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Monday

Late morning sunbeams bathed Sara Harmon in warmth and light as she toiled in the garden, humming a little tune under her breath. Five days to go before the wedding.

Five days!

David, her son, and his fiancée, Anne, were being married on Saturday, the Fourth of July, and the reception would be held at her beautiful Cape Cod bed and breakfast, Blue Hydrangeas, located in Falmouthport, a charming little village in the town of Falmouth.

They’d finished grad school in May. David had earned a Master of Arts in American literature, while Anne had completed one in medieval literature. They wanted to be married the first weekend they were free after conducting workshops at the college they’d left as students. The Fourth of July, America’s Independence Day, was it, with the added bonus of a dazzling fireworks display on the beach at nightfall, courtesy of the town, an annual event. Sara would take full advantage of the free show to end the celebration with a bang.

She’d started dreaming of a wedding at Blue Hydrangeas the day David surprised her and her husband Jack with a “mystery guest” during a paralyzing blizzard two Christmases ago.

She’d expected a young man to stay with them for the holidays, a grad school friend. David had stunned her when he walked into the house with a lovely young woman, Anne. He hadn’t mentioned a girlfriend in ages. It soon became clear their friendship was moving in a serious direction.

She was delighted. The inn was the perfect setting for a garden wedding.

Its expansive lawn was thick and verdant, forming a soft pillow under their feet.

The two dozen blue hydrangea bushes lining their drive were in full bloom, and the hundreds of new bulbs she and Jack had planted over the years were now paying off, providing splashes of color in both familiar and unexpected places.

It was exquisite, if she did say so herself.

She’d spent each morning over the last two weeks tending to her flower beds, ensuring they were impeccable, but yesterday’s rain had encouraged a few weeds to poke out of the rich soil. She focused on her task with razor sharp concentration as she hunted them down and plucked them out with vigor.

Everything had to be perfect, not a weed nor a withered bloom to be seen. This was still a new garden – they’d been in the house not even five years– and she’d applied to be a stop on the Falmouthport leg of the Cape Cod Garden Club’s Hydrangea Festival and Annual House Tour for the second time. Last year’s bid had been disqualified because of a silly technicality with her application. This time, she’d made it through to the physical inspection part of the process, and the nominating committee was coming to inspect her gardens on Thursday when she had it looking its best for the wedding.

But that wasn’t all. Her flowers, especially the blue hydrangeas, would be the focal point of the bridal party’s bouquets and the centerpieces for all the tables, and her gardens would be the backdrop for formal portraits. She was determined to make it the most idyllic wedding setting on Cape Cod, giving David and Anne the day of their dreams.

She rooted around in the soil for a small rock, extracted it, and tossed it into the bucket beside her. It seemed each year she pulled hundreds of rocks out of this soil and deposited them in the rock garden on the west side of the house, only to pull others like them out again in spring. Tedious work.

A flash of black to her left caught her attention. She paused to watch Fluffy, their tuxedo cat, race across the lawn in pursuit of something, a butterfly or perhaps a bird. Hopefully, he wouldn’t be leaving them any “gifts” on the back steps. 

She’d been on her knees too long, and her back was beginning to ache. Dressed in soiled jeans, an old T-shirt damp with perspiration, and a bucket hat on top of her auburn hair to protect her delicate complexion from the morning sun, she stood, stretched, and wiped the sweat off her brow. She sipped from the glass of now tepid water at her side and checked the time on her watch: nearly noon. Jack would be home any minute looking for lunch. He’d gone into town to run some errands. 

“Hello!”  

A voice broke through her reverie. She turned to see Rose Fantagucci, her best friend and neighbor, pedaling her bicycle up the driveway. 

Rose was a willowy woman, nearly six feet tall, with a huge grin and hands always ready to help. She was the proprietor of Sea Song, another bed and breakfast a mile down the road. When Jack and Sara had built their home, Rose was the first to drop by with a hearty welcome and a basketful of freshly baked breads, even though they were competitors for tourists and honeymooners looking for a Cape Cod getaway. 

“The more the merrier,” she’d said, and it was true. Both inns were fully booked for business during the summer season, and often into the shoulder seasons as well.

“How was your ride?” Sara asked as Rose brought the bike to a standstill, completing her daily three-mile loop along Falmouthport’s shoreline, which always ended at Blue Hydrangeas.

“I made it,” Rose gasped, her skin glistening with sweat. She put her hands on her hips and bent over, catching her breath. Exercise was new for her, after her husband, Stan, had bought them each a ten-speed bike following the doctor’s orders to become more active to help control his blood sugar. She was more committed to sticking to a routine than Stan and gave the bike a workout while he stayed at home with his newspapers. “I made better time today, but it sure took a lot of effort.”

