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For Jeanette Perez



If only there could be an invention that bottled up a memory, like scent. And it never faded, and it never got stale. And then, when one wanted it, the bottle could be uncorked, and it would be like living the moment all over again.
—Daphne du Maurier, Rebecca
There’s rosemary, that’s for remembrance.
—William Shakespeare, Hamlet






The 
OCEANVIEW HOME

Stepping into the garden at dawn, I immediately draw in a deep, searching breath. When the heady spice of jasmine and honeyed sweetness of roses lift into the air and race along an invisible current toward me, through me, I tilt my head, considering. The scents coil together: dark and light, earth and sky, stone and silk, past and future. It is a fragrance that thrums with the promise of change—but change of what sort? I breathe in again and again, hoping for an answer, before I turn at last toward the Oceanview Home.
Above the garden, the building looms majestically against a sky that is cobalt blue and expansive, freshly swept of stars. On the upper floors, the windows are dark, the men and women inside still cocooned within their well-earned sleep. Standing among these flowers that I have urged back to life, encircled by scents as powerful as secrets, fear vibrates through me—fear that what I have given the people who live here is not hope but heartbreak. Already, there has been death, a loss that weighs as heavily on my heart as it does my conscience. I have brought grief here despite only ever wanting to bring comfort, a moment of remembered pleasure, a small, bright flash of clarity….
I feel an old urge to turn, to simply leave, to disappear before the day fully breaks as I have so many times before.
But the air is suddenly thick with the aroma of chamomile blossoms, and the fragrance—soft, herbaceous, green—steadies my pulse. It is the scent of patience, the garden’s assurance that it won’t be long now.
Today, the flowers promise. Today I will learn if my little gifts have done more harm than good.
Today we will know if this is the end… or the beginning.






Chapter One 

Yarrow: A flowering herb in the aster family with lacy umbrellas of blossoms whose soft, mossy scent aids healing
ONE MONTH EARLIER
When I awaken one morning in early spring and discover that the air hums with the peaches-and-cream scent of gardenia, the warm amber wash of sandalwood, and the straw-like aroma of linseed oil, I am certain of two things.
First, that my mother visited me in my dreams. Her scent is a specific bouquet that I would recognize anywhere, at any time, in any life. I close my eyes and inhale deeply, trying to hold on to her perfume even as it slips away, and as I do I remember pieces of my dream: my mother beside me, bending her head toward mine, whispering of Bantom Bay.
I open my eyes.
My second certainty: I must go home.
Returning to Bantom Bay is never easy for me, but the thought of my mother calling to me, beckoning me, fills me with a desperate sort of longing. The last time I was home was for her funeral six months ago, and though I stood beside my father as we spread my mother’s ashes in the sea, I still have trouble believing that she is truly gone. I haven’t been myself these long months without her; there is an unsettled, rootless feeling at my core, a hollow ache that not even working in my beloved gardens soothes.
At the end of the bed, my enormous dog, Gully, lifts his head and gives me a questioning look. I stroke his silky tan fur, thinking. I finished installing my latest garden in Santa Barbara yesterday, transforming my clients’ backyard of patchy grass into a lush oasis of decadently fragrant bee’s bliss sage, nightshade, and rock rose, a sanctuary where the aroma of flowers stirs the spirit and worries slip away for a spell. I haven’t yet accepted another job, and I haven’t paid next month’s rent on my tiny, furnished apartment. This is how I have lived for the past decade—never accepting one project until I’ve completed the last, never staying in any town for long, never forming strong attachments, and never returning to Bantom Bay for more than a few days at a time.
But as the last hints of my mother’s scent drift through me, I feel that pull again, that certainty that she is calling me home, so I rise and pack everything I own into the bags and boxes I always have on hand. I don’t own much—some clothes and linens, my favorite novels, Gully’s bowls and food. All of my landscaping equipment is stowed in the locked storage bins in the bed of my truck.
By late morning, Gully and I are on the road, our brief little life in Santa Barbara growing ever smaller in the rearview mirror.

Bantom Bay, California, is a sliver of a town that curves along the coast between the Pacific Ocean and the densely wooded Bantom Ridge, some twenty miles south of San Francisco. I’ve always imagined that the town gathers the sea and the forest to it possessively, like a child pulling blankets up to her chin, and it gathers people to it in the same way. Most who discover Bantom Bay never leave. For all the ways that my mother and I were similar, this was one of the ways that we weren’t. She had no desire to live anywhere else, while I have moved up and down the West Coast, forever leaving one place for another.
By the time I arrive in town, it’s late in the afternoon. I pass the small library I visited weekly as a child and then my old elementary school, still painted the creamy pink hue of a Sarah Bernhardt peony. When I pass the community center where my mother taught painting classes, the truck is suddenly too warm, my heartbeat loud in my ears. I open the windows, and the air that pours in smells of coastal wildflowers, forest, and sea—yarrow, bay laurel, chaparral, sagebrush, and brine, as familiar to me as a lullaby. Beside me, Gully rouses himself and hangs his head outside, his eyes half-closed and his expression blissful.
Along Miramonte Drive, shingled buildings in salt-scrubbed pastels bear the names of shops and restaurants that have been there for as long as I can remember, and longer still. Corde’s Hardware. Pacific Surf Shop. Bantom Bay Books. Sakura Sushi. Miramonte Pizza. Las Olas Taqueria. I can’t help smiling when I spot the cheerful red geraniums and trailing sweet potato vines that spill lavishly from the window boxes of the Shark Bite Café. I planted them myself a couple of years ago, and the café’s owner, Roger, was delighted to find that business ticked up soon after.
My smile falls when I pass the building that once housed the Seadrift Gallery. It’s a music store now, with a row of guitars glinting in the window. I look away, my thoughts spiraling darkly back to a day that I would do anything to erase. On the wheel, my knuckles are pale, and I’m barely able to resist the sudden, long-ingrained impulse to turn my truck around and leave.
But I think of my mother’s scent moving through me this morning, and I press on, driving a half mile up Bantom Ridge, along a road that curves below a canopy of outstretched live oak branches. It’s bittersweet to arrive at my childhood home and see that it is as charming as ever, its peaked roof and white clapboard tidy against the backdrop of dense green forest. At the end of the driveway, the yellow doors of the freestanding garage that my mother used as a studio appear freshly painted. I turn off the engine and just sit for a moment, torturing myself with memories of all the times I’ve looked up from this exact spot to see my mother opening those doors and hurrying out to greet me, her smile dazzling in its warmth.
Apparently I’m not quite done torturing myself, because my gaze shifts to the left of the studio. There, a stretch of carefully mown grass shows no sign that it once held the first garden I ever planted. The white tuberose flowers, so violently crushed on that day that haunts me, are long gone. No hints remain of what occurred here a decade ago; my guilt is a secret buried within me.
Had I known what would happen in that garden, what I would do there, I never would have planted it. But I was only ten years old and blithely hopeful about the future when I first dug those flower beds, my interest in plants newly piqued by the herb garden my fourth-grade class created at our elementary school. I remember even now the innocent excitement I had felt as I lined up in a row with my classmates, each of us pulling on our gardening gloves while we waited for our turn to receive an herb from our teacher.
“Rosemary,” Mrs. Maple said, placing a tiny, green-needled plant in my outstretched palm.
Rosemary. I breathed in. Its fragrance was woodsy and herbal, rich and savory and layered with olive oil and pine. By that age, I’d been aware for years that my sense of scent was highly attuned; everywhere I went, fragrances whispered to me, telling me of the world, revealing to me insights that were hidden from others. But it wasn’t until I held that rosemary in my hands that I began to understand my powerful connection to plants and their scents.
The soil of the school’s herb garden was so soft that I didn’t use a spade to dig into it. I simply sunk my gloved hand into the dirt, scooping out a little hole, and gently settled the rosemary into place. I patted the soil around the stem, and then instinctively drew a circle with my finger, leaving an indented moat around the plant that would hold water and disperse it slowly.
My classmates watched me and mimicked my action, drawing little circles around their own herbs. Twenty circles. Twenty plants. But I noticed that only my rosemary grew half an inch even as we stood there on that first day.
I visited my plant, caring for it, every day at recess. It continued to grow quickly, and was soon twice the size of the other children’s. Clusters of beautiful, small, pale blue flowers appeared along its branches where all the other plants had none.
And then one day, as I stood in front of the plant, puzzling over its unusual size and the strange connection that I felt to it, I sensed the rosemary’s earthy, green, complex fragrance intensifying, lifting above all of the herbs’ scents, pressing so close to me that it felt like breath against my skin, a murmured answer to my questions. The aroma was so strong that I could almost see it, gossamer and shimmering in the air.
It was intuition, I suppose, or some old, inherited knowledge that made me bend close to the blossoms and draw in a deep breath. The rosemary’s scent slipped through me in long, silky tendrils.
In an instant, I was no longer in the schoolyard; I was with my mother on a fog-strewn afternoon in the Garden of Fragrance in San Francisco’s Golden Gate Park. We were roaming the paths, and I was burying my nose into every plant. I was unsteady on my feet, only just walking, and my mother held my hand gently but firmly. I wore soft shoes that thumped along the path. My mother read each plant’s name aloud as I breathed in its scent, her clear voice floating down to me through the milky fog.
Pineapple sage. Shore juniper. Lemon verbena. Rosemary.
I registered every fragrant note, realizing that I knew these names even before my mother spoke them. The plants were familiar to me—old friends, newly met. Their scents cradled me in the same gentle, firm way that my mother held my hand, leading me, showing me the way forward. I felt delighted and content, aware that the garden made my heart sing in mysterious ways.
And then… I was back. I was standing again, somehow, beside the rosemary plant at my elementary school. All around me, children were running, playing, just as they had been. It was like nothing had happened, like no time at all had passed.
My mind spun. I should have been scared, but instead I felt the emotions of the memory still moving within me—connection, delight, the comforting presence of my mother. What I experienced had not felt like a remembrance; I had been there again. I had been a toddler in the Garden of Fragrance. The fog had been cool and damp on my skin. I had felt my mother’s hand, heard her voice, smelled the individual scent of each plant.
And yet I had entirely forgotten about that day until I was returned to it.
In the schoolyard, I felt the shape of my future shifting. The scent of the rosemary I’d planted, the memory of that day with my mother, had shown me something about myself. I wouldn’t forget it again.
That very afternoon, full of youthful certainty about the bright things that must lie ahead, I went home and asked my mother if I could plant a garden next to her studio.

Beside me in the truck, Gully’s big tail thumps on the seat, and I’m grateful to be pulled from my thoughts. I look over at him, then follow his gaze back to the house.
My father stands in the doorway now, one hand raised in greeting. I draw in my breath, startled by how much older he looks than when I saw him last. Thinner, too. A lump of worry forms in my throat. My father has always been a quiet, serious man—confident, if regimented, in his approach to life—but now his shoulders slope and his expression seems uncertain. In the time since I was home for my mother’s funeral, he seems to have become a diminished version of himself. It’s as though someone has taken an eraser to all of his sharp edges, softening him.
Oh, Mom, I think as I open the truck door. I’m sorry. I should have come home sooner.
“Hi, Dad!” I call, working to keep my voice upbeat.
“Hello, Lucy,” he calls back. He seemed distracted when I phoned from the road to let him know I was coming, and he has the same tone now, as though his mind is elsewhere.
I let out Gully and make my way up the porch steps, studying my father carefully. There’s gray stubble on his long, usually clean-shaven face. And there’s something about his blue eyes. Have they… faded? Maybe it’s just that the skin underneath them is darker. He hasn’t shrunk, though. I still have to rock onto my toes to kiss his cheek. I breathe in and am relieved to find that his scent is the same as ever—he smells of redwood trees and pencil shavings, of newspaper and wool.
And inside, on the shelves that surround the old stone fireplace in the living room, my mother’s small, evocative paintings of Bantom Bay still emanate with her love for this town. They’re still surrounded by the shells, the jars of sea glass, the smooth, twisting driftwood branches that she found on a lifetime of beach walks. There is still my parents’ shared collection of books, the moss-colored couch bearing an array of patterned throw pillows, the large Persian rug faded from years of afternoon sunlight.
The house remains both quirky and neat as a pin, my mother’s colorful personality and my father’s fastidiousness knitted together in perfect, if baffling, harmony. I’m not sure if there have ever been two people more different, or more in love.
The house is just as it has always been—and yet. When I breathe in, there is no trace of my mother’s scent in the air. Six months ago, a hint of it still lingered, but now it is gone, replaced by a faint mix of lemon cleaning products, sea salt, and books.
Tears prick my eyes, but I manage to blink them away. If I start crying now, I’m not sure I’ll stop.
“Would you like… water?” my father asks as I follow him into the kitchen. “I’m afraid I haven’t been to the store recently.”
I walk over to the fridge, open it, and peer inside. It’s sparkling clean but stocked only with a quart of milk, a carton of eggs, and a wilted head of lettuce. What is he eating?
“Water is perfect,” I say, and pour two glasses. We sit across from each other at the table. It’s then that I realize that he’s studying me, too, and I wonder if I look as changed as he does. Each of us had orbited around my mother in our own particular way.
Loss changes a person just as love does, perhaps in equal measure.
“So you finished your projects in Santa Barbara?” he asks. “Everything went well?”
I nod. “Everyone seemed happy.” I think for a beat and then add, “Oh, you’ll like this. One of my clients had a tiny chihuahua named Stinker who took a shine to Gully. She was always racing out of the house and prancing around him, darting all over the place while I was working in their garden. I think my clients started to worry that either Gully or I might not notice Stinker and accidentally step on her, so they put a bell on her collar.” I pause meaningfully, but my father looks at me blankly. “They put a bell on a dog named Stinker,” I say.
“Oh. Oh, I see,” he says slowly. “Stinkerbell. That’s funny.”
“Well, if you have to say it’s funny, I’m not sure it is,” I say, grimacing but laughing a little. “Anyway, what’s the latest here? What’s new in Bantom Bay?”
He gives me a sad smile. “I’m afraid you’re asking the wrong person.”
Around us, the house falls quiet. If my mother were here, she would be bursting with news. Otis Redding would be playing on the stereo. One of her friends would be knocking on the door, or calling on the phone, or sitting right here at this kitchen table, drinking coffee or playing cards or telling stories. Instead the stillness of the house presses down, a weight too heavy for anyone to bear alone.
I reach across the table and rest my hand on my father’s.
“It’s really good to see you,” I tell him.
“It’s good to see you, too,” he says, patting my hand. “I’m glad you’re home.” The warmth of his words doesn’t quite reach his eyes—there’s a sadness there that seems to leave no room for other emotions.
I swallow. It’s one thing to run from my own pain, and quite another to run from my father’s. I’d thought I might stay in Bantom Bay for a few days—enough time to sift through the emails that I’ve received from interested clients over the past few months and settle on my next job—but now, seeing my dad like this… I know that I can’t leave him. The speed at which I resign to stay surprises me. Maybe I am more tired of my perpetual moving than I realized.
“I was thinking I’d stay for a while,” I announce, before I can think better of it. “That is, if you don’t mind the company. I’m sure I can find work nearby. There’s always someone who needs a gardener.”
My father’s eyes widen, then narrow. He gives me that look again, like he’s studying me. “You want to stay in Bantom Bay?”
He has every right to be surprised. I haven’t visited for more than a few days at a time since I graduated from high school over ten years ago. He thinks this is because I become restless if I stay in one place for too long, that wanderlust is as deeply ingrained in me as my love for flowers. I’ve never told him, or anyone, the real reason I keep moving.
“If you don’t think Gully and I will get in your way,” I say. Gully is lying near my feet and at the sound of his name, he lifts his gorgeous head and gives me one of his soulful, slightly apologetic looks as though to say he realizes that his size means he will always, inevitably, be somewhat in the way. I reach down and run my thumb over his velvety black muzzle.
“Lucy, I’m retired,” my dad says. “I’m sure I’ll be in your way more than the other way around.”
It was a mere month after he retired from the accounting firm in San Francisco where he’d worked for decades that my mother died of a heart attack—no warning at all, their plans for their golden years disappearing along with her. Though I call my dad every week, I’ve yet to get a straight answer as to how he has been spending his time.
Now that I’m home again, I feel more acutely aware than ever that our little family is just the two of us. There are no aunts, no uncles, no cousins. Only this town, the neighbors who have always known us. Where are those neighbors now? I wonder.
“How is it, being retired?” I ask, trying to keep the worry from my voice. “What have you been up to?”
He shrugs. “Oh, this and that. House projects, mostly. All of the little things I never got around to when I was working.”
I glance over his shoulder into the living room. It strikes me that it’s not just clean, it’s immaculate. It’s like no one actually lives there. He’s left everything exactly as it was when my mother was alive, but without her presence, without the whirling, joyful mess she so often left in her wake or her complicated, lovely scent, it feels more like a museum than a home.
I look back at my father. “Do you ever have company over? The Hummels? The Constantinos?”
He shakes his head.
I stare at him. “But you must see them. They invite you to dinner?”
He shrugs. “They invite me, but I’m not up for much socializing these days. I keep myself busy, though. There’s plenty to do around here.”
“Oh, but Dad,” I say, “aren’t you lonely?”
He levels his gaze on mine and says gently, “Aren’t you?”
Heat warms my skin. My father knows that I move too often to make lasting friendships. But I have my work, and the satisfaction of knowing that my gardens bring people both joy and peace. At the end of a long day, I am content to curl into bed with Gully at my feet and a book in my hands. I am fine; I have my reasons for choosing this path. My father chose something else—he chose my vibrant mother, a home, this little suburban community where everyone knows everyone.
“Look at that,” he says then, nodding toward the window and saving me from having to answer his question. “The magic hour.”
He’s right. The light in the kitchen is changing, the strong spring afternoon sun easing into a soft wash of gold. This was always my mother’s favorite time of day, when the sun hangs just above the ocean and its light pours over the coast like honey falling from a warm spoon.
“Magic hours,” I correct, emphasizing the plural. At this, my father produces the first flicker of a genuine smile that I’ve seen from him since I stepped out of my truck. My mother swore that the magic hour lasted twice as long in Bantom Bay as it did anywhere else—that it wasn’t one hour here, but two.
Gully stands and walks to the kitchen door. He looks over his shoulder expectantly at me, and I, in turn, look at my father.
“Should we take a walk down to the beach?” I ask. “Enjoy the light?”
“I don’t think so,” he says too quickly, telling me all I need to know about the offers of company he has rejected in the past months. “You go ahead, if you’d like.”
I want to argue with him, but he’s already walking into the living room, settling into the armchair with one of his mystery novels in hand. I frown, then remind myself that I’m staying. There is time.
I head outside, thinking I’ll walk Gully to the beach. Instead I stop on the driveway.
There, at the end of the pavement, the yellow doors of my mother’s studio seem to glow. In truth, everything is glowing—even Gully. He looks practically ethereal, a halo of golden-hour light making his fur shine.
I walk toward the doors and then stop again. When I was home for my mother’s funeral, I’d peeked inside her studio but had not been able to bring myself to cross the threshold. Now, the fresh yellow paint on the doors makes my stomach twist. What if I look inside and find that my father has taken on the studio as one of his projects? What if he has tidied it the way he has the house, scrubbing away the last signs of my mother’s creative, exuberant spirit?
There is, I know, only one way to find out.
With the sun pressing a warm hand to my back, I open the doors. Gully, either out of protectiveness or curiosity, moves forward first, and I follow.
Immediately I release a long, relieved breath.
The studio is a mess. A truly spectacular mess, just as it always was. Tables of various sizes are crowded with dust-covered tubes of paint, hardened mounds of rags, magazines, photographs, and sketch pads. Brushes, palette knives, and pencils jut out like dried bouquets from glass jars. Fluttering garlands of pastel ribbons and tissue-paper flowers crisscross in arcs below the blue ceiling. Multicolored constellations of dried paint speckle the concrete floor. In the light that streams through the open doors, dust motes sparkle.
Best of all, my mother’s scent laces the air. I breathe in, feeling it drift softly through my aching chest. Gardenia, sandalwood, linseed oil. The very scent that had called me home. My mother’s fragrance has disappeared from the house, but here, in the studio, it remains.
Everything in the studio remains exactly how she left it, frozen in time.
Including the painting she’d been working on.
I walk to the canvas and blow a breath over it, watching as the dust that coats it lifts and swirls away, revealing a sloping meadow of bright California poppies and lush green grasses that glow beneath a bluebonnet sky, the sea a hint of silver in the distance. I lean closer to the painting, my breath catching in my throat.
My mother’s brushstrokes are both precise and energetic. The flowers are so real, so tiny and exquisite and unique, that they seem… well, they seem alive. As I stare at the painting, I feel my chest swell with a delicious, delighted form of hope, a joyful certainty that good things lie ahead. My worries for my father, my grief for my mother, even the pain I have carried since the darkest day of my life, ten years ago, are all pushed aside by the helium balloon of optimism that expands steadily within me. Everything, I think, is going to be okay!
After some time, and with difficulty, I manage to pull my gaze away from the painting. The buoyant feeling in my chest deflates but does not disappear. The hope that emanates from the canvas is as addictive as sugar, and I have to remind myself that it is entirely manufactured by my mother. It is not real.
For generations, the women in our family have all had a talent for one thing or another, and this was my mother’s—she could affect people’s emotions, deeply, with her paintings. If my mother wanted you to feel happy, she created a painting that made you feel happy. And if she wanted you to feel sad—well, my mother never wanted anyone to feel sad. Mostly she used her gift to inspire the students who filled her painting classes at the community center. She poured her own feelings of confidence into the paintings she displayed for her class—and when her students viewed those paintings, they discovered a newfound belief in their own ability to express their creativity on canvas.
The truth, though, is that I often had the sense that my mother was holding back, that there was more she could do with her gift. But when I questioned her, she would become unusually quiet, her expression haunted. I was left with the feeling that there was something in her past that she was ashamed of, something that followed her all her life.
Be careful with your gift was all she would tell me. Remember that every action has a consequence.
Even now, my face grows hot as I think of her words.
If only I had listened to her.
Turning away from my mother’s painting, I move around the studio. I pause in front of a large corkboard covered with images torn from magazines, scribbled bits of poetry on colorful scraps of paper, and photographs. There is a photograph of me in the yard when I’m five years old, a flower crown in my tangled chestnut hair, the skin around my blue eyes crinkled with laughter. Another is of my parents on their wedding day. They stand on the steps of San Francisco’s City Hall, my father smiling in a stiff-looking navy suit and my mother beautiful in a whimsical ivory dress that hangs off her shoulders and floats airily to the ground.
I walk to the shelves along one wall and run my finger over the spines of her many art books. I wander to a long wooden table littered with crumpled papers and rough drawings.
A breeze moves through the studio, and the warm air is suddenly thick with my mother’s scent. I stand very still. There is something different lurking within the familiar perfume now. It is my mother’s, yes, but there is a strange edge to it that I don’t recognize, an unsettled, slightly sour note that swirls through me, whispering to me of loose ends, of regret.
What is it, Mom? I breathe in, searching for an answer. What happened?
It’s then, when I open my eyes, that I see it.

There, in the middle of her worktable, is her yellow, leather-bound calendar. A pen lies on top, as though it were set down only moments ago.
I pick up the calendar and hold it to my chest for a beat before opening it. I turn the pages, my pulse racing at the sight of my mother’s looping handwriting. All of the appointments and lunch dates and birthdays and teaching obligations that filled her life. 
Still veiled by that disquieting version of her scent, I find myself flipping to the last pages that contain writing, the days that followed her death. These pages, too, reveal a life brimming with plans, a future my mother had believed she would see.
And there, on the Thursday after her death, she’d written three words and circled them with a thick, red marker.
The Oceanview Home
I frown. There’s no time or name attached to the entry, no explanation for why she might have planned this visit. I trace the words with my finger, a little spark of something—curiosity? Premonition? That feeling of hope instilled by my mother’s painting?—flickering within me.
Growing up, I’d passed the sign for the Oceanview Home—an assisted living community for seniors just south of Bantom Bay—countless times, but I’d never turned down the driveway. I’d never even caught a glimpse of the building through the woods that separated it from the road.
Why had my mother planned to go there? I don’t have any living grandparents, no elderly relatives, and my parents were too young to have been considering moving there themselves. So why would she visit the home? Why had she circled the words so insistently, so urgently, so differently than any of the surrounding entries in her calendar?
I pull my phone from my pocket, open the web browser, and search for the Oceanview Home. Its website is practically ancient, populated only by a tiny photograph of a drab-looking, washed-brick building and a few meager paragraphs about the home and its offerings. I feel strangely disappointed.
I’m about to put my phone away when I notice the website has a drop-down menu. My finger moves to touch on the Employment Opportunities page. And there, with that troubling version of my mother’s scent murmuring over my skin, I read the description of the one job available:
Gardener wanted for a very special project.






