no way she was going to get anywhere near his shoulders to mark the jacket without some extra height. She hastily climbed onto the stool and teetered a bit.

“Whoa, there.” Eli steadied her with large hands on her waist. “You all right?”

“I’m fine,” Leah murmured. “Just a little clumsy today.”

“I don’t mean your balance.” Eli jerked his head at his sister and friends. “I mean that.”

Leah looked up and met his eyes fully for the first time. They were blue. Not icy blue, but a warm medium hue that could go dark and masquerade as black in the right light, she suspected. No matter the color, though, they were kind, and currently studying her with concern.

“She may be tiny, but she’s super strong,” Gillian said.

Leah forced a smile. “My secret is out. I’m super strong.”

Eli’s voice was warm when he answered with a half grin, “I believe it.”

“A tattoo!”

Both Leah and Eli jumped at Delia’s outburst and her sudden appearance right beside them. Eli’s hands instinctively went back to Leah’s waist just in case she came close to toppling off the stool again.

“No!” he said, incredulous.

“Why not?” Delia demanded, hands on her hips.

“You know I have a low pain threshold.”

Jenna shouted from across the room, “Little brother, you finished that one kayaking trip with a broken ankle, so don’t go yipping about pain.”

Eli bugged his eyes at Leah with a half-amused, half-exasperated look, then shouted over his shoulder, “Okay, first of all, it was a hairline fracture. And I was sitting down in the kayak, wasn’t I?”

“Then how did you portage out of there afterward, huh?” his sister countered.

Eli closed his eyes and sighed. “No tattoos, okay? I’m letting you do all this other nonsense, but I’ve gotta draw the line there.”

“I’m gonna need a third-party ruling,” Delia said. “Leah, honey, what do you think? A nice armband or something? Hot, right?”

“Oh… well… I…”

Eli got her attention again, pleading silently, his eyes almost as wild as the beard below them.

“An armband might be a little cliché, I think.”

“Yeah!” Eli was obviously grateful for the support. With a wink at her, he added, “Listen to this lady here.”

Leah had absolutely no reason to still be standing on the stool, so close to Eli. None at all. And the warmth radiating off his large body, and the sudden, surprising flutter she felt in the vicinity of her navel from such a simple gesture as a conspiratorial wink, made her all the more anxious to get away. She forced herself off the stool, took a step back, and pointed him toward the dressing room.

“And stop trying to re-create me in your image,” Eli shouted once he was behind the curtain. “Tattoos and Harleys are fine for you and Ben, but—”

“Hey, now that is a great idea—”

“No Harley!”

“Insta-badass! Think about it!”

Eli whipped aside the curtain as he buttoned another shirt. “I am not trying to be an insta-badass, or any other sort of badass. Keep your head in the game—one you invented, may I remind you. You said you were going to make me into the kind of guy Victoria couldn’t say no to. I doubt she’d fall for a guy with tattoos and a Harley.”

Jenna smirked. “Shows how much you know.”

Leah just smiled politely. She could already see great gaping holes in their plan. While she didn’t know Eli at all, she got a sense that tattoos and motorcycles wouldn’t fit with what she’d seen of him already, and changes that were too drastic would never take. Turning him into a badass was too high a risk, she thought. They should focus on a little refining instead. Subtle things. If they were needed at all. Really, he seemed fine from what she’d already observed. Unless he ate with his feet, what did they think he needed to change?

The tailoring only took a little while longer, and the relief Eli felt when Leah finally told him he was free to go was palpable. He said a polite goodbye and thanked her for making the process as painless as possible, but he couldn’t get out of the shop fast enough.

Gillian, Delia, and Jenna took their time packing up.

“I’ll call you when Mr. Lehman is finished with the tailoring,” Leah told Jenna. “He’ll be able to take care of it right away.”

“Thanks, honey. You’re a godsend.”

“What do we do with him next?” Delia asked.

“Hair,” Gillian and Jenna chorused decisively.

“We’re going to have to go someplace really professional for that,” Delia mused.

“What about Poppin’ Locks?” Leah suggested. “They do a good job.”

“If they did your pixie cut, then you’re right,” Jenna said. “I love it. I could never pull off a short style like that.”

Gillian caught Leah’s eye and raised a questioning eyebrow. Leah felt her face grow warm. Self-conscious again, she started collecting the clothes marked for alterations on a standing rack. “Give Poppin’ Locks a call, ask for Liz. She’ll do a good job with Eli, won’t make him freak out too much.”

“You noticed the freak-out factor, then?” Jenna asked.

“Kind of hard not to.” She hesitated for a moment. “If you don’t mind my saying, go easy on him, okay? It’s clear that you all care a lot about him and want to make him look good, but he seems kind of fragile. If he gets spooked you’ll lose any progress you make.”

She didn’t dare mention that she knew what had driven Eli to the state he was in. Luckily nobody asked.

“Good point,” Gillian murmured. “We’ll be careful. Right, Jenna?”

“Meh. This is a race against the clock, so I say we push him as hard as we need to.” She turned to Leah. “If you think we need an Eli whisperer, I nominate you. Anytime you want to join the makeover team, just say the word.”




[image: Chapter 4]

The indignities were endless. Just endless. Bad enough Eli’s sister and friends were shoving their noses into his love life and his closet, but now they were taking charge of his grooming routine. Okay, he would reluctantly agree he was more than ready for a haircut and beard trim… which might or might not require the employment of a brush hog by now. But why wouldn’t they trust him to take care of it on his own? The whole stinkin’ crew had to escort him to the salon instead, as if they were going to have to make sure he stayed in the chair like he was three years old.

Oh God, this place didn’t have horsey seats, did it?

No. No, of course not. Good grief, just a few days into this plan and already Eli felt like he was losing his mind.

The little shack his friends nudged him into, around the corner and a couple of blocks inland from the main road, was brightly lit in the gloom of the late afternoon and a fresh round of snow—this batch heavy and gloppy—chucking down. It was a perfect day to stay the hell home, but instead he was committing to phase two of his makeover.

The blast of heat and light as he stepped through the door was downright disorienting, with the wail of hair dryers filling the air and people shouting over them. Eli was busy stamping snow off his boots, so he missed the initial greeting as his sister stepped up to the desk to check him in. Then he heard a very familiar voice.

“The Weedwacker special?”

He looked up to find Leah smiling brightly at him. For the first time he noticed she had a dimple in her right cheek that gave her an even more impish look than her Tinker Bell size and short haircut imparted.

“Brush hog, actually.” His voice was raspy, and Jenna, Gillian, and Delia turned to give him a curious look. He ignored them. “Why are you here?”

“Rude,” Gillian muttered, elbowing him in the ribs.

“I’m just helping out while Steph’s on vacation,” Leah said. “Want to step over to the sink, Eli?”

Jenna yanked off his new wool peacoat and scarf and then gave him a shove farther into the salon. He glanced behind him only to give her the stink eye. Of course she was unfazed. His stink eye had never had an effect on his older sister.

Leah settled Eli into the chair, flapped a cape over him, and gently pushed him backward till his neck settled into the groove in the sink’s edge.

As she ran the water to warm it up, he said, “Sorry about the outburst. I just wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

“It’s okay.”

“But, I mean, how many jobs do you have? Am I going to keep seeing you all over town? Because if that’s the case, I
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