“Well, it is in the eighties.” Sara offered her the rest of her water.

Rose took a grateful swig. “And it’s supposed to stay in the eighties through the weekend.”

Sara sighed. “I know. But no rain in sight.” She gave a thumbs-up. “There’s lots of shade in the yard and we’re renting tents and fans, so I don’t think the heat will be a problem.”

“What’s the final guest count?”

“Sixty. Not too bad.”

“We had nearly a hundred when my daughter got married at home. Sixty’s a piece of cake.”

“Speaking of cake, how’s ours coming along?” Rose had owned her own bake shop in Providence, Rhode Island before retiring to open Sea Song, and had volunteered to make the wedding cake as her and Stan’s gift to the couple.

“Are you kidding? I haven’t even started it yet.”

“I’m not worried. Just curious. I’ve never made such a cake. Seems like an awful lot of work.”

“No worries. I’ve made hundreds. I’ll follow Anne’s instructions to the smallest detail, and it will taste like a dream. But you’ll have to wait until the wedding day to see it.” She examined the garden. “I see you’ve been busy out here.”

Sara grimaced. “A gardener’s work is never done.”

Rose had already achieved Master Gardener status and had encouraged Sara to get involved with the Garden Club shortly after she moved in.

Sara had kept a garden at her previous home in upstate New York, but it was nothing like what she had here: two acres of landscape to design and tend to throughout the year, including her magnificent blue hydrangeas, which wound their way up the driveway, bordering both sides.

She and Jack had painstakingly put in dozens of the bushes with the fluffy blue flowers, something she’d dreamed of ever since they’d honeymooned on the Cape and fell in love with the captivating mophead blossoms. They knew immediately they’d one day live there and have their own gardens, complete with hydrangeas of all colors, especially the blue ones.

But Sara soon learned dreaming of this house was the easy part, and sometimes resented the day-to-day labor, although she couldn’t imagine doing anything else.

“Why isn’t Jack helping you?” Rose asked.

“He had an errand in town this morning. He promised he’d take care of the back garden this afternoon.”

Rose smirked. “Good thinking on his part. The sun should be in front of the house by then.”

“True. The groundskeeper we hired is a big help, especially this week with the wedding and the nominating committee’s inspection for the hydrangea tour.”

“I warned you trying to manage all this on your own would be too much.”

“You were right, although I would have liked to.”

“We’re human, Sara. Do the work you enjoy and delegate the rest.” She continued examining the gardens while Sara stood by her side, holding her breath. Rose had encouraged her to apply for the tour—Sea Song had been a top stop for years—and her opinion of Sara’s garden truly mattered to Sara. 

“Everything looks fantastic,” she said at last, and Sara exhaled. “I’m sure the nominating committee will make you a top stop your first year.”

“I’ve never been so nervous about an inspection,” Sara confessed. “Jack and I really want this. It will bring a lot of traffic to the inn and help bring in guests.”

“Quit worrying, it will be fine.” Rose turned away from the garden and focused on Sara. “Now, where were you? I’ve got some time to spend digging and weeding.”

They knelt in the dirt and started pulling scattered weeds. The garden was almost picked clean due to Sara’s daily diligence. This gave them plenty of time to talk about their usual topics: their children, business, and town gossip.

Several minutes passed before the sound of a truck chugging up the driveway caught their attention, and they watched as the groundskeeper and his team parked, exited their vehicle, unloaded equipment, and got to work mowing the lawn. The foreman ambled over to Sara.

“Good morning.” He wore a dirty baseball cap embossed with the Red Sox logo, which he removed. “We’re here to mow, re-seed where necessary, and clean up any debris. Anything else you’d like?”

“No, Harvey, I have nothing else,” Sara said, “although Jack will be back any minute and he might have something more for you to do.”

“When are you going to my house?” Rose asked as she shaded her eyes from the sun.

“You’re on the list for this afternoon, Mrs. Fantagucci.” He turned to Sara. “When will the tents be delivered? I want to be out of the way before they arrive.”

“Not today. The grounds are all yours.”

“Thank you.” He backed away. “I’d better return to my men. If I don’t hover over them, we’ll be here twice as long as needed.” He headed back to his team.

“Nice man,” Rose said, “and he does exceptional work.”

“Thanks for the recommendation,” Sara said. “And thanks for recommending Cape Cod Party Rentals. They’ve been so helpful with the tents, tables, and chairs, and their prices are reasonable.”

“I’m simply helping two friends get what they need. After you’ve been here a while, you’ll be a matchmaker too.”

Sara laughed. “I never thought of it that way. Jack calls it ‘networking’.”

“Different word, same meaning.” Rose turned at the sound of another vehicle coming up the long driveway. “Is that Jack?”