Chapter Two 

Lupine: A flowering plant in the pea family with upright, showy spikes of colorful blossoms whose sweet scent inspires restoration and renewal
Two days later, I head south out of Bantom Bay. Free of town, the sun-dappled road slackens and curves through a dense forest of oaks and pines, coastal scrub and manzanita. Bush lupines thread the dark underbrush, their tall stems of golden blossoms fluttering like candles along the way. Here and there the trees suddenly thin, offering a glimpse of the sea.
Within hours of sending a brief email expressing my interest in learning more about the gardening job, I received an even briefer reply from a man named Donovan Pike asking me to meet him at the home. After seeing the bland website, I had not expected much—an institutional building with a few anemic garden beds in need of plants. Instead, when I spot the sign for the Oceanview Home and turn off the road, I’m happily astonished to discover that what awaits me at the end of a long black ribbon of driveway is a beautiful, if timeworn, country estate. A columned portico anchors two symmetrical wings below a tiled roof. Dreamy swaths of white roses clamber over the faded-brick facade, lending it a soft, vital glow. Tucked in among the blossoms, rows of tall casement windows reflect the bright sky.
My spirits lift further still when I step out of my truck and find myself practically swimming in the thick perfume of those roses. I stop and breathe in, noting wisps of other scents that gild the air—the soft comfort of lavender, the fresh spring wash of lily of the valley, the silver flash of sea salt, the bright hint of lemon.
When I step inside the home, though, all of those lovely scents are immediately snuffed out by an aroma of antiseptic so overpowering that it makes my nose wrinkle. A heavy, somber feeling permeates the dark-paneled, oval-shaped lobby. Behind a mahogany desk, a small woman with salt-and-pepper hair scraped back from her lined face peers at me. She’s the only other person in the room—possibly the building, given how quiet it is.
“Hello,” she calls in a wavering voice. “Can I help you?”
My rubber boots are loud against the marble floor as I cross the lobby toward her. “Hello,” I say, smiling. “My name is Lucy. I’m here to meet with Donovan Pike.”
The woman introduces herself as Noreen and then nods toward a pair of beige armchairs that sag against the far wall. “Please have a seat. I’ll let Mr. Pike know you’re here.”
I thank her and cross the foyer. As I sink into the armchair, the strange stillness of the room makes the back of my neck prickle. It feels more like a morgue than a home. Why did my mother plan a visit here? I asked my father if he knew anything about the circled note in her calendar, but he seemed as baffled as I was.
“Lucy. Hello.” A tall, handsome man in a suit appears from a hallway and strides across the lobby toward me. “Donovan Pike,” he says, holding out his hand and offering me a polished smile. “Owner of the Oceanview Home. Thank you for coming in.”
I stand. Owner. I’d assumed I’d emailed with someone who managed the home’s grounds, not the owner himself. In fact, it had not occurred to me that the home had an individual owner.
Donovan’s handshake is firm, but his skin is cool and soft—far softer, I’m sure, than my own. I tell him that I grew up in Bantom Bay, but had had no idea that the home was so beautiful. “I’m looking forward to seeing more of the property,” I say. As quickly as possible, I’m tempted to add. The antiseptic smell of the lobby is making my temples throb.
“A local,” Donovan says smoothly, smile deepening. “How fitting.”
He’s in his forties or early fifties with an impressively square jaw and neat brown hair that is silver at the temples. And his scent? Confusing. There are elements that are both refined and cunning—eucalyptus and green tea—dancing over his skin… and lurking below, something that makes me think of blackberry brambles, of dark, ripe fruit and hidden thorns.
A beautiful woman wearing a deeply annoyed expression appears at Donovan’s side.
“Jill Li,” she says in a clipped voice, her shiny black bob swinging forward as she gives my hand a brief, chilly shake. “Director of the Oceanview Home.”
I have the distinct sense that my presence irritates her, though I can’t begin to imagine why. And what kind of garden project is this, that it requires an interview with both the owner and the director of the home?
“Please, come this way,” Donovan tells me, gesturing across the lobby. “We’ll head outside through the rear terrace doors.”
Jill falls into step beside me, her heels clicking against the marble floor. We follow Donovan past a wide, curving staircase and the doors to an elevator, out of the lobby, and deeper into the home. I’m beginning to think no one actually lives here when at last we pass the entrance to a large dining room. I glance inside to see a scattering of elderly men and women sitting alone or in pairs at small tables throughout the room, here and there accompanied by a younger person in a navy caregiver uniform. There are a few low conversations, but the room is mostly silent, and heavy curtains cover the windows, blocking the natural light. Everything about the room seems muted. My heart clenches. It would be very difficult to see someone I love in a place like this, sitting among people who seem to move in slow motion, colored only in grayscale, the air so heavy and still and medicinal.
“It’s so quiet,” I whisper.
Jill looks at me sharply. “It’s peaceful,” she says with such insistence that I can’t help but wonder who it is that she’s trying to convince. “Which is what the residents love about living here. We only have twenty-two residents now, but many have lived here for more than—”
Donovan shoots a pointed look over his shoulder at Jill, and she immediately clamps her mouth into a scowl, her cheeks reddening. A silent battle strains the air; the tension between them feels long-standing and intricate, a dance they’ve been locked in for some time. I glance between them, curious, but can gather no hints of what has put them at such odds.
We’ve entered a long, narrow room, a sunroom of sorts, with an entire wall of French doors that are nearly all covered by drawn curtains. Donovan pulls a key card from the inside pocket of his suit jacket, but as he approaches the one set of doors that isn’t covered by curtains, the doors open automatically with a swift, startling whoosh.
He turns and pins his dark eyes on Jill’s. “These doors,” he says in a controlled voice, “should be locked.”
Jill gives him a blistering look, but when she responds her voice is cool. “The lock must be broken. I’ll have Vince take a look at it.”
For a moment, ice spreads, crackling dangerously between them, but then Donovan seems to remember my presence. He flashes me a swift, apologetic smile. “Locked doors are strictly for the residents’ safety,” he explains. “You’ll see what I mean in a moment….”
He gestures for me to walk through the open doors ahead of him, and I happily oblige, practically racing out onto a large stone terrace in my eagerness to escape the harsh smell and gloominess of the home. And then, not quite believing my own eyes, I keep going right to the terrace’s edge, my pulse quickening with every deeply fragrant breath I take.
Ahead, a wide stone stairway leads down to a vast sunken garden—well, what was once a garden. Now it’s a frayed expanse of overgrown plants, a teeming sea of green. As my eyes skate over the matted mounds of weeds and small, vine-enshrouded trees and the shallow, empty pool that cuts like a long, blue gash through the greenery, I see hints of what once was. Even in its ragged state, the garden is astonishingly beautiful. The untended, untouched look of it—and the ivy-covered walls that protect it on three sides—only add to the air of enchantment, of mystery, that rises from it like a shimmer of heat. It looks like something from a fairy tale, like it could have been torn from one of the picture books my mother read to me when I was a child.
Here and there within the tangle of green, I spot flashes of purple. Is this the lavender that I caught a hint of earlier when I stepped out of my truck? I breathe in. Yes. The scent is as gentle, as soothing, as a warm bath. There are other scents, too… alluring notes that drift toward me in soft waves. Viburnum. Honeysuckle. Sage. Phlox. Roses, so many roses… 
“You don’t even see the view, do you?” I hadn’t heard Donovan walk up beside me, and his smooth voice suddenly so close to my ear makes a shiver run down my spine. “All you see is this jungle.”
He’s right. My eye had been drawn immediately to the garden, but now I lift my gaze and see that beyond the low, ivy-covered brick wall along its western edge, past a sloping meadow and then a thick line of trees, the ocean glints like a sheet of metal. I feel a strange shifting in my mind, a disorienting flash of déjà vu. There’s something familiar about all of this, but I don’t know what it is. The feeling slips away as quickly as it arrived.
“It’s stunning,” I tell Donovan. I mean all of it—the distant sea, yes, but mostly the remarkable ruin spread below us. I’ve never seen anything like it. I have to stop myself from walking straight down the steps and wading into the weeds.
“It certainly should be,” he replies. “This is the Oceanview Home, after all. You can see the amount of work that needs to be done here. I want everything cleaned up and restored to the way it once was, years ago.”
I feel something twisting within me as he speaks—a nervousness that I’m not used to feeling. I want, very badly, to work on this project. Jobs come to me easily these days; every week, I open my inbox to find emails from homeowners all over the country, entreating me to design their gardens. It’s been a long time since I auditioned for the part.
I look Donovan in the eye. “Of course,” I tell him. “I can do that.”
I’m confused to hear Jill blow out an annoyed breath at my words, muttering something I can’t catch. Donovan ignores her and so I do, too. I can only hope that he has final say on the matter of my hiring, because Jill clearly, for reasons I can’t begin to guess, does not want me here.
“The garden has gorgeous bones,” I go on. “I have a feeling a lot of the old plants are still hanging on underneath all of that overgrowth. It will be stunning. I can see it already.”
Donovan has a practiced poker face, and I have no idea what he is thinking as he studies me. “I took a look at your website,” he says after a moment. “Your work is impressive. The before and after pictures of your clients’ landscaping… those are remarkable transformations.”
I smile. Years ago, I created a garden for a graphic designer, an introverted artist who had loved me, but who had not wholly known me. He thought that since I moved frequently, I should at least have a permanent home online, a home made up of all of my many projects. The website was a lovely gift. And yet the photographs on it do not—cannot—tell the full story. The images don’t reveal how flowers bloom more quickly, more fragrantly, their colors becoming more vibrant, when I care for them. How could they? These things cannot be photographed. Only the finished gardens can be captured, and they’re all that is remembered, anyway—the unusual speed at which they grow is a contented blur in all minds but mine.
“But I can’t figure out where you’re based,” Donovan goes on, frowning slightly. “You seem to have worked everywhere. Do you live in Bantom Bay?”
I explain to him—and to Jill, who I sense is listening closely, if petulantly—that I travel throughout the West Coast, moving wherever my work takes me, usually completing the design and installation of two or three jobs in one city or town before another project brings me somewhere new. “But my father still lives here, in Bantom Bay,” I say, “and I’ve decided to stay with him for a bit.”
I could stop here, and perhaps I should. But Donovan’s handsome gaze meets mine, an intriguing mix of curiosity and calculation in his eyes, and I find myself continuing.
“I’m not sure my father is taking very good care of himself,” I say. “My mother passed away six months ago. It was a shock to him… to both of us. I think he could use some company right now.”
It’s Jill who responds first, stepping forward and saying softly, “I’m so sorry for your loss, Lucy.”
The sincerity in her voice both surprises and moves me. “Thank you.”
After a beat, Donovan clears his throat. “I’m very sorry, as well. I lost a parent myself recently. My father. It’s a terrible club to join.” I note how Jill steps back, her jaw tightening, the moment Donovan speaks.
“I inherited the Oceanview Home from him,” Donovan goes on, “just as he inherited it from his parents, and so on through our family for more than one hundred years.” He squints out toward the horizon. “This home used to be incredibly special. But things have changed. Times have changed. These days, this place looks like it’s held together with duct tape and crossed fingers. The grounds, as you can see, are certainly no place for the elderly. Not anymore.”
I think about the men and women I saw sitting in that pale husk of a dining room, the lonely sound of silverware scraping against porcelain plates, the air so still that it felt claustrophobic. Outside, all of that depressing beige is replaced with green, and the air is filled with sound of the breeze in the trees, and of birdsong, and of the distant rumble of the ocean, and the scents—that surprising collection of scents—that drift up from the overgrown landscape. How wonderful it would be, I think, if the residents could safely venture outside and walk among flowers again.
“I can help you,” I tell Donovan. “I can restore this garden.”
He seems to consider my words, but now his eyes have an eager glint that I recognize. “You’d need to get started right away.”
“Good,” I respond, smiling.
A moment passes before he pulls his eyes from mine and looks down at his watch. A small furrow appears between his brows. “Ah,” he says. “I’m afraid I have to run to another meeting, but Jill can fill you in on all of the particulars of the project.” He nods at Jill, and she steps forward, arms crossed in front of her.
“Send me your bid tonight,” Donovan tells me, even as he’s already turning toward the home, “and we can work out the details.” He’s nearly inside, the automatic doors open on either side of him, when he pauses and turns. “One more thing,” he says. “I need the job completed by the first of May. That’s a hard deadline.”
And then he’s gone, the doors closing decisively behind him.
I turn to Jill, my mind snagging on that final dash of information. “May first? But that’s still a month away.” The garden is a mess, but it won’t take me—or anyone else, for that matter—an entire month to get in order.
“Four weeks,” Jill confirms coolly, “and five gardens. He didn’t mention those other four, did he?” She aims a manicured nail at the high wall to the north. “There are two more beyond that wall, and”—she points at the south wall—“two more on that side. No one has been in them in years. You can’t even see their entrances anymore, but they must be somewhere underneath all of that ivy.”
I swing my gaze from one tall, vine-covered wall to the other. Five gardens. I breathe in again, understanding the tangle of scents in the air slightly better. These aren’t just the scents of the large garden before us that I smell—they’re the scents of the four hidden ones that surround it, too.
“Donovan’s great-great-grandmother, Agatha Pike, was an avid gardener,” Jills says, arms crossed again. “She spent years designing the property.”
I turn toward her. “This was a private home?”
“Yes. Or, well… it’s complicated.” Jill seems to forget herself, her demeanor softening as she explains that it took years for Agatha and her husband, Calvin Pike, a sugar tycoon, to build the home, and that in the end only Agatha lived to move in. She was in her eighties by then, and she hired a nurse to stay in the home with her. Donovan’s great-great-grandmother ran in affluent circles, but she’d had a fairly bohemian group of friends; over time, she invited some of these friends—also widowed but without her safety net of wealth—to move into the home with her. More caregivers were hired. Agatha and her friends walked the grounds every single day. She attributed their good health and longevity to all of the time they spent outdoors, and to the companionship they offered one another. She kept making little adjustments to the gardens, adding in components to enchant her friends, right up until the end.
“Agatha died when she was one hundred and two,” Jill tells me. “In her will, she stipulated that her friends be able to live out their final days in the home. Her son and grandson—Donovan’s great-grandfather and grandfather—took her wishes a step further and had much of the home renovated into apartments, creating accommodations for additional elderly residents and staff, and a sliding payment scale so that the home isn’t only accessible to those who are wealthy.”
“She sounds like an amazing woman,” I say, adding, “with a generous family.”
Jill’s face hardens. “Yes, well, there you have it,” she says tersely. “The Pike family has run the home as an assisted living community ever since. It’s Agatha Pike’s legacy.”
I look down at the sea of weeds below us. “But why hasn’t anyone been taking care of the grounds?”
“There were…” Jill hesitates. “Issues. Financial issues. This was during the years when the home was under Donovan’s father’s care. It takes a lot of money to keep up an old estate like this. Changes were required, and expenses needed to be cut. Upkeep of the grounds was the first thing to go. That was before my time, though. Donovan hired me nine months ago, after his father passed away.” She shrugs. “That’s really all I can tell you. Now, if you don’t have any other questions, I’ll see you out.” Without waiting for my response, she turns and marches back toward the home.
I pause to take one last look around. Already, the scents that race toward me are growing bolder, whispering to me of secrets, of things I do not yet understand. My gift is always strongest when I am here in Bantom Bay, near my roots. It’s one of the reasons why it is easier, simpler, for me to stay away. But now—my father needs me. And I can’t deny that there is something about this place that pulls at me, braiding around my heart, as though the scents themselves want me to stay.
When I at last turn to follow Jill, some movement from above catches my eye. I tilt back my head and peer up at the home. There, in a high window, I am sure I see a hand pressed to the glass, a face looking down at me—
“Coming?” Jill calls impatiently from the open doors.
I nod, and when I steal a final glance up at the window, whoever had been there is gone.






Chapter Three 

FITZ
Fitz stands at the window of his room in the Oceanview Home and stares down at the woman on the terrace. Even from a distance, he can see how the light seems drawn to her. She’s beautiful. As bright as a rose.
She’s been dead for decades, but no matter: there she is.
Heat pricks his skin. If he could yell down at her, he would, but lately he can’t open a jar of jelly, let alone a window. He doesn’t usually mind. Of the things Fitz mourns, his strength is not one of them. He’s always had a temper, and in his experience, strength combined with temper never gets you anything but trouble.
So he doesn’t yell. He just watches. He sees how she gazes directly at that Pike man from whom everyone else seems to scurry—well, everyone but Fitz. She has a persuasive smile. Her sky-blue rubber boots stand out against the gray slate of the terrace as though painted in Technicolor. Even from three stories up, he senses her charm.
She tucks a loose strand of her chestnut hair behind her ear and he remembers the gesture so clearly that it is like a hand reaching into his chest and clawing at his heart. When she lifts her chin as though inhaling the scent of the air, Fitz finds himself inhaling, too. He almost believes that he can smell the rich soil, the scent of growing things, the forest and the sea. Beyond her, beyond the tapestry of ruined, walled gardens and the meadow of wildflowers and the fringe of forest, the ocean glints like a knife. Fitz presses a hand to the window. The glass is cool against his open palm, steadying it.
All these decades later, and he can still feel the frantic beat of her pulse below his tightening grip, can still see the fury that flashed in her eyes in those horrible last moments.
A suffocating gray cloud gathers within Fitz’s chest. His memory swirls, churns, breaks apart and comes together again. His breath grows labored.
“Good morning!”
The voice is both muffled and shrill. Fitz gasps and rips his eyes from the ghost on the terrace to glare at the wall that separates his apartment from the next one.
“Marjorie.” He spits out the name like a curse.
Marjorie Swenson receives a call from her grandson every day. Every. Single. Day. And the woman can’t do a damn thing, not even answer a call, without making an absolute racket. Marjorie Swenson, with her parade of visitors and her cackles of laughter. What in the devil could be so funny all the time? Especially here, now, when they’re all old and stuck living side by side, hovered over as though they are misfit children in a boarding school dormitory. Lights out, children. Lights on, children.
How many times has he demanded to switch apartments? For so much of his life, Fitz told people to jump and they asked how high. But not anymore. No one at the Oceanview Home bothers to offer more than a half-heartedly wrinkled brow when he voices his complaints. It’s enough to make him question if he actually has voiced them! His memory does funny things these days, mixing him up. Being here, at the Oceanview Home, isn’t helping in the slightest.
It was his lawyer who recommended this particularly dysfunctional prep school for the dying to Fitz nine years earlier.
“There’s land,” Tyler Chadwick said. “A sea view. Gardens.”
Fitz scoffed. “Gardens? What do I care about gardens?”
“They say they’re good for the soul.”
Fitz did not reward this with a reply.
“Not for you, then,” said Tyler, whose patience had always felt like a rebuke. “For Tad.”
Fitz’s dog, Tad, was a tall, lean, twelve-year-old shepherd. As it turned out, the Oceanview Home was one of the few retirement communities in the area that accommodated dogs. This news swayed Fitz. It was Tad, after all, who had barked so loudly that his neighbors in San Francisco had called the police when Fitz had his stroke. The dog had saved his life, but Fitz tried not to blame him.
In the hospital after his stroke, a social worker asked all sorts of irritating questions about his family and his friends. My friends? Fitz scoffed. The woman was crazy and he gave her a look to let her know it. He was eighty-two years old! He’d long ago fallen out of touch with the men from his brokerage firm, the only real friends he’d ever had.
“There’s no one,” Fitz told her.
The social worker narrowed her eyes. “No one?”
Fitz narrowed his eyes right back at her.
“Think about it,” she said at last, rising. “I’ll be back later.”
Well, that did it. He was not able to stand the thought of seeing her again, so he grumbled a bit before coughing up the name of his lawyer, Tyler Chadwick. Soon he and Tad were living at the Oceanview Home. It was an impressive old estate, and the staff was attentive (To a fault, thought Fitz, who vastly preferred to be left alone), and Tad did love the grounds.
And then, just as they were getting used to their new apartment, Tad went to sleep one night and never woke up. Fitz certainly knew that that was how these things sometimes happened, but was it really too much to ask for a little warning? A day or two of mild illness to allow him time to say goodbye? Perhaps with a bit more time, Fitz wouldn’t now still look around for Tad throughout the day, calling for him, worrying that his dog has run off… before the memory of his death lands like a punch to his stomach.
Without Tad by his side to remind him of the stroke, it sometimes takes Fitz a disorienting moment or two when he awakens in the morning to remember just how he ended up in this place, with its molding landscape and that hyena Marjorie Swenson in the apartment next door. The stroke, he reminds himself then. The prying social worker. Tyler Chadwick. Tad. All day, his thoughts jump around, darting unwisely into the past only to leap forward with a jolt, tugging him into knots.
He looks down at the terrace now, remembering… but she is gone. Again.
Fitz smacks his palm against the window, and the sharp sting that travels out along each of his fingers so undeniably roots him in the present that it comes as a sort of relief.






Chapter Four 

Geranium: A flowering plant with powerfully fragrant leaves whose sweet, citrusy scent extends a message of hospitality
That afternoon, I put together a bid for the “very special gardening project” and send it to Donovan. I quote a price that is fair but not exorbitant—I’m generally well compensated for my work, I have a decent nest egg saved in my bank account, and I will not have much by way of living expenses while I am staying with my father, so I see no reason to risk Donovan accepting a competing bid. Besides, the fact is that I really want this job.
When Donovan accepts my proposal a couple of hours later, I feel a flutter of excitement that I realize I haven’t felt in some time. Five gardens. It will be my biggest project to date. To celebrate, I decide to pick up dinner for my dad and myself from the Shark Bite Café. I can’t convince my dad to come along for the ride, but Gully happily clambers up into my truck.
I drive into town, careful, this time, to keep my eyes ahead as I pass the music store that used to be the Seadrift Gallery. I park and walk toward the door of the Shark Bite Café, pausing at the café’s window boxes. Briskly but fondly, familiarly, I deadhead a few old blooms from the red geraniums that I planted years ago. Gully sits beside me, swishing his tail hopefully over the sidewalk every time someone passes.
Flowers cared for, I open the café door and walk straight into a wave of nostalgia—sugar, vanilla, the scent of warm, rising dough, and the nutty, toasted fragrance of coffee.
“Lucy!” booms Roger, the café’s owner, from behind the counter. “And Gully boy! What a nice surprise!”
I smile. “Hi, Roger. How are you?”
“Can’t complain. Croissants are on the house for my favorite gardener.” He drops two enormous pastries into a brown bag and hands them across the counter to me. Unlike my father, Roger—with his downy white hair forming a horseshoe around his bald crown and his ever-present pale blue apron tied around his stout belly—looks exactly as he always has. “Did you see how your flowers are thriving? I haven’t forgotten to water them.”
“I can tell. They’re very happy.”
“I’m the happy one. Those flowers bring in big business. It’s all about the curb appeal. I already had the curb, but you gave it the appeal.” He plucks one of the dog treats from the jar he keeps on the counter and tosses it into the air. Gully catches it and as he chomps it, I swear that he winks at Roger. Roger laughs his big laugh. “There you go: bad jokes, a Gully treat, and croissants, all free of charge. What else can I get you?”
I scan the pastries, quiches, and variety of salads and vegetable dishes behind the glass of the display case. “What do you recommend? I’m hoping to find something for dinner tonight.”
“Today’s special: white bean minestrone. Hearty, comforting… pair it with a fresh-from-the-oven sourdough baguette. And for dessert…” He thinks for a moment, peering into the case. “Ah! The citrus-glazed olive oil cake.”
I catch each scent in the air as he speaks—the soft notes of sage and thyme in the stew, the salty, yeasty smell of the sourdough, the richness of the olive oil mingling with the cheery burst of orange zest. I can’t help but hope that having all of these aromas in our kitchen will breathe a bit of life back into the house and give my father’s spirits a boost.
“Sounds delicious,” I say. “Sold.”
Roger ladles the stew into a takeout container from an enormous pot. “How long are you in town?”
I tell him that I’m starting a monthlong gardening job at the Oceanview Home on Monday.
“Aren’t they lucky to have you?” he replies. “And a month! You haven’t stuck around that long since…” His eyes widen then and he pauses, fishing around for how to finish the sentence. “High school,” he finally says, nearly swallowing the words.
I can’t bear the sympathy that I see in Roger’s eyes. I don’t deserve it, and he wouldn’t look at me that way if he knew the truth.
“I’m staying to be with my dad,” I say quickly. “He could use some company.”
Now Roger’s expression shifts to concern. “How is your dad? He never comes in anymore.”
I take in this news with a fresh twinge of worry. My father used to stop into the Shark Bite every morning on his way to his office in San Francisco. And not just because he loved Roger’s coffee—or at least I hadn’t thought so. I’d always thought he and Roger were friends.
“He doesn’t seem to go out much these days,” I say. “He’s retired now, and without my mom…” I trail off, sighing.
Roger nods sadly. “You know, I called him a few times after your mother’s funeral to check on him. He never picked up, never responded to my messages. Naomi Lawson told me that lots of people have been trying to get him out of the house, inviting him to dinner and things like that, but he always declines. I guess Naomi showed up on his doorstep and really pressed him, and he promised her that he’d start getting out and about again soon, but that he needed more time.”
“I didn’t have any idea how isolated he’d become,” I admit quietly. “I should have come home sooner.”
“You’re here now,” Roger says firmly, generous as always. “That’s what matters.” He packs all of the various containers into a large paper bag and slides it toward me. “Tell your dad that there is always a cup of coffee waiting for him here, on the house, okay?”
I smile and nod. I’ve paid the bill and nearly made it to the door when Roger’s voice makes me turn.
“I’m really glad you’re back, Lucy,” he says, his face flooded once again with sympathy. “I know how awful all of that was for you… what happened to Jack…”
What happened to Jackr…
The fact is that Roger has no idea what really happened.
No one does.






Chapter Five 

Phlox: A flowering plant with rounded clusters of colorful blooms whose soft, vanilla-clove scent holds a promise of friendship
When I pull open the front door of the Oceanview Home on Monday morning, I find Jill perched on one of the lobby’s beige armchairs, changing from heels into sneakers.
“Good morning,” I say cheerfully. I am determined to find my way to Jill’s good side.
I hoist my bag of gardening tools a bit higher on my shoulder and turn to wave to the tiny older woman, Noreen, who sits behind the reception desk. She peers at me for a beat before smiling and waving back.
“You’re on time,” Jill says with begrudging approval. Having violently yanked her shoelaces into knots, she straightens and places her hands on her hips. “I’ll take you outside and get you started.”
I fall into step beside her. “Will Donovan be joining us?”
“He’s not here. He rarely is—he has an office in the city where he spends most of his time.”
I take in this information as we walk through the home. The atmosphere, I’m sorry to note, is every bit as somber as it was on my first visit. The few residents and aides who are seated together at the tables in the dining room speak in low voices as though they’re afraid they might disturb someone, and I feel my heart once again clench at the sight. Today the air smells vaguely of boiled potatoes, dishwater, and bleach—a combination somehow both bland and noxious. Why does no one open a window and let in the fresh sea air, the scents of the overgrown garden, the surrounding woods, the sea? Why is there no music playing?
It’s a relief to step outside, where the morning air is so cool and fresh that I would drink it if I could. A low veil of mist clings to the sunken garden, muting its shades of green. In the distance, the ocean sparkles.
“How is your father?” Jill asks over her shoulder.
I’m touched by the question. I suppose that she must be good at this kind of thing—remembering to ask about family members, worrying over health—given her role at the home. I wonder if that particular skill is what drew her to this job, or if she honed it working here.
“He’s okay,” I say, but I frown a little as I think about how he has turned the pantry into a cramped workroom of sorts, replacing food with tools. He keeps himself busy with all of his house projects, but I seem to be the only person he has spoken to since I arrived. “I think he’s relieved to have me out of his hair today. Thanks for asking.”
A pair of ramps, each generous enough for a wheelchair, flank the wide, stone staircase that leads down to the garden, and it fills me with pleasure to know that the residents will soon be able to enjoy the grounds again. No matter how manicured a garden might appear, it is meant to be experienced—to be walked in and enjoyed—not simply admired from afar. Gardens aren’t a monologue; they’re a conversation. I have no doubt that it will do the residents of the Oceanview Home a world of good to walk outside, to smell the heady bouquet of phlox and lavender and salvia, to feel the fresh air and experience the fragrant height of spring—and later, the still, green depths of summer.
Jill gestures toward a ladder and a wheelbarrow full of tools at the bottom of the stairs. “Vince, our head of maintenance, gathered everything you asked for,” she says. “He’ll collect any organic waste and transport it to the compost pile at the edge of the property each evening.”
I look through the items in the wheelbarrow. I have most of the tools I need with me, but I asked Donovan for the wheelbarrow, ladder, and a few other supplies.
Jill nods toward the ivy-covered wall to the south. “The gates to two of the smaller gardens are in there somewhere.”
The ivy is so dense that it’s hard to imagine anything other than a solid wall below it, but as I pull my leather tool belt from my bag and clip it around my waist, I assure Jill that I’ll unearth the gates. Still, she lingers, crossing and uncrossing her arms. It’s the first time I’ve seen her unsure of herself.
“I’m curious about the gardens,” she admits finally in one stream of breath, her cheeks pink. “I can see them… sort of… from the rooms upstairs. They’re a wreck, I’m sorry to tell you. But also beautiful. In their own ruined sort of way.” Her voice has the same surprisingly wistful tone that it had when she told me about Agatha Pike.
“Well,” I say, “then you must have a better sense of where the gates might be than I do.” I pick out a pair of work gloves from the assortment of items in the wheelbarrow and hold them out to her. “You can use these. I have my own.”
Jill stares at the gloves for a beat, then plucks them from my hand and pulls them on. “We should start over there,” she says and sets off toward the wall, leaving me to follow.
Side by side, we rake our hands through the thick ivy. Seeing Jill combing through the vines, bits of leaves already clinging to her perfect, glossy bob, her lips twisted with determination, I think we might have a chance of getting along after all. I return to my own search, smiling. It’s a strange feeling to have someone working beside me when I have aways worked alone. I’m surprised to find that I don’t mind it. Especially since my normal companion, Gully, is at home.
I glance at Jill again.
“Jill,” I begin. “Do you think Donovan would be upset if I brought my dog with me to work? Gully is big but gentle, and he’s great with people of all ages.”
Jill’s hands freeze within the ivy. She turns toward me, her sculpted eyebrows high in her forehead. “Bring your dog? Here? Oh yes, I think that would make Donovan very upset.” She turns her attention back to the wall, her eyes glinting with mischief. “You should absolutely bring him.”
I smile. “Really?”
She shrugs. “If Donovan’s annoyed, it will be at me, and believe me, it won’t be the first time. Anyway, I’m told there was a time when some of the residents had dogs. It might be nice to have one on the property again.”
I nod and thank her. When I turn back to the wall, I spot a section of dark wood instead of brick below the vines. Jill hurries over and stands beside me as I carefully clip back the ivy with my pruners, slowly revealing a large, arched doorway with thick, damp-looking wood that is covered in wormy squiggles from where vines had long grown over it. Within me, I feel a flutter of anticipation. It’s a familiar feeling—for as long as I can remember, I’ve sensed that garden gates hold a bit of magic. Humble wooden gates with peeling white paint, heavy wrought-iron gates with ornate swirls, gently curved gates below rose-covered arbors, narrow gates half-hidden within jasmine-covered walls—I can’t help feeling that there is something enchanting about each and every one, something that makes a shiver dance along my spine as I open it and step through, leaving one world for another.
I feel it now as I pull off my gloves and touch the gate—that tremble of delight.
“Go on,” Jill says impatiently. “Open it.”
After so many years of being exposed to the elements and eaten away by ivy and moss, the wood is worrisomely soft. I press my thumb down on the iron handle and slowly, gently push the gate.
Right away, it groans and slumps closer to the earth, the soft old wood splitting and wrenching away from the hinges. I drop my hand, sucking in a disappointed breath. “I think it might fall apart.”
Jill’s shoulders sink. “We don’t want that. These gates are probably original.” She looks down the length of the wall. “I wonder if the others are in the same state.”
We walk along the wall, pushing aside ivy until we eventually find another gate that’s in such terrible shape that we don’t even try to open it. Along the northern wall, we locate two more gates that appear just as bad.
“I’ll have Vince take a look at them,” Jill says. “But I suspect we’ll need to get a professional carpenter involved. Hopefully they can be restored. Donovan won’t want this to hold you up, but he might not have much choice.” She seems to brighten a bit at the thought of Donovan’s irritation.
I gesture toward the weedy mess that surrounds us. “I can start here. There’s plenty to do.”
Jill nods, but a shadow passes over her expression. Then she seems to shake off whatever thought has troubled her, pulling off her work gloves and tossing them into the wheelbarrow.
“Fine,” she says. “I’ll leave you to it.” Without another word, she turns and sets off toward the home.
And then, for the first time, I am alone in the garden.