Sara turned also. “It sure is. Who’s he got with him?”
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The women abandoned their gardening tools and headed for Jack’s Cadillac, which came to a stop at the head of the driveway. Jack stepped out from the driver’s side as the rear doors flung open and two small bodies clambered out. 

A woman exited the front passenger door and leaned into the back seat, emerging moments later with a wriggling bundle.

“It’s Ellie and the children!” Sara hastened her steps, Rose trotting right behind her.

The new arrivals surrounded Sara, demanding her attention.

“Miss Sara! Miss Sara!” shouted Danny, a boisterous eight-year-old with a buzzcut and a face full of freckles. “Mr. Jack found us downtown and gave us a ride to your house.”

“Miss Sara! Do you have any cookies?” asked his six-year-old sister Julia, her light brown hair in swinging ponytails.

Their mother followed, carrying baby Jeffrey, who’d just turned fifteen months old. She grinned, as thrilled as her children were to see Sara.

“What are you doing here?” Sara gathered the older children for a hug. “It’s been weeks! I wasn’t expecting you until Friday.”

Julia and Danny continued to talk over each other, making a cacophony, confusing Sara with their chatter.

“Calm down, kids,” Jack said, taking over. “No one understands a word you’re saying.” He was in his mid-fifties, a tall man with a trim figure, and always immaculately dressed for the occasion. He wore Bermuda shorts and a polo top, and Sperry’s on his size ten feet. His blue eyes twinkled as he laughed at the children, for whom he had a great affection. 

Rose laughed. “Never a dull moment around here.” She reached for the toddler, who, to her delight, allowed himself to be transferred to her arms.

“What’s going on?” Sara asked Ellie.

“Everything’s changed.” Ellie’s face was alight with joy. “We’re living in Falmouth! I moved into an apartment downtown, and I already got a job at the hospital.”

Sara clapped her hands. “Oh, I’m so excited. You’ll be close by. I’ll be able to see you all the time. How did all this come about?”

Ellie, Danny, and Julia had come to Blue Hydrangeas the same snowy Christmas Eve Anne had arrived, after their car broke down on the way to visit family off Cape. Sara’s parish priest, Father Jeffries, had found them stranded on the side of the road and brought them to the inn for the night.

Sara and Ellie had quickly bonded, but soon after, the young family was forced to move to Brockton, more than an hour away, to be near Ellie’s sister for the birth of baby Jeffrey, named for the priest who had rescued them.

She was a young widow with no support in Eastham, the small town on the outer Cape where she and her late husband had grown up.

She’d done all she could to remain in her little house near Thumpertown Beach but knew, as a single mother with two kids and one on the way, she couldn’t manage without the help of her sister and her family.

In early February, they’d relocated to an apartment on the south side of Brockton. Jeffrey was born in March. A registered nurse, Ellie went to work on the night shift at the local hospital six weeks later while her sister, a stay-at-home mom, watched her children as well as her own.

It worked well, but Ellie grew homesick for the Cape almost from the first week, as did Danny, and she’d quietly plotted for a way to return.

“Looks like you two have a lot to talk about,” Jack said. “I already heard the news on the way over here.” He rounded up Danny and Julia. “Why don’t we go inside and get some lunch?” They raced him to the house.

“I’ll come too,” Rose called, still carrying Jeffrey. “I need to get out of the sun, Ellie. Jack can fill me in on your news.” She caught up with Jack and the children and they disappeared into the house.

Ellie and Sara moved toward the shade of a towering oak with a quartet of gently weathered Adirondack chairs arranged in a circle beneath its lush foliage. Ellie slipped her feet out of her sandals and began unraveling her news.

“Sam, an old friend from Eastham, bought a place in Falmouth center with a carriage house apartment,” she said. “We’ve known each other forever and he’s been coming around these last few months. We go out to dinner and to the movies. We talk a lot on the phone.” She blushed. “He knew how much I wanted to move back to the Cape, so when he found out they were hiring nurses at Falmouth Hospital, he let me know. I applied and was hired for the emergency department on the four to midnight shift, part-time, every other weekend and two shifts a week. I checked out the apartment last week and it works well for us. Three bedrooms, two baths. A huge fenced-in yard. We moved in a week ago, and I already started working. Sam watches the kids. He gives them supper and puts them to bed. So far, it’s all working out.”

Sara listened closely to this story, which sounded like a whirlwind. “Everything’s happening so fast,” she said.

Ellie nodded. “I was praying I’d find something this summer, and my prayers were answered.” In her early-thirties, she was a pretty brunette with dark brown eyes and a bow-shaped mouth. Sara detected a touch of lipstick, which was unusual for her young friend, but it suited her. 