Chapter Six 

Purple salvia: A flowering herb in the mint family with upright spikes of violet blooms whose earthy, herbal scent enhances concentration
I start by walking around, getting a sense of the place, pushing aside tangles of oxalis and chickweed and crabgrass with my boots and following the paths of old pea gravel that I discover below. Straggly mounds of overgrown boxwood hedges line the paths. Lavender, leggy and gray with only a few meager purple blooms, presses up with admirable resilience through the weeds that have overtaken the old beds. Surrounding the empty reflecting pool, six diminutive trees are so completely covered with vines that I can’t tell what type they are until I am close enough to spot the small lemons hanging from their branches.
Minute by minute, the garden takes shape in my mind. It’s formal, with an axis of paths spanning out from the reflecting pool. The unruly, overgrown boxwood hedges that edge the geometric flower beds were once precisely trimmed, and the petite lemon trees shaped into tidy lollipops.
Every garden paints a portrait of the person who designed it. Agatha Pike, Donovan’s great-great-grandmother, must have been a woman who believed in the peace and beauty that can be found in symmetry and order. I imagine her as elegant and artistic—and, considering those brightly polka-dotted lemon trees, perhaps playful and free-spirited, too. The kind of generous woman who would insist that her friends be allowed to live out their days in her beautiful home.
I decide that I will tackle the paths first, and I spend the morning pulling and digging away at the stubborn weeds that have taken hold everywhere. As I settle into the work, my mind becomes both still and wandering in a way that is familiar to me. In the dark years after high school, after I left Bantom Bay and began my career, I learned that caring for plants is symbiotic; as you tend to them, helping them thrive, they soothe the broken parts within you, too. The work is meditative and exhausting, gratifying and healing.
At least, it used to be. Since my mother’s death, something has changed. The idea of moving to a new town, taking on a new project, feels less like an adventure than a repetition. For the first time in my life, I feel as though I am missing something, that my work is not enough.
Still, I carry on, pulling up one weed after another. In time, I am sure I will return to myself.

“Yoo-hoo!”
I lift my head at the sound of a woman’s voice, but I don’t see anyone. I straighten and put my hands on my lower back and stretch, groaning at the ache that is already settling into my muscles. I’ve been working for hours and most of the paths are now clear of weeds, a glimmer of order restored. I’m relieved to have discovered irrigation lines, but I’ll need to check them for leaks and broken parts. Later, I’ll amend the soil, adding mulch. I hope Donovan plans to fill the reflecting pool. The garden will look beautiful when it’s complete.
“Yoo-hoo!” I hear again.
This time, when I turn toward the home, I see two elderly women on the terrace. One waves enthusiastically. I lift a hand and wave back. As I watch the women begin to make their way to the ramp, I feel a flutter of worry remembering how Donovan and Jill shot silent daggers at each other over the unlocked doors to the terrace, and how Donovan insisted that the grounds were not safe for residents.
I hurriedly pull off my gloves, set them on the edge of the wheelbarrow, and jog toward the women, taking one of the newly cleared paths around the empty reflecting pool.
“Hello!” I call, waving. “Wait there, please! I’ll come to you.”
At the top of the ramp, on the terrace, the smaller of the two women grins and holds out a glass of what looks like lemonade in her slightly quivering hand. She is petite and impeccably dressed, wearing a purple blouse tucked tidily into dark trousers. Her silver hair is pulled into a smooth bouffant that adds a couple of inches to her height. Behind her red glasses, her gaze is sharp and observant, keen but warm.
The tall woman beside her is thin and a little stooped—older, I think, than the petite woman, and swathed in a beige sweater and loose slacks, a floaty, pale scarf weightless around her long neck. She leans on a cane and peers down toward me with a vague, somewhat puzzled expression.
“Welcome!” the small woman says in a surprisingly commanding voice. “We thought you might be thirsty.”
“How thoughtful,” I say, taking the glass. “Thank you. I’m Lucy.”
“Marjorie Swenson,” the woman says, pressing a tiny hand to her bosom. “And this is my dear friend Cynthia.” The tall woman beside her nods and smiles slightly, but does not speak.
I take a long drink of the cool lemonade. “Oh, that’s delicious. Thank you,” I say again. I’d been so wrapped up in my work that I’d forgotten to have lunch, and had also forgotten to call and check on my father. I feel a pang of guilt.
“It’s been such a long time since we’ve been out here,” Marjorie says. She looks appraisingly around the terrace. “Long enough that it seems everything has changed. What happened to the tables?”
I glance around at the empty terrace. “Tables?”
She nods. “There used to be tables. Maybe someone put them away in the fall and forgot to bring them back out now that it’s spring. Or maybe…” She pauses, frowning. “Or maybe they’ve been gone longer than a season or two. There have been so many changes it’s hard to keep up. I’ve been here… oh, ten years now. It’s difficult to keep track of all the goings-on.”
Cynthia still has not said a word but she seems to be listening. Her long hair is white and a bit wild, but her eyes and eyelashes are dark and almost youthful. I have the strange thought that there are two different versions of the woman, one young and one old, looking out from the confines of her frail form.
“Ten years,” I repeat. “Then you’re just the person to tell me everything I need to know about this place.”
Marjorie looks delighted. “Why, that’s what Cynthia did for me, when I moved in!” She presses her hand to her chest again. “I was devastated—I’d just lost my husband—but Cynthia took me under her wing. She knew absolutely everyone… and all of their secrets.” At this, Marjorie raises her eyebrows meaningfully. “She introduced me around, got me settled. We were thick as thieves, weren’t we, Cynthia?”
Cynthia looks at her and seems to realize that it is her turn to speak. “Oh yes,” she murmurs, nodding.
“This all must have looked very different back then,” I say.
“Goodness, yes,” Marjorie says. “The grounds were magnificent. They were one of the main reasons I moved here. Cynthia and I used to marvel at how we could sit up here on the terrace and look down into the reflecting pool and see the sky.” She shakes her head, her eyes wide, as though she’s still struck by the spectacle of this, all these years later. “That was when we were younger, of course,” she goes on, “and there were more of us and—oh, if you only knew the trouble Cynthia and I used to get into around here.” She laughs, looking slyly at her friend. “You always used to say that some rules were meant to be broken. Do you remember that?”
“Yes,” Cynthia says again, but her tone is uncertain. Marjorie gives her a small, somewhat sad smile and then turns back to me.
“And we used to have a party every spring,” she says. “We’d invite all of our friends and family and have champagne and little tea sandwiches and live music. Vikram Neel—he’s a resident, still—would make the most divine cakes. Remember that, Cynthia? He was a very fancy pastry chef in his day.”
“Vikram Neel?” I say, astonished. “The chef from Jackson Place? That was my parents’ favorite restaurant. My mother used to rave about him all the time.”
Marjorie’s dark eyes twinkle. “Oh, I bet she did! The whole world was a little in love with him for a while there.”
Had my mother planned to visit Vikram Neel, I wonder? Had she known him personally? I hadn’t heard her speak of him in years, and even then only in the context of visiting his restaurant with my father.
“I know we were, weren’t we, Cynthia?” Marjorie chatters on. “Now, though…” Her face falls as she lowers her voice and leans toward me. “Well, poor Vikram developed terrible arthritis in his hands a few years ago. They’ve tried everything, but he just hasn’t responded to treatment. Baking was his passion, his heartbeat, his magic. Not being able to use his hands has been devastating for him.” She pitches her voice lower still. “I overheard Isobel—she’s a caregiver here—say that he’s gone on a hunger strike. He simply doesn’t want to live without his great love. If he can’t cook, he won’t eat.” She clucks her tongue sadly. “A hunger strike! Can you believe it? The poor, poor man.”
“How awful,” I say. I don’t want to imagine how I would feel if I weren’t able to sink my hands into the soil and help plants grow.
After allowing for a short, mournful pause, Marjorie goes on. “Well, the spring party was always absolutely wonderful. The grounds were bursting with flowers, and everyone was dressed to the nines and toasting another year around the sun. Goodness, I haven’t thought of that party in ages.”
I think of Donovan’s hard date for the completion of the restoration. Is it possible he is thinking of resurrecting the spring party? I look out over the garden, picturing it—the landscape bright with flowers, the air soft and fragrant with all of the hope of spring, delighted grandchildren and their even more delighted grandparents wandering through open gates and along the paths….
“Do you remember what the gardens behind the walls looked like?” I ask the women. “I haven’t been able to see them yet.”
“One of them was full of roses,” Cynthia says slowly, as though just remembering.
Marjorie and I both look at her encouragingly, but she doesn’t go on.
“That’s right,” says Marjorie, taking over. “It was absolutely full of roses. But that was back before the Gloom.” She gives me a meaningful look.
I tilt my head. “The Gloom?”
“That’s what Cynthia and I call it. Whatever this is.” She gestures vaguely toward the home. “I’m sure you’ve noticed. It’s not just the grounds. I can’t recall exactly when it started, but the light at the heart of this place has dimmed. The Oceanview Home used to be lively, but at a certain point residents started leaving, several very lovely people passed away, the gardener was let go, and the grounds became overgrown and off-limits….” She trails off. “Maybe it’s just that we all got old and no one new came in. I don’t know.” She sighs. “The spirit of the place has changed.”
Cynthia nods sadly. I wonder if she’s always been this quiet, or if her spirit, too, has changed over time, like that of the home.
Marjorie looks at me, perking up again. “So you plan to restore all of the gardens? Not just the big one?”
I nod. “That’s the idea. Unfortunately the gardens’ gates need to be repaired before I can start working in them.”
We all look down toward the places along the walls where the ivy is cut back from the arched gates.
“What happened?” Cynthia asks quietly.
“The ivy grew right over them, and the wood is rotting,” I tell her. “They’re beautiful, though. Jill thinks they’re original to the home.”
“Then we must save them,” Marjorie declares. “And I know just the person for the job, don’t I, Cynthia?”
Cynthia thinks for a moment and then nods.
Marjorie turns back to me, chin raised. “I happen to know a world-famous restoration carpenter,” she says proudly.
“Oh…” I begin, but the truth is I’m not sure how seriously to take Marjorie. I’m saved from having to come up with a suitable reply when a loud crunching noise fills the air. All three of us quickly turn to see an elderly man making his way across the terrace toward us, a rolling walker tight in his grip. His mouth is pinched shut in a severe way, and even from across the terrace I can see that his eyes, which I realize with a start are locked on my face, blaze with emotion.
He seems to be headed straight for me.
“Fitz!” trills Marjorie in a startled, excited voice. “This is a nice surprise.”
The man doesn’t respond. I barely resist the urge to step back as he makes his way closer and halts his walker inches from my toes. His scent is a tempest of witch hazel, black licorice, newspaper, and a tight acrid note that rings of shame or… guilt?
“Hello,” I say, trying to keep my voice even. “I’m Lucy.”
His rheumy eyes rake over my face with fierce urgency, his lips twisting as though he’s preparing to spit something out.
“Fi-itz,” Marjorie tries again in a careful singsong. “How are you?”
He ignores her and goes right on staring at me. “What are you doing here?” he demands, his voice a low growl.
“Well, I’m… I’m working in the garden,” I say haltingly.
His eyes narrow as though he doesn’t believe me. I can see the beat of his pulse in his temple, but I can’t tell if he’s confused or furious. He’s wearing a stiff, short-sleeved shirt with faint gray stripes, and he’s put the buttons in the wrong holes, making one side of his collar stick up closer to his jaw than the other. He grips the walker so tightly that the veins in his arms are visible. He’s neither tall nor muscular, but I sense that he was once both—there’s an old, intimidating silhouette that looms behind him like a shadow.
After what feels like an interminable stretch of time, he grumbles something and turns away, shaking his head as he shoves his walker toward a corner of the terrace.
I release my breath and glance toward the home. Does anyone knows that these three are outside? Should I try to find Jill? Or try to convince everyone to return inside myself?
“Is everything okay, Fitz?” Marjorie asks. “You seem very upset.”
He flicks his hand irritably as though swatting away a fly, but Marjorie is no fly.
“What is it?” she presses. “What’s wrong?”
Silence hangs in the air.
Then, at last, he answers: “She looks like someone I used to know.” His eyes meet mine for one cold moment and then flick away.
Marjorie clucks her tongue sympathetically. “That’s a funny feeling, isn’t it? Like you’re seeing a ghost.”
“I didn’t say the woman was dead!”
“Oh! No, you didn’t,” Marjorie amends quickly. “I’m sorry.”
“Well, she is dead!” Fitz barks so loudly that Marjorie, Cynthia, and I all draw in our breath. He rattles his walker. “Of course she’s dead! I just didn’t say it. You don’t have the right to know everything about everyone just because we’re all stuck here together. This isn’t a sorority! You’re not class president!”
Marjorie blinks rapidly behind her glasses. I’m about to step in and say something consoling when a woman in a navy caregiver uniform comes rushing through the automatic doors.
“There you are!” she cries, breathless. “I’ve been looking everywhere for all of you. You know you really aren’t supposed to come outside without—”
“Oh, Eva, we’re fine,” Marjorie cuts in impatiently. “We’re better than fine! We were just enjoying some fresh air and saying hello to the new gardener. That is, until Fitz and his thundercloud appeared.”
The aide turns to me. “Hi. I’m Eva,” she says distractedly. Her nails are long and painted purple with what appear to be tiny white flowers. She’s younger than me—maybe right out of college, or even younger than that.
“I’m Lucy,” I tell her.
And then Marjorie announces loftily, “We’d like the tables placed back on the terrace.”
Eva turns toward her. “The… tables?”
“The tables that used to be out here! If we’re fixing up the gardens, we’d like to be able to sit outside and enjoy them again. That’s the point, isn’t it? I’m sure the tables are in some storage room. Jill will know. You know what? I’ll ask her myself.”
Marjorie and Cynthia, arm in arm, head as one toward the doors. As they sweep past me, Marjorie holds out her hand for the glass that I only then realize I’m still clutching. When I return it to her, I’m certain I see a hint of amusement in Cynthia’s face.
Eva looks at Fitz with a pleading, uncertain expression. “Mr. Fitz, will you, um… would you come inside, too? Mr. Fitz? Please?”
The old man shakes his head.
“Oh, but,” Eva tries, looking out toward the bright sea as though hoping to find a solution written there, “aren’t you… cold?”
“Cold?” Fitz mimics sneeringly. “I’m perfectly fine. I’ll be in when I’m good and ready and not a second sooner.” The way he stands there, like a statue, his chin lifted skyward as though he’s trying to see anything but the garden, makes me fear he might never leave, just out of spite.
Eva twists her hands together and glances over her shoulder at the home. When she looks back at Fitz, a mild sort of panic has spread over her face.
Before I can think better of it, I quietly tell Eva that I’ll wait with Fitz. “Until you’re able to send someone else out,” I say, “or he goes inside on his own.”
Eva’s expression floods with relief. “Would you? Thank you.” Almost before she has the words out, she has turned and nearly sprinted inside.
Once she’s gone, Fitz takes up his low grumbling again. “You think I was rude to that Marjorie Swenson woman. Well, I was rude!” he says and rattles his walker for emphasis. “But, you see, I’ve been rude to her since the moment we met, and she keeps trying to befriend me. It’s maddening. If you don’t give a woman like that boundaries, she’ll walk all over you.”
I feel myself bristling a little on Marjorie’s behalf. “I thought she seemed very nice.”
“People who are nice tend to want something from you.” Fitz’s eyes are an extraordinarily icy shade of blue, and when they rake over my face, a shiver moves through me. “Didn’t your mother teach you anything?”
I immediately straighten. “That’s not the sort of thing my mother would have believed, let alone repeated.”
Fitz looks away and doesn’t respond.
“I think—I think that if Marjorie wants anything, it’s simply companionship,” I say once I’ve collected myself. “Friends.”
Fitz rolls his eyes.
I give up and look out over the grounds, working through a mental list of all I need to do, and turn toward Fitz again only when I hear the sounds of his walker complaining over the slate terrace. I watch until I’m sure he’s made his way safely inside and then, relieved, turn my attention back to the garden.






Chapter Seven 

Snapdragon: A flowering plant in the plantain family with long spikes of tubular flowers whose fruity, sugary scent encourages strength and positivity
At dinner that night, I watch my father push his food around his plate. It seems to me that Marjorie Swenson at the Oceanview Home has more spirit, more zest for life, in her pinkie toe than my father does in his whole body. I fill the silence, telling him about the rotting garden gates and how I haven’t been able to see what lies beyond them yet. I tell him how lifeless the interior of the home seems, and that the residents call this feeling “The Gloom.”
“It doesn’t seem like a place your mother would enjoy visiting,” he says eventually, looking up from his plate. His voice sounds cobwebbed, like he hasn’t used it all day.
“No,” I agree. “Unless she hoped to cheer the place up. Oh—I did find out that Vikram Neel, the chef from Jackson Place, lives there. Do you think Mom was going to see him?”
My father’s brow furrows with confusion. “Why would she do that?”
“I don’t know. Did she know him? Were they friends?”
“Not as far as I know. But she did have a lot of friends.” He looks down into his plate again, lost to his own thoughts.
I wish it weren’t just the two of us. I wish my father had a bossy sister who could swoop in and tell us both what to do. Or that I had a sibling to call on for backup. Even a mildly invested cousin would be welcome.
Of course, the person we’re really missing, the person who would set this all right, is my mother.
If my mother were here, we would not be having spaghetti with butter and Parmesan. She would have made us dinner using every herb and spice she could get her hands on, and then, with the windows fogged and the kitchen throbbing with scents and pots and pans piled in the sink, she’d have gathered us to the table and regaled us with stories about the painting classes she taught at the community center. She would have told us that Abby Chen had finally mastered the complicated shadowing of the rolls on her infant son’s legs. Or that bald Lionel Berger had painted a self-portrait in which he had raven-black hair that fell in luxurious waves past his shoulders. She would have told us how she’d almost run out of gas on the way into town, because she was always almost running out of gas, and then my dad would have said that he was sure she did this on purpose, that coasting downhill to the station on the corner of Miramonte and Vallecito clearly gave her a thrill, and my mom would have shaken her head and laughed until she’d finally nodded and admitted that, yes, it was one of her absolute favorite things to do. And when she’d finally stopped laughing, she would have asked if the food was too spicy and we would have said no, even though my dad would have spent most of the meal mopping his forehead with his napkin.
Instead my mother’s missing voice threads the air like an invisible needle, pulling it taut.
A light has gone out within my father. And if that light was kept bright for so many years by my mother’s love for him and his love for her, as I suspect is the case, I wonder what I can possibly do now to help him, to return that spark back to his soul.
“Your mother would be very happy that you’re staying for a month,” he says then, looking up from his plate.
I smile. “It’s almost like she planned it. Coming home when I did. That note in her calendar. The job.”
“That would be just like her,” my father says, but I know he’s indulging me. He doesn’t really believe in this sort of thing. He always expressed a sort of benign tolerance when my mother and I spoke of our gifts. His feet are set firmly in the rational world.
Already, he has gone back to pushing his food around listlessly. “It made her so upset,” he says, almost to himself, “to see you heartbroken for so many years.”
I stare at him, but he doesn’t look up from his plate. I’m not sure he realizes that he spoke out loud.
Is that why my mother thought I stayed away from Bantom Bay? Because I was heartbroken?
Well, I was heartbroken. She was right about that.
But it is something far worse than heartbreak that has kept me running from this place all these years.

In bed that night, I stare up at the ceiling. For all of my childhood, a long crack ran above my bed, but it’s gone now. My father has fixed it since I was last home, just as he has replaced the old grout in my bathroom, and sealed the windows so that cold air no longer seeps into the room. I wonder what he will do when he runs out of house projects.
Gully snores beside me. I lay my hand on his side and he quiets.
My mind returns, as it does more often than I would like, to the final year that I lived in Bantom Bay. I was eighteen years old and hopelessly in love with a boy in my senior class named Jack Harris. Jack’s parents were fixtures in the Bantom Bay community—his mother, Marianne, owned the Seadrift Gallery on Miramonte Drive, and his father, Patrick, was on the town council but was probably more well known for coaching the high school’s football team through many winning seasons. Jack was the team’s quarterback.
We were together for a year—long enough, I suppose, that the two of us walking hand in hand down Miramonte Drive, stopping into his mother’s gallery on our way to get pizza, was a common sight in town. People always smiled when they saw us—affectionately, but quizzically, too. We were an unlikely pair. Jack was in his element on the football field, where he was agile and adored and knew with certainty that he made his father proud. And I felt most myself, most grounded, among the flowers I’d planted beside my mother’s studio.
But what I liked about Jack wasn’t that he was practically a celebrity in Bantom Bay, or even that he was good-looking and funny. I fell in love with his quieter side, the side he only showed me. I loved the tender way that he wiped my cheek with his thumb when I arrived at school with dirt from my garden on my face. The way his expression became dreamy and peaceful when we lay in the grass, our fingers entwined, and watched the clouds drift overhead. The way he smelled of leather and apples and the electric charge in the air during a storm.
What he loved about me, I think, was that he felt safe with me. Safe to let his guard down. Safe to admit that his life was not nearly as easy as it seemed.
The Jack I knew was sensitive and troubled. He struggled with depression, and admitted to me that he sometimes felt a despair that he could not understand, could not name.
Of course, I wanted to save him.
I wondered if I could.
Since that day when the scent of the rosemary I’d planted in my elementary school’s herb garden had returned me to a memory that helped me understand my connection to plants and their fragrances, there had been a few other times when the aroma of a flower I’d cared for had risen above all others, whispering and rippling over my skin. Each and every time this happened, the scent returned me to a forgotten moment from my life, a long-buried memory that helped me see my future with new clarity.
There was the time when I was in sixth grade and feeling lonely, certain that everyone but me had a best friend, and the citrusy fragrance of the Persian buttercups in my garden transported me back to a day when a girl in my first-grade class named Jody had singled me out to be her partner for an art project. For a moment, I was back in time with Jody, six years old and giggling uncontrollably as we bent the rules of the assignment, painting fish flying through the air and birds swimming undersea.
By sixth grade, Jody and I had barely spoken in years, but the very next day after I remembered doing that art project with her, I asked her if she wanted to come over to watch a movie. Jody and I were best friends for years after that, and though we haven’t been as close since high school, we still keep in touch. She owns Bantom Bay Books now, and I try to stop in and see her whenever I’m in town.
And then there was the time when I was fifteen years old and feeling incredibly anxious about a presentation I needed to give to my entire English class, and the sweet aroma of the snapdragons in my garden brought me back to a moment when I was standing in front of the mirror at four years old. I was wearing my favorite striped leggings, a pink tulle skirt, a polka-dotted knit sweater, and a giant smile on my face. I felt completely confident, utterly sure of myself in a way that perhaps only a four-year-old can feel. The memory helped me recapture some of my younger self’s confidence, that courage to be exactly myself, and I carried it with me into my presentation the next day.
And so when I was eighteen years old and Jack, my troubled, handsome boyfriend, came to visit me in my garden one day looking more lost than ever, I could not help wondering if the scents of my flowers could give others a feeling of clarity, too. Why not see if there was more I could do with my gift, if the flowers I grew could return Jack to a moment from his past that might help him in the present?
In my mind, I heard my mother’s voice. Be careful with your gift, Lucy. Every action has a consequence.
But what harm, I wondered, could a memory do?
I had no idea just how dangerous the past could be, no sense of the terrible chain of events that I was about to set into motion.






Chapter Eight 

Catmint: A flowering herb in the mint family with fronds of highly aromatic violet flowers whose fresh, lemony scent inspires serenity
On my second day at the Oceanview Home, I look up from my work to see Jill hurrying down the steps toward me, her face drawn.
“We need to talk—” she says, but suddenly she smiles. She’s caught sight of Gully, who pads good-naturedly toward her, tail waving behind him.
“Well, look at you, you absolute giant,” Jill coos. She strokes his head and gazes adoringly into his big, brown eyes. “Gully, isn’t it? Hello, you sweet boy. Hello, Gully.”
After a few moments of petting, Jill remembers herself and straightens, clearing her throat. “Lucy. About yesterday…” She trails off again as she looks around the garden. For a moment, she seems at a loss for words. “It already looks so… different,” she says quietly, almost sorrowfully.
I tilt my head. “Is something wrong?”
“No… no.” She lifts her chin, her expression sharpening. “I understand that you met some of the residents yesterday.”
“Yes. Marjorie and Cynthia. And Mr. Fitz came out, too, a bit later.”
Jill looks surprised. “Fitz? Huh.” After a beat, she goes on. “Well, Marjorie put me in touch with her grandson, who is apparently a world-renowned restoration carpenter, whatever that is. He said he can take a look at the gates and advise us as to next steps. He’ll be here sometime this week.”
“That came together quickly,” I say. “I guess I shouldn’t be too surprised—Marjorie seemed determined to help.”
“She’s determined, that’s for sure,” Jill says dryly. “She’s also pushing to get tables and chairs placed on the terrace.”
Jill seems resistant to this idea, but I can’t imagine why. The terrace is a far more appealing place to take a meal than the home’s dreary, airless dining room.
“Marjorie and Cynthia seemed very happy to be outside,” I tell her. “They told me all about the gardens and how things used to be.”
Jill’s brow furrows. “Cynthia told you about the gardens?”
“It was Marjorie, really,” I concede. “Cynthia didn’t say much.”
Jill nods. “She’s become quieter, more withdrawn, recently. But her friendship with someone as upbeat as Marjorie is good for her. Even the routines of their friendship… the fact that they’ve known each other for so long. Disrupting routine is very hard on people with cognitive decline.” Her voice catches slightly on these last words and she looks away.
“It must be difficult to watch,” I say.
She gives a small, sad shrug. “There are days when Cynthia remembers everything and everyone. There are days when she’s anxious and forgetful. On most days, she’s simply quiet, and on those days especially, Marjorie is a great comfort to her. I understand from some of the staff that they’ve been friends for many years, since long before my time here. Apparently they used to be quite mischievous. Pulling pranks on the other residents, trying to set up members of the staff, things like that.”
Her voice grows thoughtful, her thoughts meandering. “It’s very hard to get old,” she says quietly. “To have so little control of your health, of your own life. To feel alone. To watch your friends die, or move away. To feel that you are no longer yourself…”
I think of my father, who does not seem like himself without my mother. I think of Vikram Neel, the chef who is on a hunger strike because he can no longer bake, can no longer connect with the person he has been for most of his life.
“You’d like to protect them,” I say gently.
Jill’s dark eyes snap to meet mine. “How could I do that? I can hardly…” She presses her lips together, heat flaring on her cheeks. “Anyway,” she goes on, “there isn’t any reason for you to know any of—for you to know any of them. You have a job to do, and it has nothing to do with the residents. Just stay on task, Lucy.”
“Is that what you came out here to say?” I ask, startled. “That you don’t want me to interact with the residents?”
“Yes.” Then she adds, “And to tell you about the carpenter.” She shoots a brief look of softness in Gully’s direction before turning and marching up the steps to the terrace, her back rigid and her black hair starkly gleaming in the high afternoon sun.
I watch her go. What bit of information am I missing that would help me make sense of her perpetually shifting moods? What possible reason could she have for not wanting me to speak with the residents? The very thought of attempting to ignore Marjorie the next time she steps out onto the terrace and yoo-hoos down to me makes me smile. She wouldn’t let me ignore her even if I wanted to.

Beyond the boxwoods that line the paths, among the thick tangles of weeds in the beds of the sunken garden, I breathe in hints of the flowers that have survived despite years of neglect. Lavender, salvia, catmint, phlox, a variety of allium—they’re all hidden within the straggly green range of crabgrass and chickweed.
Some of the flowers surprise me. It’s a bit of an anachronism that Agatha Pike planted salvia in a formal garden. Salvia’s silhouette is looser, wilder than the structured stems of lavender—it feels like a nod to California in a garden that otherwise would have had a refined, European sensibility. Then again, it’s possible that Agatha never intended the salvia to be here. Birds, or the wind, might have carried the flower’s seeds from a neighboring garden. There is only so much planning one can do; nature will have her way. I decide that I won’t remove the salvia when I find it. I like it here, where its earthy, herbal fragrance acts as a foundation for the softer, rounder aroma of the lavender.
I glance up at the home and feel a thud of sadness when I think of its heavy silence. Will opening the grounds again be enough to lighten the spirit of this place… to dispel “The Gloom,” as Marjorie calls it?
I’m still paused, considering, when I sense the lemony, herbal scent of catmint begin to warm the air, rising above all of the other scents in the garden. The aroma moves around me in that old, familiar way, glimmering and whispering against my skin. If this scent were for anyone else, I would ignore it, just as I have for ten long years. But I know this scent is for me, and me alone. Curious, I lean toward one of the long, feathery stalks of violet blossoms. I close my eyes and breathe in its earthy fragrance.
The scent ripples over my skin and tumbles through me, deeper and deeper still. And then I am no longer among the flowers of the Oceanview Home.
I am in the art studio in the Bantom Bay Community Center.

I sit on a floor pillow, my feet tucked below me, a book—Matilda—in my small hands. But I’m not reading; I’m watching my mother teach her painting class.

I watch her move through the studio, whispering to one student and then another. Everyone adores her; I can see it in their eyes, the hopeful way they glance at her, willing her to visit them next. I hear my mother’s long skirt swishing as she walks, the plink of the gold bracelets on her wrist. Her dark hair is lustrous around her shoulders. On a low table beside me, steam rises from her mug of tea and drapes around me—lemony and herbal and fresh.

“I can’t decide what to paint,” a woman tells my mother quietly, sounding embarrassed. “I’m not feeling inspired.”

“Just paint,” my mother tells her patiently. “Just enjoy the feeling of the brush in your hand, the paint sliding over the canvas. No inspiration. No expectations. You’ll never find what comes next if you don’t take the first step.”
And then my mother looks right at me, and I see the mischievous light in her eyes that I know so well, a shared secret between us.

“If you can’t find magic,” she says, her eyes on mine, “you must make it.”
I am in the garden of the Oceanview Home again. I press my hand to my chest and feel my heart racing. My vision blurs as I blink down at the purple catmint flowers, orienting myself. My mother has been dead for six long, terrible months, but I feel like I was just with her again. I lift my hand to my cheek and find my face is wet with tears. Oh, to have seen her again! To have seen my mother! To have heard her voice! I close my eyes and see her moving through the art studio, speaking to one student and then another, her encouragement shining like a light. She was so loved.
If you can’t find magic, you must make it.
I had not remembered that day. I had not remembered her saying those words to me.
Over and over again, I have heard my mother’s warning in my mind: Be careful with your gift, Lucy. Every action has a consequence. But I had never remembered this moment when she had looked at me, her gaze shining with playful mischief, and encouraged me to make magic.
I remember it now.
I blink up toward the home, so silent and solemn.
My mother’s words echo through my mind all morning long as I work my way through the garden, silver paths like wide, clean ribbons unspooling in my wake.
Why had I returned to that memory? What was it trying to tell me?






Chapter Nine 

Hellebore: A flowering plant in the buttercup family with downturned blossoms whose loamy, sour scent carries a message of loss
I’m on a ladder the next day, carefully untangling vines from the branches of one of the lemon trees, when I hear someone call my name. I lean back out of the tree canopy and catch sight of a man and a little girl walking toward me. The man, I notice, has a tool belt slung around his waist.
He raises his hand in the air. “Lucy?” he calls. “I’m Adam Lewis. I’m here to take a look at the garden gates.”
“I’ll be right there,” I call back.
I climb down the ladder and step over the boxwoods that I clipped into a neat row this morning. The air is still and soft and laced with the bright scent of the freshly cut hedge. Gully is at my side as I greet the newcomers.
I take off my glove to shake Adam’s hand. Marjorie’s grandson is tall and broad-shouldered with a strong nose and a shaggy mess of dark hair curling around his ears. His intelligent, somewhat sad eyes are a rich shade of brown. And his scent? Sawdust and sunlight and dark chocolate… and below all of that, the slightest trace of something else… the lush, green smell of grass after spring rain.
He places his hand lightly on the shoulder of the girl beside him. “This is my daughter, Sophie.”
Sophie is maybe six or seven years old and very slight, with a heart-shaped face and tawny brown hair that curls like her father’s. There is something troubled about her—her downcast eyes flit around nervously as she works the edges of her cardigan with her thin fingers. She seems familiar to me, though I can’t imagine why. I’m sure I’d remember if we had met before.
“Hi, Sophie,” I say. I nod toward Gully. “This is my dog, Gully. He’s very friendly.”
Gully looks at Adam and Sophie in his calm, expectant way, tail moving over the path behind him, and Adam immediately reaches out to scratch under his muzzle.
“Are you sure he’s not a horse?” he asks, head cocked.
I put my hand on my chin and pretend to study Gully. “He does love carrots.”
Sophie watches Gully intently but doesn’t venture from her father’s side.
Adam turns, taking in the garden. “This all looks great. Night and day compared to how it looked when I was here a couple of weeks ago.”
“There’s still a ways to go. I appreciate you coming out so quickly.”
He grins wryly. “Lucy, I’m as helpless as the next person when it comes to my grandmother’s powers of persuasion. She called me in a panic about some gate emergency, so here I am.”
“I appreciate her sense of urgency,” I tell him. “I have four weeks to get all of the gardens in shape, but when I tried to open one of the gates, it practically fell apart in my hand.”
He peers over to the nearest wall where one of the old, arched gates peeks out from within the ivy. “Let’s take a look.”
I nod and start to walk with him toward the wall, but stop when I notice that Sophie still has her gaze locked on Gully.
“He’s really very gentle,” I assure her. “Well, except his snoring, which nearly blew me out of bed last night. Did you know that dogs snore?”
Sophie flicks her hazel eyes up at me, a glimmer of interest in her serious expression, and then drops her chin again and gives a barely perceptible shake of her head.
“I didn’t know either before Gully came into my life,” I tell her. “But they do. Or at least this one does. He’s a pretty special guy.”
I watch as she reaches a tentative hand forward. Gully sniffs her fingers and then nudges her palm with his nose until she begins to pet him.
“Ah, he likes you. And he has excellent taste, so that tells me all I need to know about you, Sophie. If you’d like, you’re welcome to take him for a walk while your dad and I look at the gates.”
When Sophie glances at her father but still doesn’t say a word, I wonder if she is unable to speak or if she simply doesn’t want to.
“That’s a great idea,” Adam tells his daughter. As they look at each other, I sense that there is something complicated and pleading and sad between them. It’s as though each of them is asking a question the other can’t—or won’t—answer.
I take Gully’s leash from a pocket of my gardening belt, clip it onto his collar, and give the handle to Sophie. For a moment, the little girl doesn’t move. Then, with a last glance at her father, she turns and walks away, heading slowly down one of the paths with Gully at her side.
Adam watches her. “Thanks,” he says eventually, turning toward me. “That was nice of you.”
I shrug and smile. “It’s about time Gully got some exercise. He’s been napping out here all day.”
“Living the good life,” Adam says. “Who can blame him?”
We walk toward the wall, our boots crunching against the gravel path.
“I don’t think I’ve actually been able to see these walkways in years,” he tells me. “I almost forgot they existed. This place has seemed pretty rough around the edges lately. It’s nice to see at least a piece of it starting to look like its old self again. I can’t believe you’ve only been here a few days.” He gives me that wry smile again. “But I guess I should have known. Marjorie told me that you’re the best.”
I laugh. “She told me that you’re a world-famous restoration carpenter.”
Adam slides his hand over his face, shaking his head, and I note the wedding ring on his finger.
“Please tell me she did not actually say that I’m world-famous,” he groans.
I press my lips together and don’t say a word.
He shakes his head again. “I assure you that I’m not. I run a local design-build firm with my brother. Rob’s the architect. I’m the contractor and carpenter. We specialize in restoring older homes to meet contemporary needs, marrying the old and the new.”
I hear the affection in his voice when he speaks about his brother, and it makes me feel a twinge of envy. It was always just the three of us—my mother, my father, and me. A small knot of family that has only grown smaller.
“You and your brother must get along well,” I say.
“Oh, we have our moments. But I think what makes our company work is that we approach our projects from different angles. Rob is usually pushing to modernize the design more than I’d like, and I’m always angling to restore what he affectionately calls ‘the moldy bits.’ ”
We’re in front of the wall now. I wave my hands toward the gate like I’m a game show host. “If you like moldy bits,” I say, “have I got a project for you.”
Adam’s amused, curious smile lingers on me for a beat before he turns his attention to the gate. As he steps forward and places his palm against it, his expression grows thoughtful. He moves his hand over the wood, then leans closer to the gate and peers at its hinges. He holds the handle but doesn’t try to open it. For a moment, he’s completely still, and I find myself wishing that I knew what he is thinking.
“It’s beautiful,” he says eventually. “And definitely original to the home.”
“Can you can repair it?”
“I think so. I’ll have to bring it up to my workshop in the city, though.” He looks around, taking note of the three other gates visible along the walls. “I should take them one at a time; I don’t want to stack them in my truck and risk damaging them more. If you have a minute to give me a hand, we can lower this one off its hinges now. I’ll take it with me today.”
Adam has me brace the gate with my hands. He pulls a hammer from the tool belt around his waist and begins to gently tap the pins out of the old hinges. Standing beside him, I breathe in his layered scent. Something in that barely-there trace of rain-soaked grass makes me forget myself for a moment… I want to lean in closer, just to be sure it’s really there.
“Okay,” he says. “Let’s lower it down.”
We slowly lower the gate onto the gravel path. As we do, the deep shadows beyond the wall reveal themselves inch by inch. By the time we set down the gate fully, I don’t have an ounce of patience left; I walk quickly around it and slip through the opening.

The walled garden is dark and lush and sheltered. Ghostly white trunks of birch trees are tent poles holding up a low, shaggy canopy of leaves. The air is soft and cool, scented with damp earth and green, growing things. The landscape feels otherworldly, almost prehistoric. I pick my way around waist-high ostrich ferns and hostas in every shade of green, feeling as though I’m wading into a silken pool, sinking deeper with every step.
There’s color here, too—flowers like jewels sewn onto green silk. Rhododendron shrubs laden with magenta clusters of ruffled blossoms. Fronds of emerald ferns, luminous even in deep shadow. Weeds, tangled and exuberant, are flourishing most of all, but among them I sense the vibrant blossoms of periwinkle, primroses, and lunaria, small buds of white anemone nodding atop tall, thin stems, speckled hellebores and toad lilies pressing toward the light.
And the viburnum! They’re thriving—ten feet tall and just as wide. Along the walls, and now and then along the edges of the path, their creamy-white, pink-tinged blossoms float atop dark green leaves, and their spicy vanilla fragrance threads through every shadow.
I duck below a low birch branch that hangs across the mossy, overgrown path. I’ll have my work cut out for me here. There’s a line between a curated woodland garden and woods, and years of neglect have pushed this place over it. I’ll have to thin some of the flowers, and divide the shrubs—
I startle at a sound behind me, and turn to see Adam ducking below the branch.
“I can’t believe how different it is,” he says, his voice full of awe.
“It’s a woodland garden,” I tell him, nodding. “It’s meant to feel much more natural than the formal one we were just in.”
We walk single file through the suspended, underwater quiet. It’s hard to believe that the sun-filled, sunken garden is just over the wall, a stone’s throw away. People talk about gardens being outdoor rooms, how you can step from one room to another, but this feels more like an entirely new planet—the layered green shadows are worlds away from the wide-open precision on the other side of the wall. Even the sky that is visible around the edges of the tree canopy seems a darker, deeper blue than the one I worked under this morning.
The path is a meandering circle, but the space is small, and it’s not long before I spot the shaft of sunlight that falls through the gap in the wall ahead where the old gate had been.
“It’s so peaceful,” I hear Adam say behind me.
I turn to face him and see that emotion moves darkly behind his eyes. I can tell that he wants to say more, and after a moment, he does.
“My daughter, Sophie… she doesn’t really speak these days. Our house is quiet, but I wouldn’t say it’s peaceful. Not like this.”
Before I can reply, a slight breeze rustles the leaves, sweeping the scent of hellebores toward me, dark and loamy and slightly sour. It is the scent of grief. The scent of loss. Adam’s wife I think. Sophie’s mom. I think of Sophie’s big, sad eyes, her fingers anxiously working the edges of her sweater, how tentative she was with Gully.
“I’m sorry,” I say softly.
Adam nods. He squints up at the tree canopy and takes a deep breath. “She’s in therapy. Art therapy. Honestly, I’m not sure it’s helping.” He drops his gaze to meet mine and shakes his head. “Sorry. I don’t know why I’m telling you this. I think there’s just something about this place. It’s nice to have a peaceful moment. And I probably wouldn’t be enjoying it so much if I didn’t know Sophie was happy right now, spending time with your dog. You’re only as happy as your child. Grandma Marjorie told me that.”
I tell him that he and Sophie are welcome to stay as long as they’d like. I look around at the sea of weeds surrounding us. “I think these plants could use the company. They’ve been alone long enough.”
Adam gives me that amused, curious smile again, and I feel my skin grow warm. “You think the plants could use company?”
“Oh, I have lots of opinions about flowers,” I say, laughing a little. “Don’t get me started.”
“I’m intrigued,” he says. “Go on. Please.”
I run my finger over a tall fern frond, feeling its feathery little leaves tremble below my touch, and breathe in the gentle aroma of the plants that surround us.
“Well, for one thing,” I say slowly, “I think a garden is a bit like art in that a piece of the person who created it, who cared for it, lives on within it after she’s gone. A woman named Agatha Pike designed these grounds over a century ago, and I feel like I’m getting to know her by working here. A piece of a person’s soul remains in her garden. At least, I like to think so.”
“So a piece of you will be here always then, too,” Adam says after a moment. “Long after your work is done.”
I nod. “Anyway, I think Agatha Pike created all of this for people to enjoy. I think that’s true of most gardens, maybe all—they’re made to be shared.”
Gully comes loudly trampling through the opening in the wall then, followed closely by Sophie, and Adam and I both turn toward them. Gully is panting in a way that makes him look like he’s grinning, and Sophie truly is smiling, really smiling, her cheeks flushed. She heads right to me and hands me Gully’s leash. Despite her smile, there is still something fragile about her, and I have that feeling again that she is familiar in a way I cannot place.
“Seems like you had fun,” Adam says happily.
Sophie nods, her smile lingering. I give Gully a grateful scratch on his side.
As we all walk back through the opening together, stepping around the old gate that lies flat on the path, I notice a stocky man in his fifties making his way down the steps from the home toward us.
“Hello, everyone. I’m Vince,” he calls cheerfully, introducing himself as the home’s maintenance man.
I tell him that I’m glad to finally meet him. “You’re the hero who has been hauling all of the garden waste to the compost pile every evening.”
He gives a little laugh, reddening. “Hero? Nah. I’m happy to do it. Gives me an excuse to spend some time out here in the fresh air.” He looks down at the gate and emits a long whistle, then rubs the back of his neck and grins up at Adam. “Glad this job is off my plate and onto yours, I’m sorry to admit. Need a hand carrying it to your truck? If I can’t help you fix it, least I can I do is help you move it.”
“I’d appreciate that. Thanks.” Adam turns to me. “I’ll be back next week to pick up the next one. Sooner if I can find the time.”
“That’s great. Thanks.” When I manage to catch Sophie’s eye, I smile at her. “I hope you’ll come back with your dad. Gully could clearly use the exercise.”
We all look down at Gully. He’s stretched out on his side at the edge of the path now and can’t even be bothered to lift his head as he looks up at us through one big, dark, white-rimmed eye and thumps his giant tail against the ground. And then, to my surprise, Sophie laughs. It’s the sweetest, most joyful sound, and I suck in my breath, moved. I’m not sure I’ve ever loved Gully more.
Adam puts his arm around his daughter and hugs her tight to his side. “After we get this gate in the truck, we’ll go say hi to your great-grandmother,” he tells her.
We all say goodbye, and I pull on my gloves and climb back up the ladder into the lemon tree. A few minutes later, I catch sight of Vince and Adam walking slowly up the ramp to the terrace, the gate between them. Sophie trails a few steps behind. At the top of the ramp, I see her turn and scan the garden. When she spots me, she waves, and I reach out and shake a branch of the lemon tree so that it looks like the tree is waving back.






Chapter Ten 

Tuberose: A flowering plant in the asparagus family with a tall stem of white blossoms whose heady, sensual scent evokes dangerous love
At night, even on good days, days like the one I’ve just had, my mind returns me to that afternoon with Jack, when we were eighteen and so in love.
I remember that as he walked toward me through my garden, it seemed to me that his face was that of a lost boy, but his eyes held the melancholy depth of someone much older.
Was there, I wondered, a scent among my flowers that might ease his mind?
Every memory that I had returned to had strengthened my sense of self, inspiring me to make decisions that changed my life for the better. Was there a flower that might do the same for Jack, steadying him?
In that moment, my mother’s voice swelled in my mind, warning me to be careful. Every action, I heard her say, has a consequence. I thought of how sparingly, how cautiously, she used her own gift.
But what harm could a memory possibly do?
The scent of tuberose flowers grew thick in the air, traveling toward me in a warm, silky wave. The scent encircled Jack, too, and I felt a thrill in my core as I understood that it was meant for him.
I pushed my mother’s warning from my thoughts.
“Jack,” I said, touching his arm. “These flowers are for you.”
Jack looked down at the small tuberose blossoms, white as pearls, and then back at me. The tenderness in his eyes made my heart ache. “Thank you,” he said softly, and wrapped his arms around me. “They’re beautiful.”
The scent of tuberose encircling us was sensual and intoxicating, a wash of gold in the air. When Jack kissed me, I forgot entirely where I was for a long moment, losing myself to the feeling of his lips on mine. But the scent crept back in, heady and insistent, whispering to me. My chest swelled with the belief, the certainty, that I had grown something with my own hands that would help Jack. I pulled away from him, smiling.
“You have to smell them,” I said. I bent down and breathed in the scent of the fragrant blossoms. “Like this.”
He tilted his head, laughing a little, but his brow furrowed when he realized I was serious. “Okay,” he said, reaching out to take hold of my hand. “Sure.” And then he leaned over and breathed in.
I watched as his face grew still, his gaze unseeing. For a moment, he was completely motionless, as though he was stuck somewhere far away. Then his hand dropped from mine, and I felt a sudden chill of foreboding.
As his expression regained focus, there were tears in his eyes. He blinked and the tears fell, one and then another.
I reached out and put a hand on his arm. “Jack—”
“What was that?” he whispered, stunned. “What just happened?”
I had never told anyone but my family about my gift, had never shared myself fully in that way with anyone else. But I loved Jack, and I knew he loved me. I trusted him, and so I told him the truth.
“The flowers that I grow… their scents can return you to the past, to a memory you’ve forgotten.”
For a moment, Jack just stared at me. I watched as an agony I did not understand slowly darkened his face. “What are talking about, Lucy? You’re… you’re crazy!” he said at last, his voice rising. “A memory? No. No! That… that wasn’t real,” he stammered furiously, but he looked at me like he knew it was real, and that I was responsible for what he had seen.
What had he seen?
“Jack, please,” I whispered, stepping toward him.
What had I done? Why hadn’t I listened to my mother?
Jack looked at me as though I were the one who had transformed—I had become someone he didn’t know, a stranger, a witch. He stumbled backward, away from me, as though repelled, crushing my flowers below his sneakers. I felt myself flinch. The sensitive, lost Jack I knew was replaced by someone consumed by anger and fear.
“You’re crazy!” he shouted again and again. “Stay away from me!”
I had never heard him shout before. His words sank into me, sharp as thorns.
“Wait,” I said, reaching for him again. “Please—”
But he turned and stormed away, leaving a path of ruined flowers in his wake.
It would turn out to be the last time I ever spoke to him.
He would not return my calls. At school, he ignored me. He looked like he was not sleeping; there were dark circles under his eyes, and his skin took on a sallow tint. I knew that he drank occasionally, but now it seemed that every time I passed him in the hallway, the acrid scent of alcohol followed him like a shadow.
And then, one week after I told him to breathe in the scent of the tuberose flowers in my garden, Jack Harris drank himself blind and drove his car into a tree.