“Did you say your friend is a ‘he’?” she asked. It delighted her to see Ellie looking so well, and so happy, a stark contrast from her appearance when they first met, and Ellie was engulfed in grief.

Ellie blushed again. “His name’s Sam Nickerson. We grew up together, although he’s a few years older than me. He recently left the Navy after twenty years of service and moved to Falmouth to take a job with the Steamship Authority. He’s a boat captain. Right place, right time for him.” 

“It seems like right place, right time for you, too.” Sara smiled and took her hand. “I’m thrilled for you, Ellie. You deserve to have a good man in your life. And your children need a father.”

“Whoa, we’re not there yet, Sara.” Ellie leaned back in the chair, still clutching Sara’s hand. “He’s never been married and has no children. It’s been a big adjustment for him, but he’s patient and kind. He loves the kids, and they seem to like him too, although they miss their father.” She gazed down at the ground, watching the breeze sway the grass. For a second, a deep sadness passed over her face, so briefly Sara might have missed it if she didn’t know Ellie’s story.

Her husband, Danny, age thirty-three, had been killed in a head-on collision. Ellie was in mourning when she and Sara first met, but over the course of the last year or so, she’d had to put her grief aside and attend to more practical matters.

“I suppose it’s soon for a new relationship,” Sara said.

Ellie sighed. “Danny’s been gone less than two years, but it feels like ages. Everything’s happened so fast. I have three kids now. I can’t count on my family to help raise them. My sister has her own children, and my parents have their own struggles. Dad has emphysema and Mom has all she can do to take care of him. Danny’s parents are in Florida and his brother is in New Bedford. We rarely see them, although they write. I send pictures of the kids. It’s not much.” She stopped talking and they sat in silence while she gathered her thoughts.

“Sam says he wants to make a family with us. We share a lot in common. We’re both from Eastham and love the Cape and its sea life. I was friends with his sisters growing up and he was always around. He made me laugh with his pranks and jokes. He still does.” She turned away and studied the grass again. “I still love Danny, and I miss him something fierce, but I have to get on with my life. We all do.”

“Matters of the heart take their own time. If it’s meant to be, it will be.”

“What about you?” Ellie changed the subject, which was too serious for such a brilliant afternoon. “Saturday’s the big day. How are things going? If I know you, everything’s under control.”

Sara gave her a wry smile. “Of course, everything’s under control. It’s my son’s wedding. And since Anne lost her parents, I’ve been filling in for them.”

Now it was Sara’s turn to grieve for a moment. Speaking of helping Anne prepare for her wedding reminded her she’d lost her own daughter, Lisa, just sixteen, in a tragic accident, and would never be the mother of the bride. She’d visited the bridal salons with Anne, watching as she tried on dress after dress, helping her make the final choice. She’d wear her late mother’s tulle cathedral veil with lace appliqués in ivory. Together they planned the reception meal, the flower arrangements, just about everything. All of it was as thrilling for Sara as it was for Anne.

You must take the bitter with the better, Sara reminded herself and brushed away her grief. She would have plenty of time to dwell on her sorrow later.

“She’s lucky she has you,” Ellie said.

“I must admit I’m enjoying all this wedding planning.” Sara’s blue eyes twinkled. “They graduated in May, you know, and immediately started teaching a summer class, which ended on Friday. They’ve been so busy they haven’t had time for wedding details. That’s my job. As you know, they’re being married in The Little Church by the Sea followed by a traditional New England clambake here at the house. Rose is baking the cake, and Father Jeffries is performing the marriage ceremony. It’s going to be a fabulous day.”

“Danny and Julia are excited to be the ringbearer and flower girl.”

“They’ll be adorable. What about Jeffrey? Have you found a babysitter?” 

“My sister and her kids are coming for the weekend to watch him during the ceremony. When it’s over, she’ll come to the church to pick up Danny and Julia to take them home. I decided they won’t attend the reception. It will be too much for them. I’m afraid they’ll be bored and clingy, and I want to have fun.” She grinned. “I bought Julia the most adorable pink dress. Wait till you see it. And Danny has his first sports jacket and slacks. He looks like a little man. So cute.”

“We’ll have to take lots of pictures,” Sara said. “I hired a photographer, but sometimes I think the random shots are the best.”

“When will the happy couple arrive?”

“They’ll be here late tomorrow morning. The entire wedding party is gathering at the house before splitting up for their bachelor and bachelorette parties.”

“Oh, what fun. Tell me more.”

“Anne and her bridesmaids are taking the ferry to Nantucket for a few days. They’ll be back on Friday for the wedding rehearsal and dinner. And David and his friends plan to do some deep-sea fishing out of Provincetown. They’ll catch a few Cape Cod Baseball League games as they make their way back to Falmouthport.”

“I’m jealous. I never had a bachelorette party. I didn’t have much of
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