Chapter Eleven 

FITZ
From Fitz’s window, the sky and the ocean look like stripes on a gray woolen blanket. Neither will appear blue until the sun rises over the ridge to the west of the home. Sunrises are unimpressive from his apartment, and this is fine by him. Being held in awe of nature feels to Fitz like being ensnared by contemplation. A beautiful sunrise is a trap. One minute you’re admiring the sky, and the next you’re not only revisiting the twists and turns of your life, but wondering how many you might have left.
Fitz suspects that gardens, too, can become sinkholes of contemplation if you aren’t careful. He has watched that girl Lucy’s progress over the last couple of days, and has been begrudgingly impressed with the way she has cleared the paths, neatened the hedges, and shaped the lemon trees. It’s difficult to find fault in a hard worker. But she could single-handedly repave those paths with gold and still Fitz would have no intention of walking on them. Why would he? What would be the point?
He had been interested to see that giant tan-and-black dog following her around. He’s still puzzling over what kind it is. A mastiff maybe. Or a Newfoundland.
Fitz peers down into the garden. No, they haven’t arrived yet, the girl and her dog. Not that he cares.
His stomach rumbles. He didn’t feel much like eating when he woke up. Marjorie Swenson’s bullhorn voice usually propelled him from bed in the morning, but today the sound of her speaking to her grandson at an ungodly hour had only made him sink his head deeper into his pillow.
What, he wonders, not for the first time, could Marjorie and her grandson possibly find to talk about every single day? Fitz himself has no talent for conversation. He knows this. Unless it was related to his work at the brokerage firm, he had never said or done the right thing. He’d had a sharp eye when it came to the stock market, but in his own life he’d managed to make the ruinous choice each and every time.
If he has learned anything, it is this: life is easier when you sit in your little apartment with your newspaper and your magnifying glass and you keep your door firmly closed against your neighbors. It’s a relief to know that he is no longer the fool he was in his youth. When he thinks back to the person he was when he first met his wife, it’s like remembering a stranger.
The first time he laid eyes on her, she was sitting in the middle of a group of girls at a corner table in the diner near his office where he went for lunch a few days each week. As he stepped inside the diner, all of the lights seemed dim except the one above her. The sounds of the restaurant were low and fuzzy, like a radio dial stuck between stations, but amid the blur of chatter, her voice was as clear as a song in his ear. She asked the waitress for a glass of ice water with a slice of lemon. Fitz hadn’t realized he’d stopped and stared until she shifted her eyes from the waitress to him, and held his gaze as she smiled. He had to fight an overwhelming urge to stride into the kitchen and slice the lemon himself.
“Fitz? Hello, Fitz? You coming?” his coworker Eugene asked, looking over his shoulder and grinning.
Fitz felt a stab of anger when he realized that Eugene was already headed toward the counter and now Fitz would have to sit there, too, with his back to the girl in the booth. He rushed them through lunch, making up a story about a pressing matter back at the firm. When they left the restaurant, they made it halfway down the block before Fitz patted his pockets and announced he’d left his wallet on the counter.
“Go on ahead,” he told Eugene. “I’ll catch up.”
He jogged back to the restaurant as though he were being pulled toward it. Through the window, he saw that she was still at the table. He opened the door and walked up to her as though he did this sort of thing all the time, when in fact he’d never before done anything remotely like it.
“Hello,” he said, ignoring her giggling, wide-eyed friends.
“Hello,” she said. “I’m Millie.”
Millie. The other girls wore pins in their stiff, shoulder-length hair, but Millie’s chestnut hair was short. It swept across her forehead and curled around her ears like a choppy sea.
A choppy sea.
Fitz was startled by the poetic turn of his thoughts. But everything about her made him react strangely. He didn’t believe in love at first sight—and yet what was this if not that? There was no other explanation for how he felt, or for how he behaved in the weeks and months and years to come.
Really, Fitz should have known better—after all, he came from a line of men who did inane things in the name of love. It was a curse the men in his family could not seem to shake, a curse they all took pride in even as they lamented it.
Fitz’s uncle used to laugh about the millions he’d let slip through his fingers when he’d left his first girlfriend, a shipping heiress, for the daughter of the neighborhood grocer. Couldn’t help it, he’d say, laughing and throwing his arm around Aunt Margaret, I’d do anything for this one.
Fitz’s own father had liked to boast about how he’d sold a little plot of land that he’d inherited in order to buy his wife, Fitz’s mother, a white convertible that she’d once—once!—mentioned she admired. That car’s value plummeted the moment his mother wrapped her hands around the steering wheel, but the real estate? It drove Fitz crazy to think of what it would have been worth if his father had held on to it.
The men in his family were bankers, traders, developers. Smart, practical money men. And yet, to a person, love turned them inside out. It made them do the most reckless, destructive things.
Fitz had always vowed to himself that he would not follow in their footsteps, but then he laid eyes on Millie and found himself stupidly drowning heart-deep within the family curse.
Why couldn’t the damned lights in that restaurant have brightened over one of Millie’s friends, one of those girls with the movie-star hair, instead of her? Why did he have to fall like a ton of bricks for the girl who was different from everyone else? The girl with the laughing eyes, who couldn’t go a day without having a bit of fun? Who needed attention the way Fitz needed coffee?
The way she had smiled across the restaurant at him! He should have known then what sort of girl she was, the trouble she would cause, the chaos she would bring to his life, the way she would drive him mad.
But she was a delicious cake that he couldn’t get enough of, even when he knew it wasn’t good for him to crave her so. To want her all of the time. To so loathe the idea of sharing her.
Even now when he thinks of her, those old possessive feelings gain heat within him, filling him with a mix of anger and shame. He does not like to think of the path where that love had led him. He does not like to think of Millie at all. About their life together. How it ended.
What he did.

A knock on the door yanks Fitz from his thoughts.
He blinks. For a moment, he is utterly lost. The Oceanview Home, he remembers at last, looking down at the garden. The present floods around him, and he bobs to the surface of himself.
There’s another knock.
“What?” he barks.
One of the nurses—Fitz doesn’t know if they’re all nurses, or if any of them are, but this is the short one who wears her black hair in a tight ponytail—sticks her head into his room.
“Good morning,” she says in her no-nonsense sort of voice.
Fitz finds all of the nurses annoying, but this one annoys him the least of the bunch. She doesn’t carry on like a preschool teacher, punctuating her sentences with exclamation points. She isn’t even particularly patient, which is fine by him. There is enough patience at the Oceanview Home to make his ears bleed.
Isobel. That’s her name.
“I’m not dead,” he tells her. She can check him off on the Alive List and carry on with her day.
“What a relief,” she says dryly, and steps into his apartment. She glances around at his blank walls and decently neatened bed. Her eyes rests for a moment on the photograph of his dog, Tad, that is propped on his dresser and then on the bag of black licorice that he’s had for eons, rationing out one to himself every day. Then she looks at him again.
“Mr. Fitz, you haven’t come down for breakfast.”
“And? Is the headmistress very angry?”
Isobel’s arched eyebrows are as dark and severe as her ponytail. She looks Fitz up and down.
“Well,” he says. “How do I look?”
“Fiercely handsome and clever,” she responds. “Like a lone wolf.”
Her wit comes as a surprise. It’s a struggle to not crack a smile, but Fitz has a lifetime of practice under his belt.
“Hungry like a wolf, too,” she goes on. “Why don’t I bring up something for you? An egg? Or a muffin?”
Fitz shakes his head. “No.”
“How about a walk down to the card room? Some of the residents are setting up for rummy.”
“God, no.”
Isobel’s eyebrows draw together. “Hmm. Well, you’ll call down if you change your mind?”
Fitz gives a noncommittal shrug and opens the newspaper. A moment later, he hears the door close.
Immediately he leans toward the window and looks down. And there she is! The gardener. Lucy. He sucks in his breath. Up close, she did not actually look much like Millie. Thank God for small favors. It’s only when he sees her from afar, when she stands among the flowers and the light seems to gather so unusually around her, highlighting her chestnut hair and bright, pretty face, that she looks so much like Fitz’s wife that those long-familiar, icy fingers of shame wrap around his neck.
Oh! And there he is! That dog that looks more like a small bear, trailing after her along the path.
Fitz feels a strange thudding in his chest.
For a long time, he watches the pair. The gardener is very kind to that big, slow dog. Even from Fitz’s apartment three stories up, he can see that they have an ease with each other—that mostly unspoken language of dog people and their dogs.
It has been years since his Tad died, but Fitz remembers just how the dog’s fur felt below his hand, and the exact weight of the dog’s snout on his knee. Fitz does not like people, but dogs—dogs he likes. He doesn’t mind admitting it. And Tad liked him very much. That’s the thing about dogs—they’re too loyal or dependent or just plain simple in the very best way to care about all of the awful things you’ve done in your life.
Fitz’s stomach groans again. He runs his hand over his face and turns, at last, from the window.
Maybe he will go downstairs after all and hunt down that egg.
And then later, if he feels like it, he supposes he might see if he can get a closer look at that gardener’s giant dog.






Chapter Twelve 

Lavender: A flowering herb in the mint family with needlelike leaves and wooly purple blossoms whose soft, woodsy scent bridges the earthly and the eternal, soothing anxiety
Weeding the beds of the sunken garden is a long, tedious, gratifying job. A sea of flowers in shades of violet emerge as I go, thriving under my attention. Lavender, catmint, salvia, phlox, and sweet peas all bloom in shades of purple. As sunlight pours over the blossoms, the sweet peas’ refreshing, gingery scent stirs the air, carrying a message of change. I pause, wondering, and then continue with my work.
I’ve been weeding for a couple of hours when I notice two figures making their way down the ramp from the terrace. As they get closer, I see that it’s a male caregiver in the home’s navy uniform pushing a woman in a wheelchair. The man is short and muscular, with a cheerful, open face and broad smile. The woman in the wheelchair is a tiny wisp of a person wearing glasses and a brimmed hat that casts her delicate features in shadow.
“Hello!” the man calls. “I’m Mario, and this is Adele Abrams. You must be Lucy.”
I nod and smile. “Hello. It’s nice to meet you both.” Gully stands from where he has been sunbathing on the path, stretches, and then lumbers over to greet our visitors. Adele reaches out a small hand to pet him.
“You know, you’re the talk of the home,” Mario tells me. “Everyone has been watching you whip this place into shape. It’s like having our own live HGTV show… but even better because now we get to visit you and walk through the garden.”
I look up toward the home, surprised to learn that I’ve been a topic of conversation. Mostly I’m glad the residents are talking at all. Maybe, I think with a small, inward smile, a crack is forming in the hard wall of the Gloom. I wonder if Jill is watching us now, if she’s about to storm out here and yell at me for chatting with Mario. I shrug off the thought.
“I hope people will start coming outside now that the paths are clear for walking,” I tell Mario.
“We’ll be the trendsetters. Won’t we, Adele? Everyone will want to explore out here after we do.” He pauses and then says to me, quietly, “Adele has been a bit down lately. I hoped some fresh air might help.”
Behind Adele’s glasses, her gaze swims slowly over the flowers.
“Thank you for coming to visit, Ms. Abrams,” I tell her, but she doesn’t seem to hear me.
Mario bends toward her, meets her eyes, and taps his own ear. “You might want to turn up the volume,” he says. She blinks at him, then lifts one elegant hand to her ear and fiddles with her hearing aid. I thank her again, and this time, her eyes rise to meet mine and I see something so adrift, so lonely, in her gaze that I feel my throat tighten in response.
“Please call me Adele,” she tells me. Her voice is thin, refined, and quivering with melancholy. Her eyes move slowly over my face and then back over the garden. “Everything,” she says quietly, “looks quite beautiful.”
Despite so many years of turning away from this part of myself, I cannot help immediately wondering if there is a scent among these flowers that might be meaningful to Adele. The impulse is ingrained in me, try as I might to ignore it. Even as I form the question, I know the answer—the scent of lavender, heady and soothing and warm, travels over my skin, whispering to me. A gossamer thread shimmers in the air, rising from the flowers and encircling Adele as though to draw her closer.
Even though I have spent ten years keeping to myself as much as possible, there have been moments like this one now and then with a client in one of my gardens. A moment when I’ve realized that the scent of a flower I’d grown would awaken something within them. And always, in that moment, I hear my mother’s voice, warning me to be careful.
But now for the first time, her warning does not come.
If you can’t find magic, I hear my mother say instead, you must make it.
My pulse quickens. I know there is a reason I do not hear her warning, but instead hear her encouragement. There is a reason the catmint returned that memory to me, now. Just as I’m sure there is a reason that my mother’s scent has guided me here, to the Oceanview Home. I still don’t know what that reason might be, but I can’t help feeling that it has something to do with this impulse within me now—an impulse not to turn away from Adele, but to lead her toward the flowers.
But what if I am wrong? What if the memory that the lavender stirs within Adele torments her the way that Jack’s memory so irrevocably tormented him?
I’ve never told anyone what I did to Jack. Not even my mother. I was too ashamed. I swore to myself that I would never use my gift in that way again, that I would move away from the place where the scents of my flowers were the strongest, that I would never form attachments that might tempt me to use my gift, even if it meant moving over and over again. My parents thought that heartbreak over losing Jack drove me away, but the truth is that it is fear and shame that have kept me running all these years. Running from Bantom Bay. Running from myself.
And yet, here I am, in a garden in Bantom Bay once again.
If you can’t find magic, you must make it.
My gift destroyed Jack, but I remind myself that my own memories, the ones the scents of my flowers have returned me to so many times, have only ever stirred within me a welcome sense of delight and clarity.
I so very much want Adele to feel that delight, too. Not “The Gloom” of the home, but the magic of the garden.
I take a deep breath and sense, braided with the scent of lavender, a new resolve strengthening within me. I kneel down on the path and look up at Adele. “Do you smell the lavender?” I ask, my pulse loud in my ears. Despite my resolve, my voice trembles. “It smells wonderful, doesn’t it?”
Adele seems to consider me for a moment before turning her face toward the bed of lavender. I watch, my heart pounding, as she inhales. The corners of her thin lips purse with disappointment. It occurs to me that one’s sense of smell might fade with age, weakening right along with sight or hearing.
“I think you need to be a bit closer to the flowers to smell them,” I tell her, standing up and dusting off my knees. “Can I help you?”
Flames of curiosity flicker in her eyes. “Yes,” she says. “Thank you.”
I glance at Mario. He looks uncertain but gives a small shrug. I move around Adele’s wheelchair and slowly push it right to the edge of the path. Still, the lavender grows beyond the row of boxwood hedges, and I’m not sure Adele is close enough to smell it.
I step back to Mario’s side. “Is she able to stand?” I ask quietly.
Mario nods. “Physically, yes. But lately, she refuses—”
“I can stand,” interrupts Adele, turning in her chair to gaze at us.
Mario opens and closes his mouth. “Really?” he asks finally.
She nods decisively. “Yes.”
Mario and I stand on either side of her. After we help her to her feet, she takes a couple of steps forward and leans over the hedge toward the nearest lavender plant. Her lips press into a determined line. She closes her eyes and breathes in several long inhalations, her nostrils flaring with the effort. The scent of the lavender sweeps around us in a great, warm, effervescent wave. For a moment, Adele is very still, and I know that she is far away. I watch her, my heart lodged in my throat.
It is only a moment before she straightens and opens her eyes. I watch her fearfully, waiting for her horror, her anger, her accusations—but a slow, radiant smile spreads across her face. When she speaks, her voice is blissful in a distant, dreamy sort of way.
“Oh,” she says softly, “we had a lovely time.”
Relief floods through me. I glance at Mario, and see his head is cocked to the side as he watches Adele, his expression bewildered.
“A lovely time—?” I ask.
She looks at me, her eyes clear. She seems taller than she did moments earlier, and steadier on her feet.
“In France,” she explains with a wistful sort of excitement. “Wesley and I were on our honeymoon. We were in Provence, staying in a little château tucked within fields of lavender. I’d never traveled outside the country before, and every single thing I saw astonished me. Delighted me. I felt it just now—my own youthful delight at the world. How I wanted to devour it! And I did, practically!”
She laughs. “We ate the most delicious pastries for breakfast—croissants, of course, and pain au chocolat and chausson aux pommes,” she says, gliding through this list of pastries in beautiful French. “We read books by the blue swimming pool… and we ate dessert at every hour, plate after plate of calissons and canelé and tarte tatin… and Wesley threw a stick for a very funny scrap of a dog who wandered by.” She looks at Gully, who lies nearby on the path and watches these proceedings with calm interest. “A much smaller dog than yours, Lucy. She was white, with a little stub tail and the most darling eyes.”
Adele falls quiet for a moment before continuing. “I’d forgotten what Wesley said to me on that trip, but just now, I was… I was with him again. I saw him—so tan and handsome with those beautiful green eyes I know so well. I could hear his voice.”
She looks at me. “He’s been gone for so many years,” she says, her voice now quivering with emotion, “but a moment ago—just a moment ago, it really felt that way—Wesley held my hand as we sat beside that field of lavender, practically bathing in its scent. I can still feel his hand in mine.” She holds out her hand and stares down at it. “And Wesley looked at me and he said, ‘Delly’ ”—she smiles, suddenly bashful and blushing—“that’s what he called me. Delly. He said, ‘Delly, no matter what the future holds, some part of us will always remain right here, young and in love in a field of lavender, full of wonder, our hands entwined.’ ” She sighs happily. “He was very poetic, my Wesley. I should have written his words down so I didn’t forget them.”
“They’re beautiful,” I tell her. “And you didn’t forget them.”
“You’re right. I didn’t forget. Isn’t that something?” Adele shakes her head in amazement. “Thank you for bringing these beautiful flowers back to life, Lucy. And for the memory.”
I smile. “I’m so glad you came out for a visit.” Really, I can barely contain how happy I am. Stunned, too.
“I came to the garden, but I traveled a lot farther than that, didn’t I?” Adele says, giving me a wink. She turns to Mario. “If I’m going mad, please just let me go—it turns out to be quite fun.”
“Okay,” he says, laughing.
“I think I’ll walk a little more,” Adele says. “I’d like to take it all in.”
“You’d like to… walk?” Mario asks, eyebrows raised in surprise.
Adele tilts her chin, letting the sun wash over her small, lined face. “I would.”
Mario catches my eye and grins. “Well, let’s get going.”
“Will we see you tomorrow, Lucy?” Adele asks as they turn to leave.
I’m caught off guard by the hope, and the friendship, in her voice. “Yes,” I assure her after a moment. “I’ll be here.”

“What was all that nonsense?”
I startle at the low, barbed voice and turn to see that Mr. Fitz is seated on a bench that is tucked against the wall. Gully ambles right up to him before I can stop him.
“Mr. Fitz,” I stammer. “How long have you been there? I didn’t notice you come down.”
Fitz eyes Gully, who is now seated patiently in front of him. Their eyes are nearly in line. “Adele was too busy yammering,” Fitz says, still looking at Gully. “Looked like you found her wind-up key and gave it a good crank.”
I glance after Adele and Mario, but they’re nearing the northern wall and don’t seem to have noticed Fitz’s presence. Should he really have come out here alone? I wonder. I feel vaguely, uncharitably annoyed by his sudden presence—I’d have liked to have lingered a bit longer within the surprise and warmth of the moment I just experienced with Adele. After all these years, I connected someone with the scent of my flowers and it didn’t end in disaster. I still can’t quite believe it.
Nonetheless, Fitz shows no signs of leaving me in peace. As I sigh and walk toward him, his scent, the acrid one that twists as darkly as a guilty conscience, prickles my nostrils.
“Does anyone know you’re out here?” I ask.
He doesn’t answer. He puts his hand on Gully’s head and closes his eyes. Despite the mean line of his lips and the hardened quality of his face, his body seems slight, fragile. After a few moments of silence, his eyes flick open and he asks me accusingly, “Who is this?”
I sigh. “This is my dog, Gully.”
Fitz purses his lips into a sneer. “That’s his name? Really? Gully?”
I cross my arms. “He was the biggest dog by far at the shelter. He looked like Gulliver on the island of Lilliput.”
Fitz considers this for a moment. “Good dog, bad name. It’s not your fault,” he tells Gully, scratching behind his ears. Gully half closes his eyes against the sun and leans into Fitz’s knee.
My irritation melts slightly. I hadn’t pegged Fitz as a dog person. First Jill, now Fitz. People are full of surprises.
“You’re good with him,” I say, somewhat reluctantly.
Fitz ignores me, looking around instead. He waves his hand in front of him. “Honestly, what’s the point of all of this?” he asks, scowling.
I hesitate, confused. “The point… of the garden?”
“The effort,” he says, not bothering to hide his impatience. “All of this effort for a bunch of plants. It’s extravagant. It’s silly.”
I frown. It takes me a moment to come up with my reply. “I’m sorry you don’t appreciate flowers,” I say eventually. “I’d be lost without them.”
I walk away then and resume my work in the flower bed.
Every so often, I steal a glance at Fitz, who carries on innocently petting Gully and looking for all the world like a sweet old man who would never wander outside just to start a fight with a gardener. Jill’s words about how difficult it is to get old echo through my mind. I wonder if Fitz has any family, or if anyone ever visits him. He seems so resolutely solitary.
I don’t want to speak with him any more than I already have, but I keep an eye on him, raising my head to look over at him from time to time over the course of the next hour. I’m not sure he should walk back up that ramp alone. As long as he remains seated, I figure it’s fine for him to stay outside. Maybe a bit of time among the flowers will help to improve his mood. It always works for me.
Gully clearly has no problem whatsoever with the man. He rests his giant head on Fitz’s bony thigh as though he’s known and trusted him forever.
“My wife would not have agreed with me, either,” Fitz says loudly, suddenly, as though there hasn’t been an hour-long stretch of silence since he last spoke. “About gardens,” he clarifies. “She liked flowers. Especially if they were red and had long stems and came wrapped in gold paper tied with a big bow. The more expensive, the better.”
He looks around, and his gaze seems marginally less disdainful than it was an hour earlier. “She would have liked all of these walls and secret nooks,” he says. “The… drama. She liked anything over the top. Costume parties. Fancy restaurants. The theater.”
Clearly there was no love lost between Fitz and his wife. And yet he brought her up.
I hesitate for a moment, weighing my options. Then I get to my feet and walk over to him. “What was her name?” I ask, stretching slightly from side to side, loosening the knots that have formed in my shoulders.
“Millicent. Millie.” He squints at me, his eyes hard. “She had your coloring, but her hair was shorter. This was years ago, when women wore nice dresses and kept their hair neat.”
I laugh, raking my hand through my messy hair. “I take it you don’t like fancy restaurants? The theater?”
“God, no. Millie and I were opposites.” He stares off unseeingly into the distance and flattens his lips, as though he can barely stand to think of her.
And yet, I think again, he brought her up.
“I should have seen ahead when I met her,” he says bitterly. “I’ve played enough chess in my life to know how to think things through. I should have seen all the moves that would come from choosing her.”
“Hmm,” I say. “I’ve never played chess.”
His icy blue eyes snap to meet mine. He looks as though I just told him I’ve never seen the sky.
“Anyway,” I say lightly, “my parents were a lot like you and Millie. They couldn’t have been more different from each other, but they worked.”
Fitz’s eyes flash. When he speaks again, darkness bleeds into his voice, and that acrid scent he carries cuts through the soft aroma of the garden like a knife through cake. “I suppose it’s like a match striking a stone,” he says, his voice trembling with anger. “Sometimes there are just sparks. And sometimes there is fire.”
I’m stilled by the darkness in his voice. I watch, feeling ill at ease, as he attempts to work himself to his feet. When I move closer to help, he sucks his teeth menacingly, and I leave him to manage on his own. He gives Gully a final pat and then points his walker in the direction of the home, all the while holding his head so high that he looks to me like a man who is barely managing to keep himself from drowning.
I sigh.
And then I jog after him. Gully lopes along at my side, looking up at me with an amused, curious expression. Fitz must hear us approaching, because he glances over his shoulder and scowls.
“I think I left my trowel on the terrace,” I tell him, but I am a truly terrible liar.
He narrows his eyes. “You should keep a closer eye on your things,” he grumbles, but offers no further complaint as I fall into step beside him.






Chapter Thirteen 

Rhododendron: A flowering shrub in the heath family with large sprays of vibrant, bell-shaped blossoms whose sweet and spicy fragrance denotes both protection and warning
By the end of the day, the sunken garden looks immaculate—tidy boxwood hedges edge orderly beds of purple flowers and neatly shaped lemon trees. Before I leave, I walk along the paths, admiring the tapestry of flowers that surrounds me and feeling, I realize, a twinge of melancholy that I am finished.
When I take a deep breath, the fragrance of rhododendron blossoms travels toward me through the opening in the wall. The scent is warm with pepper and clove—a warning. My skin prickles with the sense that I am being watched. I think of what Mario said this morning about the residents watching my progress, but when I look up toward the home, it’s Donovan Pike that I see standing at the edge of the terrace.
He’s wearing sunglasses and a dark suit with a bright white shirt open at his neck, and with the Oceanview Home as an elegant backdrop, he looks like a cross between an aristocrat and a movie star. I lift my hand in greeting and he does the same.
“Lucy, you’re a marvel,” he says as I walk up the steps to join him. “I had to take a moment to stop and get my bearings. This is an entirely different garden.”
“Oh, I hope not,” I say. “Your great-great-grandmother did a wonderful job designing it. I wouldn’t want to change a thing.”
He takes off his sunglasses and squints at me, smiling. “Too late. I barely recognize the place. Wasn’t this a mess of weeds just last week? I can’t believe the transformation. It’s like stepping back in time.” He looks down at my side and then actually does step back, sucking in his breath.
“This is my dog, Gully,” I say, looking down. “He’s friendly, I promise.”
Donovan stares from Gully to me and then back to Gully. “He’s… huge.”
“And totally harmless. I did ask Jill if I could bring him with me. She said it was fine.”
“Ah,” says Donovan, still eying Gully warily. “Of course she did.” When he holds out his hand for Gully to sniff, I can’t help thinking of a king resignedly allowing his subject to kiss his ring. Gully of course, obliges, absolutely delighted.
“Jill told me that some of the residents used to have dogs,” I say.
“That’s true,” Donovan admits with a frown. “I suppose it’s fine to bring him, so long as he doesn’t get in the way of your schedule—which, clearly, he isn’t.”
I nod. “I’ll start work in the woodland garden tomorrow.”
He gives me a blank look.
“It’s the one beyond that wall,” I say, pointing.
“Ah. Well, good. I’m glad things are moving along.”
I think about Donovan’s strict timeline for the restoration of the grounds, and the spring party that Marjorie told me used to be a tradition. I wonder again if he is planning to revive the event. I’m hesitant to ask outright—Donovan seems like the type to tell you what you need to know and nothing more.
Instead, thinking of Marjorie’s fond memory of sitting on the terrace with Cynthia, the two of them looking down into the pool and seeing the reflected sky, I ask Donovan if he’s planning to fill the pool again.
He cups his hand over his eyes and squints toward it. “I should, shouldn’t I?” he says slowly, thoughtfully. “I wonder if it needs a bit of repair first. I’ll get Vince to take a look.”
I tell him that I think it’s wonderful he’s restoring the grounds. “I have a feeling,” I say, “that your great-great-grandmother would be very grateful.”
“Grateful?” he repeats, one eyebrow raised.
“Well, she clearly put so much of herself into designing the gardens. They’re her legacy. Along with the home. I have to think that she’d be grateful to know that you’re working to keep that legacy alive.”
Donovan looks out at the horizon. For a moment, he doesn’t speak. “She was a remarkable woman,” he says eventually. “Full of big, beautiful ideas.” He looks back at me then. “Can you imagine expecting your family to carry out your wishes for eternity? What an ego! You have to admire it, really.”
The possibility that the home might be a burden on Donovan had not occurred to me.
“Has it been difficult?” I ask. “Taking over everything after your father passed away?”
“I’d be lying if I said it hasn’t been a challenge,” he tells me. “My father always had a very tight grip on this place. He never brought me in on any of his decisions. That was just his way. But I would never have let it get to this point. I’d never have let the property go the way he did. Now there’s so much to do that it feels…” He trails off as though searching for the right word.
“Impossible?” I supply. It’s not a word that holds much weight for me. I think of the scent of lavender returning Adele to a forgotten moment from her past. Some might say that flowers can’t do this, that I can’t do this—and yet.
Anything is possible, my mom used to say, that knowing, mischievous glint in her eye.
“Well, yes,” Donovan says.
“But it’s not,” I tell him. “It’s not impossible. The grounds aren’t in as bad a shape as you might think. Maybe that holds true to other aspects of the home—things might appear worse than they actually are. I have a feeling you’ll have this place looking great sooner than you think.”
Donovan gives me a look of tolerant bemusement. “You’re awfully optimistic, Lucy.”
I think about this for a moment, and then say, “Maybe that’s because in gardens, storms always pass. The season eventually changes and flowers grow again.”
Donovan smiles. “How different our worlds are,” he muses.
I give him a questioning look, and he goes on.
“I spend all of my time cleaning up other people’s messes,” he says. “That’s what my firm does—the work I was doing long before I took over this place. We buy troubled companies and figure out how to turn them around—or how to fold them in the neatest, most profitable way possible. There tends to be a lot of firing involved. A lot of dream crushing. It might just be the opposite of gardening.”
“Why do you do it?” I ask before I can think better of it.
There’s a beat of silence, and then he laughs. “I have a feeling you’re not going to like my answer.”
“You make a lot of money,” I say, answering for him.
Donovan flashes his smooth smile. “Well, yes. But there’s more to it, too. There’s an efficiency to what I do that I find gratifying. I look at a complicated maze that at first glance seems impossible to escape, and then I find the fastest way to break free of its barriers.”
“So you’re used to it, then,” I say.
“Used to…?”
“Making the impossible, possible.” I smile. “Anyway, if my presence is any indication, it seems like you’re doing more hiring than firing around here. And getting the grounds in order is a wonderful thing to do for the residents.”
Donovan lifts one eyebrow, leans toward me, and says, “There you go with that optimism again.”
I laugh. “I guess you can take the gardener out of the garden, but you can’t take the garden out of the gardener.”
Donovan nods toward the home. “Are you heading out for the day? Can I walk with you?”
We walk inside together. It’s only half past four, but the residents are already making their slow, silent way into the dining room for dinner. The air is warm and thick with that starchy, bland, antiseptic amalgam of scents that makes my temples throb.
In the lobby, Donovan stops. “I should give you my number. That way, if you think of anything else that would improve the property, you can text me.”
After I put his number in my phone, we part—he turns down a hallway, and Gully and I cross through the lobby. I’m pulling open the front door when I hear my name and turn to see Jill walking toward me at her usual brisk pace, her heels clicking ominously against the marble. I have the disquieting thought that she is being propelled by anger.
“You had a chat with Donovan,” she says, stopping in front of me and crossing her arms over her chest.
I have a vision of Jill in her office, watching Donovan on the terrace as he watches me in the garden. It’s no wonder I felt eyes on me.
“I think he wanted to check on my progress,” I tell her.
Jill eyes me. “Is that all?”
I nod.
There is a long, tense beat while Jill scowls and drums her nails against her biceps. “Well,” she says finally in a low, bitter voice. “I’m sure you think he’s very charming. I used to think so, too.” Suddenly she leans toward me and whispers, her voice an urgent hiss, “Just be careful, Lucy.” The words are spoken so quickly, so quietly, that they seem to evaporate in the air. I stare at Jill, thinking of my mother. Be careful, Lucy. A tremor of foreboding moves through me.
“What do you mean?” I ask, lowering my voice. Noreen, I’m aware, is openly staring at us from her station behind the reception desk, her face taut with the effort of eavesdropping.
Jill hesitates. Then she shakes her head. “Nothing,” she says at normal volume. “Forget it. Is the restoration going okay? Do you have everything you need?”
I feel like I have whiplash. I also sense that no amount of prodding will get Jill to release whatever secret she is holding.
“Actually I did have a question,” I say. “I’m starting work on the woodland garden tomorrow. The plants in there are overcrowded, and I’ll need to remove some. What would you like me to do with them?”
“Just have Vince carry them down to the compost pile,” Jill says with a shrug.
I frown. “I’d rather find them new homes. I’ll transfer them into pots and take them with me, if that’s okay with you.”
“Fine,” Jill says. “Anything else?”
I think for a moment. While I have her attention, it can’t hurt to ask….
“Have you given any thought to Marjorie’s request to put tables and chairs out on the terrace again? Now that the paths are clear, they’re safe for walking. Putting tables on the terrace might inspire more residents to come outside, even if only to enjoy the view…” I trail off as I watch Jill’s expression tighten.
“That’s not a good idea.”
“But… can I ask why?”
Jill sighs. “Lucy, I told you this already. You must leave the residents, and what is best for them, up to me. Your job is gardening. Only that.”
I clench my jaw. How can she not see that the gardens and the residents are inextricably linked? I think of Adele, and the way she seemed to blossom, the very cells in her body rearranging, as she spent time outside this morning. The way Marjorie brightened when she spoke of how beautiful the property had once been. Even the crotchety Mr. Fitz seems to reluctantly crave a few stolen moments outside.
“But why restore the grounds,” I say, “if not to—”
“Just do what you were hired to do!” Jill interrupts. “Focus on your work and only your work. Trust me on this.”
After a long moment, I nod. In the end, Jill’s right: I was hired for a job. And despite her mood swings and secrets, I sense that Jill cares deeply for the residents here and wants what is best for them. Whatever her reasons are for discouraging me to interact with them, I can’t begin to guess.
Jill wasn’t there when Adele remembered that moment in time with her husband, or when Marjorie and Cynthia reminisced on the terrace, or when Fitz planted himself on that bench and told me about his wife. Maybe she simply doesn’t have any idea how much these gardens mean, and could continue to mean, to the residents.
I’ll just have to show her.

That night, I ask my dad if he’ll go to the movies with me.
“Oh, Lucy,” he says tiredly. “I’d really rather not.”
Even with the house now stocked with food, even with the meals I’ve been making for him, there is a hollowness to his cheeks that is echoed in his eyes.
“When’s the last time you went into town?” I ask.
“I’m comfortable,” he says, shrugging. “You don’t need to worry about me.”
“But what about your friends? Don’t you want to make plans to see anyone?” My father has always been content to spend a quiet night at home, but he never used to be a hermit.
“Tell me about your friends,” he says. “We never hear about your friends. Your relationships. Only your work.”
I flinch to hear him use the word “we.” It’s still a reflex for him.
He’s right, though. I have not made a new friend in years. I don’t allow myself time in any one place to put down roots. This has suited me for a long time, but with my mother gone, nothing feels the same. There was enough love, enough friendship, in my life when she was alive. Her voice, her humor and optimism, were always just a phone call away, and we spoke almost daily. We sent each other books we loved. I told her about my gardens; she told me about her students.
Without her—what will I do? It’s difficult for me to open my heart to others, to allow others to truly know me. The last time I did so ended disastrously. I’ll never be rid of the regret that I feel for what I did to Jack. That sorrow will live within me forever.
Now, though… I think of Adele breathing in the scent of lavender, her face filled not with recrimination or fear, but with wonder and delight. I don’t know quite how to wrap my mind around the fact that I might have been wrong all these years.
“You’re right,” I tell my father. “How about this. If I work on making friends, will you go into town to pick up breakfast with me this weekend?”
I sense that he feels he has backed himself into a corner. Eventually, expression resigned, he nods.






Chapter Fourteen 

FITZ
The next morning, Fitz looks down from his apartment window and sees only pale, precisely crisscrossing paths, small trees shaped into perfect spheres, geometric beds dotted with purple flowers, and the long blue gash of the empty pool. There is no sign of the gardener. Or her dog.
He frowns.
He decides to head to breakfast before Isobel or any of the other caregivers has a chance to bother him. When he enters the dining room, something seems off. He can’t put his finger on the change and frankly doesn’t care all that much. He sits at the table in the corner that he prefers and has scrambled eggs and buttered toast. He doesn’t touch the fruit salad that someone has optimistically put on his plate.
As he’s finishing his meal, he senses it again, that feeling that something is different. He narrows his eyes and scans the room. There is dignified Vikram Neel, the once-famous pastry chef of the once-famous Jackson Place, with his hollow cheeks and tortured expression, sitting at his usual seat near the entrance to the kitchen, staring darkly into his untouched plate of food with his arthritic hands curled in his lap. Fitz has heard rumblings that Vikram is on a hunger strike, that he has no interest in living if he can’t bake, which seems among the dumber things that Fitz has heard in his long life.
And there’s Fitz’s awful neighbor Marjorie Swenson, with her hair done up and her lipstick and her red glasses and her big earrings, carrying on her usual one-sided conversation with her silent friend Cynthia looking like a cardboard cutout beside her. They used to be quite the pair, Fitz seems to recall, with Cynthia as loud and attention-demanding as Marjorie, who now seems to have taken on the work of both.
Fitz’s assessment of the room stops when his eyes reach the wall of windows. One set of the long, heavy curtains that hangs there, mostly blocking the light that might have fallen into the room, moves slightly. Someone has opened the window. That’s new.
But that’s not all. The tiny, posh-looking woman, Adele, who usually sits silently in a wheelchair in front of that exact window, instead sits in a dining chair, and she’s chatting with the large, solid man whom Fitz calls Louis the Lump. She has a funny new glow about her, a glow that supposedly—if the whispers around the home were to be believed—she acquired after talking to the gardener. Fitz had watched Lucy and Adele from his seat on the tucked-away bench, but he hadn’t been able to make out their words. It appeared to him that one minute, Adele was her usual, limp self, blinking out at the world from her fancy wheelchair, and the next she was strolling around, smiling, bending over to caress the flowers like she owned the place.
Louis the Lump, it seems to Fitz, is listening closely to whatever it is Adele is yapping on about. He seems agitated, restless. He keeps drumming the table with his meaty fingers. Every few minutes, he gives a brief response. Fitz has never seen them sit together before and wonders what they could possibly have to say to each other. He thinks he hears them mention Lucy—but then again, it seems as though her name is flitting in the air all around him these days, as irritating as an insect.
So that’s that, the big new changes in the Oceanview Home’s dining room: an open window and Adele Abrams in a dining chair cornering old Louis the Lump into conversation.
Fitz sighs. Breakfast eaten, he has no interest in lingering. He stands and grips his walker. Without giving it much thought, he makes his way out of the dining room, down the hall, through the whooshing automatic doors, and onto the terrace. A light breeze sweeps over his skin. His heartbeat steadies as he walks down the ramp. The air is cool, the sun still making its way over the soaring roof of the home, the light in the garden sleepy and soft. He’s relieved to be free of the walls of the home, free of all the company he’d rather be without. His chest swells with a feeling of independence. He is, he thinks, in his natural, most preferred state when he is alone.
Now where is that gardener and her dog?
The flower beds are squared away, fragrant and neat as a pin. And then he notices it: the opening in one of the ivy-covered walls. He pauses, head cocked, listening carefully. Then he points his walker toward the wall.
When he steps through the opening, he arrives in an entirely different world, this one dark and lush and green. He remembers it from years earlier, but only vaguely, like a long-ago dream. His dog, Tad, had liked the cool shade provided by the birch trees.
Freshly pulled weeds are piled along the sides of the stone path that curves through the garden. Just as Fitz notices the weeds, Gully rounds a corner and comes into view, wagging his big tail so heartily that it sends the long feathers of nearby ferns waving, too.
“There you are.” Fitz maneuvers his walker so he can pet the giant dog. “Hello, boy. Yes, yes. It’s nice to see you, too.”
After a good long pet, the dog turns and walks back the way he came. A few steps on, he stops and looks over his shoulder at Fitz.
“I’m supposed to come with you? Bossy this morning, eh? Fine.” Fitz’s walker bumps over the path’s stones. He turns around a bend and has to duck below a branch. It feels like trekking through the Amazon.
“Good morning.”
Ahead, his wife kneels on the path, her beautiful, inquisitive face tilted up at him. Fitz’s mouth goes dry.
“Mr. Fitz?”
Her voice becomes soft, concerned, and Fitz blinks hard and sees that she is the gardener—of course she is!—not Millie. His wife’s eyes had been a luxurious shade of brown, like the pelt of a mink, and this girl’s eyes are a deep, true cornflower blue. She has paused from her work ripping weeds from between the stones to give him a welcoming, if wary, smile.
“Lucy,” Fitz says, finding his voice and nodding curtly. “I see you have found a new garden to lick into shape.”
“Isn’t it dreamy? I just started working in here so the path is still a mess. Please be careful.”
Fitz doesn’t need the warning—he has eyes—but he appreciates that she doesn’t try to stop him as he pushes past her. The path ahead is tricky, and he feels a little sheen of sweat form on his forehead as he shoves his walker over clumps of weeds and uneven stones. Just out of view of the gardener, he notices a large mound off the side of the path that, as he nears it, turns out to be a bench overtaken by ivy. Fitz considers for a moment, then lets go of his walker. He grabs a fistful of ivy and tugs. A flutter of satisfaction moves through him as he rips the vine from the bench. Within a few minutes, he has cleared enough space to sit down with a sigh of earned pleasure. Gully reappears and lumbers right up to him and somehow tucks himself into a ball so close to Fitz’s feet that Fitz can feel the dog’s warm, slow breaths through his shoe leather.
Fitz looks out into the overgrowth. Here and there, light streams through the birch trees’ leaves. Pink and purple flowers dot the shades of green. Within the shadows, white butterflies seem to appear and disappear, though he knows that isn’t possible. They’re still there. He just can’t see them.
Why does he keep thinking he sees Millie? He has never believed in ghosts, never bought into anything supernatural, anything inexplicable. It’s not in his nature to do so. He is rational, sane, grounded.
He worries he is losing hold of himself. Regret can haunt you. Shame can. Guilt. This, he knows. But an actual person, long dead? No. It is impossible. It’s only Lucy, who might look a bit like Millie from a distance, or in the shadows of a garden, but who has a depth of kindness in her cornflower-blue eyes that Millie never had. Lucy speaks easily with everyone, but her voice is warm and sincere—it doesn’t have an ounce of the artificial quality of Millie’s brittle banter. And she is clearly comfortable with the sort of contemplative silence from which Millie always ran. Fitz has the sense that Lucy is beloved here at the home already. She’s probably never done one terrible, unforgivable thing in her short life—and she probably never would.
Not like Fitz had.
He isn’t sure how long he’s been sitting there when he hears voices. Lucy has worked her way along the path and is just in sight now, and she’s been joined by Isobel, the caregiver that Fitz dislikes the least, and Vikram Neel, who looks like a walking skeleton. Gully hoists himself up, casts one of his all-knowing glances over his shoulder at Fitz, and then meanders toward the newcomers.
Fitz leans farther back into the greenery, hoping to go unnoticed—or at least undisturbed.
He hears Isobel introduce herself to Lucy. “And this is Vikram Neel,” she says.
“It’s so nice to meet you both,” Lucy says. “My parents were big fans of yours, Mr. Neel. They loved your restaurant, Jackson Place.”
Fitz rolls his eyes. Does the girl not realize that she’s bringing up a sore subject? Is she unaware that the poor man can’t cook anymore? That he’s so distressed about it that he stopped eating? Despite himself, Fitz leans forward just a little, curious about how this conversation will unfold.
To his surprise, Vikram offers Lucy a gentlemanly, if weak, smile. “Thank you,” he says. “It was my pleasure to cook for them. And please, call me Vikram.”
He sounds exhausted. What was Isobel thinking dragging him out here? Fitz thinks she should either figure out how to get Vikram to eat, or leave the man to wither away in peace.
“I wish… I wish I could remember the name of the dessert that my mother loved so much at your restaurant,” Lucy says haltingly. Something in her voice has changed, become distracted. “She talked about that dessert for years. She… she never forgot it.” Lucy sounds unsure of herself… almost fearful. But that can’t be, Fitz thinks. What could she possibly have to fear?
There is a long pause, and when Lucy speaks again her voice has new strength, like she’s decided something. “Vikram, do you smell the viburnum?”
The old chef shakes his head.
Is the color in his face fading? Fitz clenches his jaw, wondering if he’s going to need to offer the starving man a seat on his bench. He’d only cleared enough space for himself.
“Viburnum?” Isobel asks.
Why is Isobel paying attention to Lucy instead of Vikram? It’s unlike her, Fitz thinks, to be so inattentive. The talk of flowers is distracting her from her job. He studies Vikram. The man is swaying unsteadily, he’s sure of it.
“They’re the white flowers,” Lucy says, pointing. “The ones that look like snowballs. They have the most beautiful spicy vanilla scent.” She steps toward one of the plants, gesturing for Vikram to accompany her. He looks at her for a beat of time, and then, to Fitz’s surprise, follows her. “Can you smell them?” she asks Vikram again, so softly that Fitz has to strain to hear her. “I think you will like them.”
Vikram bends his tall form toward the flowers. Fitz sees how his thin back expands, filling his light sweater, as he inhales.
“Oh,” he says. He takes another deep breath, and then another, and then he straightens. The chef’s dark eyes seem suddenly bright within the shadowed garden. “I’m sure your mother’s favorite was my chai spice cake,” he says. “It was my signature dessert. I developed the recipe late one night in the kitchen of Jackson Place.” He chuckles as though surprised by his own sudden nostalgia. “I’d forgotten all about that night. How could I have forgotten? I remember it so clearly now. I feel as though I was… I was just there again.”
He takes another deep breath in and smiles. “My San Francisco apartment was a horrible, dank little cave, and so in those early years I spent as much time as I could at Jackson Place, where the kitchen gleamed, all silver and white. One night, I was working very late, all alone. I heard the sounds of city traffic outside, and the wind that blew up from the bay, but it all seemed distant in that way that happens when you are deeply within your own mind, your own creativity. The warm scents of spices and vanilla and sugar and butter danced around me. I often felt that way, you understand—that the scents of my ingredients were so strong that I could practically see them, could practically pluck them from the air, knowing exactly which ones danced together most beautifully.
“That particular night,” he goes on, “I pulled together vanilla, cardamom, nutmeg, cloves, and brown butter that smelled of caramel and hazelnuts. It was a warm, dark mixture of flavors—rich and spicy, comforting and bold. Remarkable. I knew even then, in that very night in that kitchen, that it would be my triumph. My chai spice cake.” His dark eyes glow with pride. “We were awarded a Michelin star thanks to that perfect little cake.”
For a moment he looks at Lucy thoughtfully, almost searchingly. “Do you know, I’ve always thought it absolutely maddening that the moments in time that stick with me, haunting me, are the bad ones, the traumatic ones, the ones where I behaved poorly… or someone else did.” He smiles. “It’s nice to know how wrong I was, that the very best memories stay with you, too.”
Lucy’s face lights up with that smile of hers, the one so full of charm. “The famous Vikram Neel chai spice cake,” she says. “My mother tried for years to replicate it, but she said she could never get it right.”
Vikram dips his head toward Lucy and a lock of his thin white hair falls onto his forehead. “Well, she didn’t know my secret,” he says. Fitz can suddenly clearly see how dashing the old chef once was. It’s astonishing, really, and Fitz can’t make heads or tails of what he is witnessing. A man who moments ago seemed on the brink of collapse, with sickly skin and bony hands held warily in front of his chest as though he feared that they would break, now appears confident—robust even. It’s like a dusty old blanket has been ripped away, revealing the gleaming work of art that has been waiting safely beneath it all along.
“Tell your mother that I will give her my recipe,” Vikram says magnanimously after glancing sadly down at his hands. “Someone should make my cake even if I’m no longer able. Teaching her my recipe is the least I can do for the mother of the gardener who is restoring the beauty of our home.”
Lucy’s expression shifts. “Oh, she would have loved that.” Fitz thinks he can hear a quiver in her voice. “Unfortunately she passed away six months ago.”
Fitz exhales. Lucy’s mother is dead—and recently. They were close, he can tell, by the way she speaks.
“I’m very sorry to hear that.” Vikram sounds sincere, but disappointed, like he really had been excited to teach Lucy’s mother his baking secrets.
Lucy must hear his disappointment, too, because after a pause she brightens and says, “Do you know who you could give your recipe to? Adele. Adele Abrams. She told me about the most wonderful desserts that she enjoyed when she visited France. I think she has a refined palate… and a sweet tooth. I have a feeling she would enjoy hearing about your years in the kitchen, Mr. Neel.”
“What a fantastic idea!” chimes in Isobel, who has been gaping back and forth at Lucy and Vikram this whole time like she’s watching a particularly surprising tennis match.
“Do you think so?” asks Vikram, head tilted.
Isobel and Lucy both nod and overlap each other with such enthusiastic, encouraging blithering that Fitz is relieved he can’t make out a single word.
“I suppose…” says Vikram uncertainly.
Before he can come to his senses, Isobel says, “Should we go find Adele now?”
Vikram nods. “It was truly wonderful to meet you, Lucy,” he says, and gives a little bow before turning and heading back toward the home with Isobel.
Fitz doesn’t wait. He gets up and marches right toward Lucy, shoving his walker in front of him. “What was that?”
She spins around to face him, her hand rising to her chest. “Oh, Mr. Fitz! I didn’t realize you were still here.”
“Well?” he demands again. There must be an explanation for what he just saw, and what he saw with Adele the other day, and he’ll be damned if he leaves without hearing it. “What just happened?”
They’re close enough for Fitz to see that Lucy has grown pale. “What do you mean?” she asks, blinking those big blue eyes of hers.
“I saw the entire thing! You told Vikram Neel to smell that flower, and then suddenly he became a whole new person, just like Adele did yesterday. You can’t tell me it didn’t happen. Vikram looked like he was about to topple over when he first stepped through that gate, and then you gave him that memory of that time in his kitchen, and when he left he was practically whistling, skipping off to share recipes with Adele Adams.”
But Lucy shakes her head. “I didn’t give him that memory. You can’t give someone a memory.”
“Damn right you can’t!” Fitz barks. Lucy jumps a little, and Gully somehow squeezes himself between them, forcing Fitz to pull his walker back a couple of feet. Fitz feels unsteady, and he doesn’t know if it’s his confusion about what he just witnessed or the uneven path below his feet. He looks between the dog and the girl, both so kind that he feels a wave of shame. “I—I—” He wants to say he’s sorry, but he can’t seem to find the words. “I just want to know what that was,” he sputters. “What was it I just saw?”
Lucy looks at him. Her face is calm, but Fitz senses that her thoughts are racing. A beat passes. “I had a feeling that Vikram would like the scent of the viburnum,” she says at last, lifting her chin almost defiantly.
“You had a feeling,” Fitz repeats incredulously.
Lucy nods. Behind her lifted chin and placid face, Fitz detects a note of panic. She stands as though poised for flight. Is she afraid of him? He has the strangest urge to reach out and take hold of her hand, but of course he does not.
He sighs, deflated. What is he even doing out here? “Well, you were right,” he mumbles. “He liked it.” He’s beginning to feel exhausted. “I’ll—I’ll leave you to your work.”
Lucy and Gully step off the path to allow him room to pass.
“I’ll see you later,” he tells the dog. After a few steps, he stops and looks over his shoulder at Lucy. “I’m sorry about your mother.”
She gives him a small, sad smile that makes him wonder how he could ever have thought she looked even a bit like Millie. “Thank you,” she says.
He turns and heads toward the hole in the wall that will lead him into the sunken garden and then back to the home, to his quiet apartment, to his chair by the window.






Chapter Fifteen 

California wild lilac: A flowering native California plant in the buckthorn family whose cones of delicate blossoms emit an intense, boiling-honey scent that recalls first love
Over the weekend, I tell my father about the time I spent with Adele and Vikram. I tell him how the scents of the flowers that I cared for transported them back in time, stirring forgotten memories, and that the experience seemed to have awaked a vibrancy within them.
My father hardly bats an eye. “Scents are remarkably powerful,” he says.
“Hardly a day goes by that I don’t strike up a conversation with one resident or another,” I go on. “It’s an entirely different sort of job from the more solitary ones that I’m used to,” I say, grinning at him meaningfully.
“Oh, I see,” my father says. “These old folks are your new friends, are they?” He sighs. Then, after a beat, he groans and lifts his hands in surrender. “Fine. A deal’s a deal. Let me get my sweater.”
My dad drives us into town. Seeing him behind the wheel of his old sedan, looking steadily at the road ahead, lifts my spirits. Already he seems more like his old self. But once we’ve parked and begun walking toward the Shark Bite Café, he spots the small crowd gathered inside and his pace slows. It’s Sunday morning, and we’re not the only ones in Bantom Bay with coffee and croissants on our minds.
I slow my pace to match his. The truth is, I hadn’t expected the café to be this busy. I am almost as hesitant to face the crowd as he is. All of these people had loved Jack and Jack’s parents. If they knew the role I had played in—
“Are you okay?” my father asks, glancing over at me.
I nod and try to shake off my anxiety, reminding myself that the whole reason I’m here is to help my dad.
In the café, behind the counter, Roger’s eyes go enormous when he sees us. “Gregory! Long-lost Gregory!” he booms out over the five people in line ahead of us. “It’s great to see you!”
My father seems to shrink into himself as heads throughout the café swivel in our direction.
“Gregory! Hi! It’s been ages. How are you?” says a smiling woman with silver hair clipped back in a barrette and a big cotton tote bag hanging from a shoulder. She looks vaguely familiar to me—I think she might have worked at the community center at some point when I was growing up. I wonder how my father knows her. Probably, if I had to guess, through my mother.
“Fine,” he says quietly. “How are you, Patty?”
Before the woman responds, the door swings open and Naomi Lawson, my mother’s best friend, walks in.
At my side, my father goes rigid.
Naomi has barely taken a step into the café before she spots my father and stops. “Gregory,” she says. It’s as though she’s seen a ghost. Then she notices me and blinks. “Oh, Lucy!” she cries, and steps forward to wrap me in her arms.
It’s wonderful and terrible to be held by Naomi. She reminds me so much of my mother. She smells, as she always has, of plums and old books and marigolds.
“Hi, Naomi,” I say, swallowing.
“It’s so good to see you,” she says. Her eyes swim a little as they search my face. I think she might be looking for my mom in me, and my guess is she sees her. “We have all missed you so much, Lucy.”
She swipes at the bottom of her eyes and looks over at my dad, whose shoes appear to be glued to one spot on the café’s floor. “You, too, Gregory. I hate that it’s been so long. I hope you’ve been getting my messages.”
“Yes, I have,” my father says, looking more uncomfortable by the moment. “Thank you.”
“Did you know that your retirement not-so-coincidentally aligned with a serious dip in my coffee revenue?” Roger teases my dad from behind the counter. I turn to realize we’ve made our way to the front of the line.
“We’re here to make up for that,” I say, taking my dad’s arm.
“Say, Gregory,” Roger says. “Naomi and I and a few others are going over to Glen Davis’s house on Tuesday night. Glen bought this model train kit that he’s hoping to put together to surprise his grandson with at his next visit. Long story short, the kit turns out to have a million parts and poor Glen can’t make heads or tails of it, so we’re all going to see if we can give him a hand. In exchange for our help, he’s supplying wine, beer, and his famous lasagna. Oh, and magnifying glasses. He says the pieces are tiny.” Roger takes a breath and passes two coffees over the counter along with a bag of pastries. “Care to join us? I know everyone would love to see you.”
I shoot my dad a hopeful glance. I can’t help thinking it’s the exact sort of invitation that my mom would have said yes to for the both of them. My dad would have gone to Glen’s to make my mother happy, but I bet he would have come home buzzing with the thrill of having put something together with a bunch of other people. He’d probably have been the lead engineer, quietly telling everyone else what to do, and they would have had that train assembled in record time.
But now he says, “I don’t think so, Roger. But thank you for the invitation.”
Roger nods, clearly disappointed. You can’t keep a man like him down for long, though.
“Fair enough,” he says cheerfully, shaking off his disappointment as easily as a Labrador shakes off water. “But you know, Gregory, all this coffee can’t drink itself. You’ll be back in again soon, won’t you?”
I can see my father weighing his response and I have a sinking feeling that he’s about to tell Roger the truth, and that the truth is that he has no plans to the leave the house again anytime soon. Naomi and maybe, possibly, everyone lingering in the Shark Bite is looking at my dad as he considers his response.
It’s like watching someone with a needle approach a little kid holding a balloon.
My father opens his mouth—
“Of course,” I say before he can speak. “We’ll see you soon.”

On the drive home, I look over at my dad.
“It’s hard to see them, isn’t it? It feels like Mom should be there, too.”
He stares through the windshield. I’m beginning to think he’s not going to respond when he says, “She made it all look so easy. Talking with people. Connecting. Sharing her feelings.”
I nod. Sometimes I think that my mother’s heart must have been enormous, so big that it had already held a lifetime’s worth of love a million times over by the time it stopped working. She would never have wanted to live any smaller, to love any less.
“I’ve always thought that you’re like her in that way,” my father says. “Or you used to be, before you and Jack broke up.”
I look over at him. “Broke up? No,” I say quietly. “That’s not quite what happened.”
His brow furrows. “What do you mean? After that terrible accident, Jack moved away, and you were so upset…”
When I first heard that Jack had survived crashing his car, I’d been overcome with relief, but my relief had proved to be short-lived. One of Jack’s legs had been too damaged within the crush of metal and had to be amputated. My heart ached for him; I knew that the happiest moments of his life had all taken place on the football field. But his playing career was over… and soon, so was his parents’ marriage. Between Jack’s suddenly rampant drinking and the car accident, their family never recovered. His mother closed her gallery and moved with Jack to Colorado. And then… silence.
“I know how hard that was for you,” my father goes on. “You were heartbroken. And you’ve… well, you’ve never really seemed the same since, Lucy. All that moving from place to place. All that time alone.”
Through the car’s open windows, the honeyed scent of California wild lilac tumbles in, whispering to me of first love.
“You’re right,” I say quietly. “I haven’t been the same since Jack’s accident.”
My dad pulls onto our driveway. He turns off the car and a sudden, weighty quiet falls over us. The sight of that stretch of grass beside my mother’s studio makes my throat feel tight. My dad and I both sit there, not moving.
I take a deep breath and look at my dad. “I haven’t been the same, but it’s not because Jack broke my heart.” I think of how hard it has been for me to open up to people since that day with Jack in my garden, and I amend my words. “That’s not the whole reason.”
I swallow. I realize that I want to tell my dad. I want him to know the truth. I will never have the chance to tell my mom, but I can tell my dad. I am so tired of the weight of this secret. This shame. The words, at last, spill from my lips.
“It’s because Jack’s accident was my fault,” I whisper. “I caused it.”
Confusion flickers in my father’s blue eyes. “What do you mean? You weren’t even there. That accident couldn’t have been your fault—”
“It was my fault,” I insist. “All of it. Jack’s accident. Losing his leg. Losing his dream of playing football. His family breaking apart. I’m responsible for all of it.”
“Oh, Lucy,” my father says. “Of course you’re not.”
“Jack was… troubled,” I forge on quickly, before I lose my nerve. “I think he was depressed. I’m not sure anyone else knew that. And no one knows that a week before his car accident, he visited me in my garden. I hoped that a scent among the flowers I grew might help him—that it might jog his memory of a moment in his life that might be meaningful to him, that could heal him in some way.” I pause, holding my dad’s gaze evenly.
“Go on,” he says. His face reveals none of the skepticism that I know he must feel. “What happened?”
“The scent of the flowers made Jack remember something. I don’t know what. But he became very upset. More upset than I’d ever seen him. Whatever he remembered… it tormented him. That whole week, he wouldn’t speak to me. He looked terrible. I could tell he hadn’t been sleeping, and that he was drinking. And then… and then he drove himself right into that tree.”
For a beat, my father is quiet. “And all these years,” he says at last, “you’ve blamed yourself?”
I lean my head back against the seat and close my eyes. “Jack could have died,” I say. These are words that I have said to myself over and over again. “That was a path that I set him on. I regret what I did to him, and to his family, every single day. I wish I could rewind time and change things. I wish I could take it all back. When I’m here, in Bantom Bay, I feel so much worse. I think of Jack, and what I did, constantly. And I know that people still look at me and think of him. Everyone here is kind, and I know that they think well of me, but that’s only because they don’t know the truth. If people here knew the part I played in what happened to Jack, how I ruined his life, they would…” I trail off, emotion overtaking my voice.
I feel my father leaning toward me then. He puts his arms around me, hugging me as best he can from across the car. “What happened to Jack wasn’t your fault, Lucy,” he says gently. “Long before he walked into your garden, he was struggling with things that had absolutely nothing to do with you. We all sensed that. I think it’s why we all cheered so loudly for him at those football games. Even when he was winning, he always seemed like the underdog.”
Tears slide down my cheeks. If my mother were alive, she would have understood why I feel that I am responsible for what happened to Jack and his family. I’m sure that’s why I could never bear to tell her.
I put my arms around my father and rest my head on his shoulder. Even if he doesn’t believe me, saying the words aloud for the first time, talking about Jack, sends a small shaft of light into the darkness I have carried for so long.






Chapter Sixteen 

Seaside daisy: A flowering plant native to the West Coast in the aster family with cushion, lavender-pink blossoms whose herbaceous, grassy scent inspires awakening
From the moment I step into the Oceanview Home lobby on Monday morning, I know that something has changed. The air, normally laced with that awful starch-and-disinfectant scent, smells warm and malty with rich, sweet layers of chocolate and yeast. And instead of the usual heavy silence broken only by the lonely screech of utensils scraping against plates, I hear the rise and fall of voices and… is that jazz?
“Morning, Lucy!” Noreen calls from behind the large front desk. She’s wiping something from the corner of her lip, and her hair has fallen a bit from its usual scraped-back bun and now frames her face in soft wisps.
“Hi, Noreen.” I study her for a beat, thrown off by the change in her appearance, and then allow the scent of chocolate and yeast to pull me deeper into the home. Beside me, Gully sniffs the air hungrily.
I stop in front of the dining room’s open doors, and feel my mouth fall open in surprise. There are more residents than I’ve ever seen in the room, and instead of tiredly leaning over their plates, they’re chatting in pairs and groups, exclaiming happily as they pick up—what are those? Croissants? The bright sound of Ella Fitzgerald’s voice flits and soars over the room. And the windows! They’re each open a couple of inches, the curtains thrown apart, and the scents of lavender and lemon and sea salt pour into the room, mixing in delicate swirls with the richer scents of butter and sugar, yeast and chocolate.
A door on the far wall of the dining room swings open and out steps Vikram, a crisp black apron tied around his waist and his silver hair neatly combed. The sallowness I saw around his eyes has faded; his skin looks dewy and healthy, like soil that has been freshly watered. Even the hollowness of his cheeks seems less dramatic than when I saw him last. He still moves stiffly, but he seems steadier now, his stride more purposeful and his expression relaxed. I hope it means he is in less pain.
“Lucy!” he calls from across the room, catching sight of me immediately.
All eyes in the room swing toward me then, and it seems as though the vibrant hum of chatter increases. I walk toward Vikram, but before I can say a word the door behind him opens again and out steps Adele. There is a beautiful dark green paisley apron tied around her waist and a gleaming wooden cane in one of her hands.
“Did I hear—oh! You are here!” she exclaims in her elegant voice, beaming at me. She’s still tiny and delicate-looking, but her face is all coy smile and sparkling blue eyes. “Well?” she says. “Did you try the croissants?”
I shake my head. “I just walked in. They smell divine, though. Did you make them?”
“Adele has been my hands in the kitchen all weekend,” Vikram tells me. His dark eyes glisten with emotion. “She is a natural.”
Adele blushes. “It’s only because I have such an accomplished teacher.” She looks at me. “I love baking. Who knew? I’ve really never tried it before.”
“That’s wonderful,” I say.
Vikram chuckles. “Don’t look so surprised, Lucy. It was your idea, after all.”
“Hardly,” I protest. “I thought Adele might like to hear about your recipes since I knew she enjoyed pastries. I didn’t suggest that you teach her. But,” I add quickly, “I’m glad you did.” I look around the room. “It seems like everyone is glad. What are you putting in these croissants, anyway? Everyone is very chatty.”
“Oh,” says Adele, “it’s just—”
“We’ll never tell,” Vikram interrupts, nudging Adele gently with his elbow. “The recipe is our secret now.”
“I was only going to say the secret is Ella Fitzgerald.” Adele tuts. Then she smiles at me. “It turns out Vikram likes listening to jazz while he bakes.”
“Oh yes,” Vikram says. “The croissants are made possible by Adele, Ella, and my secret recipe. Oh, and it will soon be Peter’s secret, too. That’s Adele’s grandson. We’re going to teach him the recipe when he visits in a few weeks.”
Adele nods. “I never know what to do with the poor boy. I know coming here bores him silly. What teenage boy wants to visit his dusty old grandmother in the retirement home? He’s a musician, and I know he’d rather be playing his music.” She holds up one tiny finger, her eyes twinkling. “But I also know he inherited my sweet tooth. And he’s clever—I think he’ll like the science of baking quite a bit.”
“Maybe you’ll want to take Peter for a walk around the gardens, too,” Vikram suggests to Adele. He looks at me. “They’ll all be open by then, won’t they?”
“In a few weeks? Definitely.” I’m surprised to feel a slight pang as I say the words. In three weeks, my work here will be finished, and then what? I’ll move on, just as I always have.
“Well, you can’t get to work without a croissant,” insists Adele.
“Two!” says Vikram.
Adele takes my elbow and steers me to a sideboard where a silver tray is piled with golden croissants. “We might have made a few more than strictly necessary,” she admits. “It’s just such fun.”
“The way I’m eating them,” Vikram says, “they’ll be gone in an hour.” He picks up a croissant and bites into it, closing his eyes as he chews. “I can’t seem to stop,” he murmurs, smiling.
I try very hard not to stare, but I’m just so relieved that Vikram’s hunger strike is over.
“Better hurry before they’re gone,” Adele says, placing a croissant onto a dark blue paper napkin and handing it to me.
I bite right into the most buttery, flaky, chocolaty croissant I’ve ever tasted. It’s even better than the ones Roger makes at the Shark Bite Café, though I’d never admit it to him. “This is absolutely delicious.”
Adele lifts her chin proudly. “Soon Vikram is going to teach me how to make his famous chai spice cake.”
“Your mother’s favorite, yes?” Vikram asks me.
I nod. “I can’t wait to try it.”
“I hope I can pull it off,” Adele says, her voice faltering.
“Adele,” Vikram says solemnly, affection in his dark eyes and a flake of croissant on his top lip. “I have all the faith in the world in you.”
As Adele boldly lifts a napkin to his lip, I turn and make my way outside.

My second surprise of the day occurs when I step onto the terrace. Though I’d hoped that the much-discussed tables and chairs might have been returned to their rightful spots, the terrace remains sadly empty. But after I take a few more steps, I see what does lie ahead and feel my breath catch in my chest.
The reflecting pool. It’s been cleaned and filled with water—impossibly still water that perfectly reflects the morning sky just as Marjorie described. It’s extraordinary, that pool. A long ribbon of blue sky and cottony white clouds seem to stretch through the elegantly sculpted beds of lavender and lemon trees and pristine, crisscrossing green lines of boxwood hedges.
From somewhere I have not seen yet, the green, herbaceous scent of daisies, the scent of awakening, wafts toward me, and that’s when I realize the reflecting pool isn’t the only change out here.
There are residents everywhere. Not just one or two accompanied by an aide, but five, six… no, seven. Some strolling, some in wheelchairs, some pushing walkers. Laughing, chatting, or contentedly lost in their own thoughts.
A shiver of happiness travels through me. This is a garden in its most beautiful state, being enjoyed by visitors. The flowers seem to agree—their colors are bolder, their blooms larger, their fragrances headier than they were even last week, as though they are embracing the home’s residents, encouraging them to linger, to stay.
Marjorie and Cynthia are out walking, and when they spot me standing at the top of the stairs, they wave up to me as though they’ve known me forever. I lift my hand and wave back, a warm feeling spreading within me.
I glance down at Gully by my side, and he looks up at me, his expression patient, a slight breeze ruffling his shiny fawn-colored fur.
I remember that I have Donovan’s number now, and I take out my phone to text him.
Thank you for filling the reflecting pool. It looks beautiful.
I pause, then add:
This is Lucy.
I’m glad, he writes back immediately. I watch the three little dots indicating that he’s writing more appear and then disappear. I wait, but nothing more appears.
The residents love it, I write. Agatha Pike would be happy to see how her gardens are filled with visitors again. 
Those dots rapidly appear again and then blink for a long while. He seems to be writing a lot.
And then all of a sudden, the dots once again disappear. As I stare at my phone, it begins to buzz with an incoming call.
I lift the phone to my ear. “Good morning, Donovan.”
“Lucy,” he says smoothly. “Is the lock still broken on the doors to the terrace? Jill assured me that she had it fixed over the weekend.”
“The lock?” I repeat. Why would Jill have lied to Donovan about having fixed the lock? I decide to evade his question with one of my own. “But don’t you want the residents outside enjoying the grounds? Isn’t that the whole point of restoring them?”
“The residents can enjoy the view from inside.” His voice is patient and a bit patronizing, but I sense that there are other more charged emotions pressing up from below the surface of his calm tone. “There are large windows in the dining room, and in the sitting rooms, and in all of the apartments,” he goes on. “The home is full of comfortable rooms from which the residents can enjoy the view.”
“But that’s not what your great-great-grandmother wanted,” I say, surprised. “She wanted the people who live here to go outside, to walk the grounds, to spend their days in nature.”
“Agatha Pike lived in a very different time, Lucy. The gardens are a hazard.”
“But they’re fully enclosed,” I press. “There’s no way for anyone to get lost or to leave.”
Now his voice edges toward impatience. “Someone could fall. Many of the residents have balance issues. They’re fragile. One fall could change everything. The home is meant to be beautiful, but most importantly, more than anything else, it needs to be safe.”
I suppose I can’t argue with that, but there’s something about his words that ring false to me. I suspect that his concerns are related not so much to the health of the residents, but to his own liability. Is this really about protecting the residents? Or is it about protecting Donovan? His wealth? His business?
I think of how vibrant the home is this morning, and how cheerful the grounds appear now that they’re dotted with strolling residents. I have a strong sense that this is only the beginning—that the home will continue to come to life, the happiness of the residents increasing, if its doors are left open.
“Being locked inside is not living,” I say. “You can’t keep the residents in a bubble. The people who live here still want to live. I’ve met them. I’ve talked to them. They’re so happy to be outside.”
Donovan sighs. “Lucy, it’s not that I don’t want the residents to be happy… but we can agree that the paths aren’t all cleared yet, can’t we? You’re just beginning your second week of work. You can’t tell me that you truly believe every garden is safe for visitors.”
I think of the branches that still hang low in the woodland garden. The slippery moss that grows on it path.
“Maybe not yet,” I admit. “But soon…”
“Soon,” Donovan agrees. “A few more weeks, and then…” He trails off, his voice heavy with meaning.
And then… what? Is it possible that Donovan wants the gardens to be revealed only when they are all restored? A grand unveiling, once he deems every corner “safe” and ready to be enjoyed?
“Are you planning to throw a spring party for the residents?” I ask. “The kind they used to have here?”
There is a long pause.
“Who told you about that?”
“One of the residents. Marjorie Swenson. She told me how much everyone used to enjoy the annual party, how wonderful it was to bring everyone together in the gardens with their families and friends.”
“Ah.” He pauses. “Well, Lucy, I have to be honest with you. I have absolutely”—he goes on slowly with something like a smile in his voice—“no intention of telling you what it is that I have up my sleeve.”
I release my breath. I’m disappointed, but I can’t help smiling. He’s all but said it, hasn’t he? There will be a spring party.
“I need to go,” he says. “We both have plenty of work to do over the next few weeks, don’t we?”
“We do,” I agree.
Am I delighted by the possibility of a spring party for the residents? Yes.
Does it mean that I think the residents should be kept inside until then? Of course not.
But it’s not my job to make sure the doors to the home are locked.
After all, as Jill keeps reminding me, I was only hired to restore the gardens.






Chapter Seventeen 

Climbing rose: A vigorous, flowering plant with an abundance of large blossoms whose heady, romantic scent stirs new love
I’m working in the woodland garden the next day when I hear low voices. I step through the gap in the wall to see Marjorie’s grandson, Adam, and Vince walking down the ramp, the gate between them. They’re trailed by a slower-moving Marjorie and Cynthia. I’m disappointed to not see Sophie with them. Gully seems disappointed as well—he hurries over and sniffs each of the visitors, tail wagging hopefully, but soon lies down on the path and rests his head sulkily on his paws.
“Hasn’t my Adam done a marvelous job?” Marjorie asks proudly before I can say a word. Adam throws an amused smile over his shoulder at me as he and Vince work together to put the gate back in place.
The gate does look beautiful. I can’t tell if Adam replaced the damaged wood with new planks or if he was able to salvage the old ones, but the gate is now richly stained, all signs of rot erased. The iron hardware is clean and solid-looking, the handle so black that it looks like velvet against the wood. There is nothing that draws attention to the fact that the gate has been repaired, and yet it doesn’t look new, either—he’s managed to keep its aura of age, its patina of history.
“It’s perfect,” I say, but the word isn’t quite right. The gate is much more interesting than perfect.
“It just needed a little encouragement to get it looking like itself again,” Adam says. Gate in place, he steps back and lets his hands fall to his sides.
Marjorie tsks. She’s wearing a bright red cardigan that matches her red eyeglasses, and big round pearls in her tiny ears. Cynthia, despite towering over her friend, practically fades into the background beside her, all beige clothing and pale skin and long, white hair.
“ ‘A little encouragement’?” Marjorie scoffs. “Listen to you, Adam! Who lied and told you it pays to be modest? This gate looks like a million bucks. If I hadn’t already asked you to repair it for free, I’d tell you to charge us up the wazoo for the miracle you’ve worked.”
With the ivy clipped carefully around it, framing it, the gate looks both inviting and intriguing, like it welcomes your curiosity, encourages you to open it and discover what grows beyond it, just as others have been doing for one hundred years.
“I’ve always felt there’s a bit of magic in every garden gate,” I admit, almost without thinking. “I think this one might have more than most.” I feel Adam’s eyes on me, and when I meet his gaze, my cheeks grow warm.
“Oh, I agree,” Marjorie says, nodding.
Vince is peering at his cell phone and frowning. “Yikes,” he says. “Plumbing emergency on the second floor. I’ll be back as quick as I can.”
After Vince has hurried away, Adam nods toward the gate. “It’s my pleasure. It was nice to work on something with such history.”
“Do you know what it reminds me of, Lucy?” Marjorie asks, a sly look in her eyes. “Your work in these gardens. You’re bringing them back to life, restoring them to their former glory but also adding a certain something I’m not convinced was here before. Why, just look at how all of these flowers have affected Adele and Vikram! I thought maybe we’d come out here this morning and find that you’d turned the reflecting pool into the fountain of youth!”
“I’m afraid not,” I say, smiling.
Cynthia seems out of sorts today. There is a weary, confused look in her dark eyes as they move over the garden. “It is beautiful,” she says, and glances warily at Marjorie, as though she is not sure she has said the right thing.
“It is,” Marjorie tells her firmly. There is sadness and fear behind Marjorie’s brave expression as she looks at her friend. “It is absolutely beautiful. That is just the right word.” She turns back to Adam and me. “We’ll leave you both to your work. Cynthia and I are going to take a stroll and see if we stumble upon any of that youth serum that I’m convinced is hidden out here somewhere.”
Adam and I watch them go. Cynthia’s cane thumps rhythmically against the path, her pale scarf floating behind her. Marjorie looks up at her as they walk, chatting to her contentedly despite the fact that Cynthia rarely seems to respond. There are a few other residents out walking in the sunken garden, too, and I wonder whether they’re all searching for an experience like Adele and Vikram’s.
Adam squints up at the home through his glasses. “Hopefully Vince will be back soon to help me take down the next gate.”
“I can help,” I say.
“Okay. If you’re sure you can spare a few minutes.” He looks around. “Which one’s next?”
I point to the gate farther down the wall. We walk over and I hold it steady while Adam begins to remove the lower set of pins from the hinges.
“What do you think we’ll find inside?” he asks.
A decadently romantic fragrance drifts over the wall, cool as silk against my skin.
“Roses,” I say. “Lots and lots of roses.” A beat passes and then I ask, “How’s Sophie?”
“She’s… okay. She wanted to come today.” He hesitates, then adds, “But she had a therapy appointment.”
I nod. I’d like to understand more, but I don’t want to pry.
There’s a beat of quiet and then Adam, keeping his eyes on the gate, says, “You know, I’ve been thinking about what you said the last time I was here. About how you believe that the soul of a person lives on in the garden she cared for.” His soft brown eyes briefly meet mine, and then he looks back toward the hinges again. “I used to feel the same way about the homes I worked in. I sometimes…” He pauses. “Well, I could have sworn that I felt the history of those houses. That the home’s history remained there, held within its walls. And I wonder if that’s a little like what you were saying—like the soul of the home and its inhabitants and its history remain through the decades that it stands. A sort of collective soul of the people who have lived there.” He meets my eyes again. “Does that sound crazy?”
“Not to me,” I say. “It explains how you were able to restore that gate so beautifully.” I sense that there is something about his own words that troubles him. “You said you used to feel that way? But not anymore?”
He runs a hand through his dark hair and sighs. “I haven’t had that feeling in a while. I used to walk into a house and feel… a connection. Maybe something similar to how you feel in a garden. But I haven’t felt that way for months.”
I’m tempted to ask him if something happened that changed his relationship to his work, but just then he’s removed the last hinge pin and we’re lowering the old gate slowly, carefully, down to the path.
The first thing I see is a wash of pink. The scent of roses pours toward me in a steady stream, flooding freely through the opening in the wall. I breathe in the soft, silky fragrance, aware of how it sweeps and swirls around me, mingling with the lavender-and-lemon scent of the sunken garden.
Adam looks at me and raises his eyebrows. “Roses,” he says, impressed.
Ahead of us, repeating arches of wrought-iron trellises form an arbor over a weed-choked flagstone path that leads to a large, ancient-looking stone fountain encircled by a bench. The roses that cover the arches have fewer blossoms than they should, and they are overwhelmed with vines of invasive ivy, but still, they are lovely, blooming in shades of creamy pink that darken, like a deepening blush, as they near the fountain.
As we walk under the long arbor, I look around, taking in the garden’s dramatic beauty and thinking through the work I will need to do to bring it back to health. Sunlight filters through the buds and blossoms, making them seem to glow. Here and there, a rose petal loosens from an overhead vine and drifts to the ground like pink-tinted snow. The heady scent of roses is so thick in the air that it seems like something I can grasp in my hands.
Along the walls, rose vines that had once been trained into a diamond-shaped pattern are now overgrown and shaggy. I’ll start there, I think. Even though I’m studying the wall, it still takes me a moment to realize what I’m seeing.
“Look,” I say, pointing. “Another gate.”
Adam follows my gaze. “It must open into the woodland garden.”
I nod. It makes sense that they would have more than one way in and out, that they’d connect to one another. “There’s probably one connecting the other two gardens, too.”
“So six gates, not four.”
“Maybe this one is in better shape than the others?” I ask, realizing that this job that Adam has volunteered to do out of love for his grandmother might have just grown by fifty percent. We walk over to the gate, and it does look like it has held up better than the others; it’s old, but it’s not covered in damaging ivy.
“After you,” Adam says, gesturing for me to try the handle.
With some coaxing, the gate begins to open. Adam stands beside me, and I take in his fragrance of sawdust and chocolate, that slight hint of green below. Slowly, I push the gate farther, revealing the deep shadows of the woodland garden, and the scents of damp earth and spicy viburnum tumble in to meet the sweetness of the roses.
“Well, it works, but it could use some attention,” Adam says, his palm still resting on the gate. “I can probably just sand it and stain it in place at some point. I don’t think it needs to be done right away.”
“I’m sorry. I feel like you’re being roped into more than you bargained for.”
Adam smiles. “I don’t mind. The work is a nice distraction. I think it’s good for me.”
I wonder what he needs a distraction from—his grief? The lost connection to his work? Sophie’s sadness? Something else?
“Adam?” Vince calls from beyond the wall. “Need a hand carrying this up to your truck?”
“I’ll be right there,” Adam calls back. He looks a little regretful, and I have the feeling that he wouldn’t have minded staying with me a bit longer. He nods toward the gate that separates the woodland and rose gardens. “Should we leave it open or shut?”
I think for a moment.
“Open,” I decide.

Marjorie and Cynthia walk over to join me as Adam is leaving, and I notice with pleasure that Cynthia’s face now has a healthy flush. We stand together, watching as Adam and Vince carry the gate up the ramp.
“Such a good man,” Marjorie says proudly.
“We just discovered another gate in the rose garden,” I tell her, “and he said he’s happy to restore it, too. You definitely won the grandson lotto with that one.”
Marjorie pets Gully. Then she looks up at me and says, “Actually Adam isn’t really my grandson.”
I tilt my head. “He’s not?”
“I think of him like a grandson, but we’re not related by blood. He was married to my granddaughter, Beth. She died in a car accident two years ago. Little Sophie was in the car with her. Terrible, just terrible.” Marjorie takes a deep breath. “It’s an absolute miracle that Sophie survived, that she’s here with us today.”
My body feels heavy with sadness. I’d suspected that Adam’s wife had died, but I had not known that Sophie was with her when it happened. It’s no wonder the little girl is troubled.
“I’m so sorry,” I say. “For all of you. I had no idea.”
“How could you know?” Marjorie asks. “Adam isn’t exactly a chatterbox, and Sophie—well, she doesn’t say much of anything these days, does she? I’d love to say I’ve taken Adam under my wing and watched over him, but really the opposite is true. Do you know he calls me every morning? Every single morning. Just to say hello. My daughter, Joanne—Beth’s mother—lives on the East Coast, and I don’t see her nearly as often as I’d like. Adam has… well, he’s adopted me—there’s no other way to put it, really—and I don’t think I’ve ever received a greater gift in my entire life than that.” She takes another deep breath, and I see Cynthia’s arm tighten around hers. Marjorie smiles sadly at her friend.
“Cynthia has heard me go on and on about all of this for a long time now,” she says. “Beth was my only grandchild. Until Adam, that is. She was a lovely girl. Whip-smart and practical and a fantastic mother. She and Adam had a great love. But it’s been two years, and I hate to see how sad the two of them—Adam and Sophie—remain. I don’t expect them to just move on and leave their memories of my darling Beth in the dust, but my goodness, they have a lot of life left ahead of them! What a waste it would be if they spent even one more day stuck in the past.”
I’m not at all sure what to say to this. There’s not a day that goes by without me thinking of my mother, wishing she were still here. It’s not so easy to let go, when what you really want is for the past to remain in the present, to remain secure within your heart. I think of the wedding ring that I noticed Adam wearing. If I had a piece of jewelry that symbolized the love I felt for my mother, I would wear it forever.
I think of the pain I’d seen in Sophie’s eyes and realize why the little girl looked so familiar to me. I was looking at a girl who had lost her mom suddenly. A girl who had not had the chance to say goodbye. A girl a lot like the one I see when I look in the mirror.
“Anyway,” Marjorie goes on, reaching out to give my hand a robust squeeze. “I’ll admit it wasn’t entirely for the benefit of the home that I volunteered Adam for the restoration job. He seems to be in a rut with his work, and could stand to shake his life up a bit and do something outside his usual routine. I know he thinks I’m too pushy, but I can’t help wanting to help the people I love.” She shrugs, her eyes twinkling as she puffs out her chest and lifts her chin. “I’m pushy because I care.”
“You should definitely embroider that on a pillow,” I tell her, smiling.
Marjorie throws her head back and laughs. “I should! It would look great in my apartment. Oh, I like you, Lucy.” She turns to Cynthia and nods. “You were right, as usual.” Then she leans close to me. “Cynthia had a good feeling about you from the moment she laid eyes on you.”
I look at Cynthia. “You did?”
Cynthia is still for a moment, her eyes thoughtful on mine, and then she nods. “Yes,” she says.
“She’s our resident vibe reader,” Marjorie explains. “Vibes aren’t my thing, but it’s hard to argue when the woman is always right. Almost everyone at the home has gotten Cynthia’s stamp of approval one way or another. Even the ones who shouldn’t,” she adds, shooting Cynthia a meaningful look.
“Do you mean Mr. Fitz?” I ask, remembering how rude he was to Marjorie on my first day at the home.
She looks at me, surprised, then nods. “I have been nothing but kind to that man, but he’s just mean all the way through.”
I think of the way Fitz’s expression becomes soft and very nearly loving when he sees Gully. He might be mean on the surface, but I don’t believe he’s mean all the way through.
“It’s no big shock that he never has any visitors,” Marjorie continues huffily. “He can’t stand people! Any and all people!”
“He never has visitors?”
Marjorie looks at me. “Oh boy. You want to befriend him, don’t you? Just be careful, dear. There were all sorts of rumors about Fitz’s past when he first came to live here. Dark rumors,” she says mysteriously, but then presses her lips together like she wouldn’t dream of gossiping.
I think of that crackle of darkness I heard in his voice when he spoke of his wife, Millie. It’s hard to imagine Fitz in his current, somewhat frail state being someone capable of actual violence. But I know that he was once a different version of the man that I’ve met here at the home, just as quiet Cynthia was once someone Jill described as “mischievous,” and Adele was once a young woman on her honeymoon in France, and Vikram was a famous chef, and Marjorie… well, Marjorie might still be exactly who she’s always been. Tiny, strong, spirited Marjorie.
“Anyway, how did we get onto the subject of Fitz?” she asks, pulling a face. “Let’s talk more about my very handsome and available grandson.”

On my way home that afternoon, I stop at Corde’s Hardware. It’s an old-fashioned shop that carries everything from electric drills to bubble gum, and I follow the scent of potting soil straight back to the gardening aisle, Gully on my heels. How many afternoons did I pass here as a kid, spending my hard-earned chore money on bamboo plant stakes, seeds, and spades?
Roberta Corde, who has run the store for as long as I can remember, awaits me at the counter. She’s a brusque, no-nonsense lady around my dad’s age who has always treated me and my interests seriously, even when I was a little girl spending far too long deciding between the merits of two trowels. Her son Logan was a few years ahead of me in high school. I wonder if he’ll run the place once Roberta retires.
“Hey there, Lucy. I heard you were back in town. It’s good to see you.” She looks down at the assortment of biodegradable nursery pots I’ve set on the counter. “What’s all this for?”
As she digs into a jar of dog treats and tosses one to Gully, I explain that I’m working in the gardens of the Oceanview Home. “I need to thin out some of the overgrown plants, but I can’t bear to throw them away,” I tell her. “I’ll pot them until I figure out what to do with them.”
Roberta flashes a rare smile. “You’re just like your dad. He’s never one to throw anything away, either, is he? A repair-instead-of-replace guy. He’s always in here picking up something to help him with some project at home.”
“Has he been in lately?” I ask, hoping that maybe he’s been driving into town while I’m at work.
But Roberta thinks for a moment and then shakes her head. “I guess not, now that you mention it. He was on a roll there a while back. Keeping himself busy, I suppose.” She gives me a knowing, sympathetic look. “I’m sure he just has everything he needs now.”
I nod, thinking of how his tools have taken over the pantry. He certainly hasn’t run out of supplies, but he does seem to be running out of projects.
“Say,” Roberta says as she rings me up. “Do you keep in touch with Jack Harris? I know Logan did for a while, but I’m not sure he does anymore.”
I scoop up the pots from the counter so quickly that one drops to the floor, making a loud rattle that seems to echo my heart. I crouch down to pick it up, grateful to have a moment to collect myself. In all the towns I’ve lived in over the last ten years, no one has ever asked me about Jack. Of course they haven’t; no one knew him. But here in Bantom Bay, I wonder if anyone will ever look at me without thinking of him, if I’ll ever be able to walk into a shop without feeling like I’m keeping a terrible secret.
Gully presses his cold, wet nose to my cheek, and I stroke his head, then straighten. “No,” I tell Roberta quietly. In my head, I hear Jack shouting at me to stay away from him. I see the anger burning in his eyes, the way he ignored me in the halls in the week before his accident. “No, we’re not in touch.”






Chapter Eighteen 

Lily of the valley: A woodland flowering plant with an arching stem and bell-shaped white flowers whose bright, lemony scent heralds a return to happiness
Every day, when I arrive at the home, I steel myself for the possibility that Donovan has finally managed to have the lock on the doors to the terrace fixed. Today, once again, I’m relieved when the doors whoosh right open at my approach. Before I step outside, Vince and Mario, the aide who accompanied Adele into the garden last week, appear from around the far corner of the sunroom. They carry a wrought-iron table between them.
“Morning, Lucy,” Mario calls.
I follow the men outside and see that three more tables are already in place on the terrace, each surrounded by chairs with pretty blue cushions trimmed in white.
“Isn’t it great?” Mario asks when he notices me staring. “Jill asked us to get all of this furniture cleaned up and out of storage. It’s going to be a big hit.”
I really can’t imagine that Donovan somehow changed his mind about the lock, let alone that he has agreed to these tables being placed outside. I suspect Jill made this decision all on her own. But why?
As I stand there trying to piece together this puzzle of ill-fitting pieces, two residents pushing walkers step outside. Eva, the aide I met on my first day, follows them, carrying a tray with glasses of juice and a plate of morning buns and fruit, and smiles when she sees me. I watch as she helps the residents settle into seats at one of the tables. The women wave hello to me and then clink their glasses together and begin to discuss the loveliness of the morning, how the mist that drifts sleepily over the flowers gives everything the feeling of a dream. Gully meanders to their table and grants them a few minutes to fuss over him before we head down to the gardens.

That afternoon, I’m wrenching free a mound of ivy from a bench that lines the path of the woodland garden when I hear a rustle and a grunt and then mild swearing coming from somewhere behind me. I turn to see a tall—a very tall—man in a pale gray fedora rising slowly from the path, dusting off his knees.
I straighten and hurry toward him. “Are you okay?” I call.
His head swings in my direction and his eyes, behind round black glasses, widen. He immediately pulls the hat from his head and presses it to his enormous chest. “Oh, pardon my language. I thought I was alone.” He is surprisingly soft-spoken for someone with such looming height. “Lucy, isn’t it?” He looks over at Gully. “And the famous Gully.”
“Yes, hello. Are you sure you’re all right?” I hate to think of what Donovan would say if he heard that a resident had had even a minor tumble outside.
“I’m fine, really,” the man says. He holds out his hand and I pull off my glove to shake it. My hand feels tiny in his, and I have the sense that he’s careful not to squeeze too hard. “Louis Crane,” he says. “Pleased to meet you.”
I have to tilt my head all the way back to smile up at him. “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Crane.”
“Oh, just Louis, please.”
I nod. “Are you enjoying your walk?”
“Very much,” he says in that surprisingly soft voice. “It’s a nice change of pace to be out on my own for a bit.”
“I can understand that. I won’t keep you.”
“No, no. It’s good for me to stop for a moment. Apparently I was so lost in my thoughts that I didn’t see the path ahead of me.” He shakes his head, chuckling, but his laughter is hollow. “Would you believe I used to be an athlete? I’m not so nimble anymore.”
“Oh, I believe it,” I say. “I imagine it must be hard to see the path from all the way up there. What was your sport?”
Louis gives me a surprised look. “You can’t guess?”
“Basketball?” I venture, though it might have just as easily been football. He’s tall, but broad, too.
Louis nods. “I played with the San Francisco Warriors. That’s what they were called back then. I was with them from 1963 to 1967.” He looks out over the flowers then and says, “Four short years, fifty-some years ago, and yet here I am in a walled garden by the sea, still talking about basketball.”
“It must have been a very exciting time in your life,” I say.
“It was. And it wasn’t really just those four years,” he concedes thoughtfully. “I spent most of my life in the world of basketball. I coached after I stopped playing. Basketball is what I’ll be remembered for.”
And yet… He doesn’t say these words but I hear them. Basketball is what I’ll be remembered for, and yet…
“Is there something you’d rather be remembered for?” I ask.
He looks down, and his expression becomes sad, almost confused. “I was someone before basketball….” he says quietly.
When I see the confusion in Louis’s eyes, I can’t help wanting to ease some of his pain. I sense him searching, combing over his past in his mind, looking for the piece of himself that he has lost.
I look away, swallowing. Even though the flowers I’ve cared for have lifted Adele and Vikram’s spirits, my mind catches on thoughts of Jack. I wish I could understand what went so wrong with the scent of my flowers that day. How can I make sure that nothing like it ever happens again?
When I breathe in, the soft, green, springlike scent of lily of the valley fills my lungs. It’s a happy scent, a youthful scent, a scent so fizzy with hope that my nostrils tingle as the fragrance travels through me. I sense the connection, golden and timeless, that shimmers between Louis and the flowers, and I can’t stop myself from moving toward him, touching his arm.
“Lily of the valley,” I tell him quietly. “Those are your flowers. Do you smell them? Here, I’ll help you.” I take him by the elbow and he walks along with me so easily, so willingly, that I wonder if this is why he is here. Has he talked to Adele, to Vikram? Has he heard about the flowers… and the memories their scents stir?
The lilies of the valley are very low to the ground, their tiny white blossoms like rows of perfect bells. I kneel on the path beside the flowers and look up at Louis. I hold out my hand. After a moment of hesitation, he takes it. Holding on to me tightly, he bends his giant body as low as he can to the small flowers and closes his eyes. He breathes in the bright, happy scent.
A few moments quietly pass.
“The field behind my elementary school,” Louis whispers dreamily then. He slowly opens his eyes and straightens. He looks down at the little flowers, his gaze not quite in focus.
“In the spring, the field was full of those same little white flower bells,” he says in wonder. “Ms. Reilly, our art teacher, took us out there every day. We’d draw the flowers… press them into little books… paint them. Ms. Reilly was a photographer. That’s what she always told us at the start of every year. ‘I’m Ms. Reilly. I’m a photographer,’ she’d say. ‘And between the hours of eight and two, I’m also your art teacher.’ ” Louis chuckles wistfully. “She was funny.” He shakes his head. “I haven’t thought about her in years. Decades.”
He looks at me, his expression a mix of wonder and joy. “But I… I just saw her! I was with Ms. Reilly. It was the last day of the school year. She brought in her camera from home that day, and she let me use it. It was because I always took her class seriously,” he says slowly, like he’s just realizing this now. “A lot of the other kids thought going outside meant goofing around, but I knew why Ms. Reilly brought us to that field. She brought us out there to look at the natural world through the eyes of an artist, and that’s what I did.
“I felt so special holding her camera that day. Looking through it, seeing the field in a new way, choosing how to capture what I saw, what to frame, how to frame it, how to tell the story. I was tall even then, and I felt like I stuck out everywhere, like I never quite fit in. I felt like I always had to be moving, like I had to prove to everyone what I could do with my size. To justify it, somehow. But with that camera in my hands that afternoon in that field, I felt… I felt like I could be still. Grounded. I felt”—he thinks for a moment—“at peace.” He spreads a large hand over his heart. “I feel that peace now. I remember it.”
He shakes his head, smiling. “I’d forgotten all about that day.” He blinks down at me. “Lucy, you magician. How did you know those flowers would mean something to me?”
“I just had a feeling,” I say, because it’s the truth. I couldn’t explain it any better if I tried. The scent of the lilies slowly recedes, like a tide going back to sea. I peer up at Louis.
“Louis,” I say. “Do you have a phone?”
His brow creases. “A cell phone? No. My granddaughter keeps telling me to get one. I have a phone in my apartment, of course. Do you need to call someone?”
I shake my head. I pull out my phone and show him how to take photographs with it. “This isn’t anywhere near as great as a real camera,” I tell him. “But it’s a start. Do you want to walk around with it for a bit? I’ll be right here all afternoon. You can come find me and return it when you’re done.”
For a few moments, he stares at the phone that I’ve placed in his large hand. Then he looks down at me and smiles shyly. “You know what? Why not? I think I’ll give it a try. Thank you.”
“Just promise me one thing,” I call to him as he walks away. “No walking and snapping photos, please! One or the other. Stop your feet before you lift up the camera.”
He chuckles softly and waves a giant hand over his shoulder. “No walking and snapping,” he calls back to me. “I promise!”

As I walk up the steps to the terrace at the end of the day, I’m still glowing from seeing the bashful pride in Louis’s face when he returned my phone to me and showed me the beautiful photographs he’d taken—photographs of quiet corners in the gardens, flowers spilling over paths, streams of light falling like ribbons through the lemon trees. To my surprise, when I reach the terrace, I find Jill sitting alone at one of the tables. She’s wearing large black sunglasses that cover much of her face, but even so I can tell that she is lost in thought and doesn’t notice me. I’m debating whether or not to interrupt her to thank her for having the tables moved outside when Gully makes my decision for me and heads unhesitatingly straight for her.
Her face breaks into a smile at the sight of him, but when she pushes her sunglasses up into her hair, I’m startled to see that her eyes are red-rimmed. Has she been crying?
“Gully,” she says, taking his big face in her hands and looking deep into his eyes, “have you been a good boy today? Of course you have. What a silly question.”
Gully’s entire body shimmies in response. Jill looks over at me and nods. When her smile doesn’t entirely disappear at the sight of me, I walk toward her.
“The tables are wonderful,” I say, then hesitate. “I was worried that Donovan was going to insist you have that door lock fixed.”
With a quick motion, Jill lowers her sunglasses back down over her eyes and turns her face toward the view. “He did insist,” she says flatly. “Many, many times.”
“Oh.” I put my hands on the back of the chair across from hers and squeeze the wrought iron. “Well, I’m glad you didn’t listen to him. The residents have really been enjoying the gardens.”
“I’m aware of that,” Jill says coolly. “I’m aware of everything that happens here. That’s my job. I know that Marjorie and Cynthia walk outside every day, and took their lunch out here on the terrace today. I know that Fitz has been emerging from his apartment and visiting your dog—or you. Both of you, I suppose. I know that Vikram and Adele have been baking a ridiculous amount of pastries and desserts, thanks to some sort of epiphany they had among the flowers with you. And I know that just this afternoon, Louis wandered the grounds for several unaccompanied hours, taking photographs outside with your cell phone.” She turns at last to face me, her expression unreadable. “And all of this, despite the fact that I specifically asked you not to interact with the residents.”
I open my mouth to respond and then close it again. I can’t tell how she feels about any of this—is she upset? Happy? No, she’s definitely not happy. But I don’t think she’s upset, either. Her face behind those huge dark glasses seems impassive.
“I think spending time outside has been good for them,” I say carefully.
She studies me for a moment before responding. “Donovan is concerned about their safety. The gardens are a liability.”
“But he’s having me restore them! What did he expect to happen when the paths became clear for walking again?”
One of Jill’s perfect eyebrows arches over the rim of her glasses. “What did he expect? Well, for one thing, he expected that I would have asked Vince to fix that lock by now so that the residents wouldn’t be able to walk outside whenever they wanted.”
“But you haven’t. And now you’ve moved tables and chairs out here to make it even more inviting.”
I still can’t see Jill’s eyes, but I swear I see a little smile tugging at the corner of her lips. She turns away from me and looks out at the horizon. Eventually she sighs and says, “You might as well sit down.”
So I do. I sit and pet Gully until he grows tired of standing and stretches out on the terrace by my feet.
“It’s nice that you care so much about the people who live here,” Jill says slowly, as though it pains her to say it. “And the flowers are looking beautiful.” She turns to me. “I think—I think I won’t discourage you from interacting with the residents anymore.”
“Okay,” I say, surprised. We sit in silence for a moment. Then I ask the question that I realize has been flickering within my thoughts for days. “Once my contract is up,” I ask, “is there a plan to hire a permanent gardener?”
Jill’s face falls. She turns to face the view again and murmurs, “I can’t say.”
I squint at her. “You can’t say?”
“I can’t say.”
“Well, okay, but someone is going to need to take care of the gardens. It wouldn’t make any sense for Donovan to let them grow wild again as soon as I leave. He must intend to hire someone for the job.”
Jill sighs. “Let me guess, Lucy. You’d like it to be you.”
“I don’t know. Maybe?” My admission surprises me. “I mean, no. I don’t think so. I’m just curious.”
“Good,” Jill says, her face stony. “I wouldn’t want you to get your hopes up.”
I stare at her. “What does that mean?”
Jill suddenly leans toward me, jabbing her sunglasses up into her hair so that I have a full view of her bloodshot, watery eyes. “It means don’t get your hopes up!” she says, practically shouting. She glances over her shoulder and then turns back to me.
“I’m sorry, Lucy,” she says, dropping her voice to an urgent whisper. “I’m sorry. It’s just that there is no job. There aren’t any jobs! There isn’t even going to be an Oceanview Home.”
“Jill,” I say, my chest suddenly tight. “What are you talking about? What is going on?”
She studies me for a minute. Then she leans toward me.
“Donovan,” she says, “is selling the home.”
My heart plummets. “What? No. He can’t.”
“He can and he is. The cost of running the home is astronomical, and apparently his father made every bad financial decision he could possibly make before his death. And either way, Donovan doesn’t even believe that the home should be a residence for seniors anymore. The liability of an old building, the sprawling grounds—he’ll go on and on with his reasons if you let him.” She draws in a deep, steadying breath. “A development group is purchasing the estate and turning it into a luxury golf resort—”
“A golf resort?” I repeat loudly.
“Shh!” Jill snaps. Then her shoulders sag. “Actually what do I care if everyone knows? I’m tired of keeping that man’s secret.”
I feel as though the wind has been knocked out of me. “But what about everyone who lives here? I thought Donovan was sprucing everything up for a spring party, the kind that Marjorie says they used to have here every year.”
Jill chokes out a laugh. “A spring party? Is that what he told you?”
Of course he didn’t tell me that. What he did tell me was that he was adept at streamlining businesses, laying people off, and finding ways to make companies profitable. How had I ever convinced myself that he was going to throw a party here? That a party could possibly be what a man like Donovan Pike had his sights set on?
“No. I guess I just hoped…” I trail off, too embarrassed to list everything for which I’d hoped—that the home would grow ever more cheerful, that there would be a spring party, and, apparently, that I might possibly, maybe, stay on as the home’s gardener on a permanent basis.
Jill looks as though she feels sorry for me. “I know, Lucy,” she says. “Believe me, I know. I’ve fought Donovan tooth and nail on this, and he hates me for it. If it wouldn’t make things at the home deteriorate even further, he would have fired me months ago.”
I think about the tension that sparks between them, the way she seems to seethe with resentment whenever he is mentioned. I wondered if there were romantic feelings involved, but this is so much more complicated, so much worse.
“The home and the gardens will become a luxury boutique hotel, but it’s the ocean view that the developers want, more than anything,” Jill says, sounding exhausted, all emotion wrung from her voice. “Well, the views and the ocean-side acreage beyond the walls. They have some fancy golf course designer lined up for the project. Donovan is sure it will be the next Pebble Beach.”
I can’t stop thinking of the residents—Fitz first, inexplicably, and then Marjorie and Cynthia and Adele and Vikram and Louis and everyone else. And everyone who works at the home—Jill and Mario and Isobel and Eva and Noreen and Vince. What will happen to them all?
“And everyone who lives here…?” I ask.
Jill sighs. “They’ll be given notice in enough time to make other arrangements. Donovan has promised that much. But the truth is that there is nowhere around here that compares to the Oceanview Home. That’s a massive understatement, of course. There’s nowhere like this anywhere, and some of the residents have paid relatively little to live here, just as Agatha Pike wanted all those years ago.” Her shoulders slump. “That sliding scale is just one of the reasons that Donovan feels he’s been pushed into a corner and must close the home.”
Something snags in my thoughts. “Didn’t you say that Agatha Pike had a clause in her will about the home always remaining a place for seniors?”
Jill shakes her head. “She requested that her friends be permitted to go on living here, but all of her contemporaries died long ago. It was her son and grandson who decided the property should continue on as a home for seniors. Donovan’s the owner now, and he can do with it what he pleases.”
“But can someone really just swoop in and tear this all down to make way for a golf course? Doesn’t the home have historical significance?” I hear the desperate pitch of my voice.
“I suppose that’s the one small bit of good news,” Jill says. “The exterior of the home and the walled gardens will remain as they are. Updates will be made to the home’s interior to justify charging one thousand dollars per night, but otherwise the changes will mostly happen beyond the walls, in the meadows and woods around the home, and between the home and the ocean. That’s where the golf course will go. The gardens, you’ll be happy to know, will stay. That’s why Donovan hired you. He understands just how special they are. Restoring them will drive up the price of the estate, and help the developers see what a uniquely attractive property this is. It will make,” she says, her voice dripping with bitterness, “an extraordinary hotel.”
I lean toward her. “If they haven’t agreed on a price, it’s not over. There’s a chance of stopping the sale.”
Jill smiles sadly. “It’s as good as done, Lucy. I’m working hard to make my peace with it, and I’m sorry to say that you should, too. The developer has made his intentions clear. It’s only Donovan holding up the deal, waiting until the grounds are in order in the hope of squeezing a bit more money out of them. He’s very savvy, I’ll give him that. He knows exactly what he’s doing. Everything will be finalized on the first of May. That’s when Donovan and the developers and I imagine an entire herd of lawyers will descend on the property.”
I look into the sunken garden, heartbroken for this place and these people I have somehow fallen in love with in such a short amount of time. The reflecting pool shines golden with the setting sun. How could anyone look out at this view and not feel moved, not feel some of that beauty weave its way through them, spreading its light? It’s bittersweet to know that these gardens will remain. I’m glad for this, of course… but it’s hard to imagine that future hotel guests are going to appreciate, to need, them the way that the home’s residents do.
“I can’t believe everyone will have to leave,” I say.
“I did try to warn you, Lucy,” Jill responds quietly.
I remember how she warned me not to be taken in by Donovan’s charm, and told me not to interact with the residents. I hadn’t realized that she was trying to protect me, to keep my emotions from getting involved. I hadn’t had any idea why she loathed Donovan the way that she so clearly did. Now I understand completely. I’d thought that, at his core, Donovan was a good person—but I can’t fathom how he could do this to the residents, to his employees, to everyone who makes this place so special.
“How can you stand to keep working here, knowing what is just around the corner?” I ask. A part of me wants to march straight out on principle, to not give Donovan another minute of my help now that I know what it is that I’m really helping him do.
“I concentrate on what is in my control,” Jill says. “Right now, the lock on those doors is under my control.” She waves her hands around the terrace. “These tables? My control. And the gardens?” She points at me. “Your control.” She leans back and crosses her arms. “I plan to give everyone here the best care—the best life—that I possibly can for as long as I possibly can.”
“So that’s why you haven’t had the lock fixed,” I say. “You want the residents to come outside.”
Jill’s lips twist into a small, mischievous smile. “They should enjoy every part of living here while they can. And when they learn about the home’s sale, I will do everything I can to help find them new homes.”
“And in the meantime,” I say miserably, “I’m just supposed to keep working as though it’s all for them?”
Jill looks at me in surprise. “Oh, Lucy, what you’re doing is for them. I see that now. I’ve been so angry at Donovan for what he is doing, and for hiring you only to prepare the grounds to be sold. I took it out on you when of course you didn’t know a thing about his real plans. I haven’t been at all welcoming to you, or particularly kind. I’m sorry. My anger was completely misplaced.
“You must try to remember,” she goes on, “that what you are doing for the residents is remarkable, and nothing Donovan is planning can take away from that. You could have come here with your head down, your eyes only on the task at hand, but instead you’ve fast become a part of this place, sharing your gorgeous flowers and your big, happy dog with everyone. The time the residents are spending with you in the gardens is changing them, one by one. Adele, Vikram… even Mr. Fitz is leaving his rooms willingly.”
I nod, but my heart is heavy. My shoulders slump with the weight of worry and doubt. Because, really, is giving the residents hope, is helping them find joy in this beautiful place where they live, in their newfound friendships and rekindled community, really such a good thing to do… when I know that soon they’ll have to leave every bit of it behind?

“What’s wrong?” my father asks, looking up from his spot on the couch when I step through the door that evening.
I tell him that the home is closing, that I’ve been hired not to restore the grounds for the residents, but for the sale. “The residents are all losing their home,” I say. “Some have lived there for more than a decade.” I’m barely able to say the words; they catch in my chest, my throat. I’m heartbroken by the news, but I’m also angry at myself. I should have seen through Donovan’s smooth performance—I should have understood his scent of blackberry brambles and hidden thorns for what it was. I thought I was a better judge of character.
My father has closed the book on his lap. He watches me sadly. “I’m sorry.”
I sit beside him. The silence of the home, the absence of my mother’s scent, presses in uncomfortably around us.
“Do you think Mom knew?” I ask. “Do you think she wanted to try to save the home and that’s why she was planning to go there?”
My father’s brow furrows. “How would she do that?”
“With a painting. A painting that could convince the owner to change his mind.” Even as I say these words, I know in my core they are not true. My mother was too cautious with her gift to use it in this way. In all my life, I had never known her to use her gift to do anything more than nudge her students to be more confident artists. She had made her magic small, just as I have done for the last ten years, giving people beautiful gardens but never forgotten memories. I know why I shied away from my magic… but why had my mother shied away from hers?
“No,” my father says, his expression taking on the sad, faraway look I’ve come to know well. The one that gives me the disquieting feeling that he is fading away. “No, your mother wouldn’t have done that.”
It’s only later, as I’m lying in bed that night unable to sleep, that it occurs to me that my father did not, for once, merely indulge talk of my mother’s gift—he acknowledged it. He agreed that she would not have used her gift to help the home stay open.
I have the unsettling thought that my father might know more than he is saying, that he knows the root of the regret that I always sensed haunted my mother.
Does he know the reason why she never did more with her gift?






Chapter Nineteen 

FITZ
Fitz takes one glance around the dining room and freezes right there in the door frame, hands tightening around his walker. Things have been getting out of hand for days, and he has done his best to ignore this new world order. But now—with every table filled with people merrily jabbering on at each other, bits of pastry stuck in every wrinkle of their faces—the circus has become impossible to avoid.
And there, of course, is Marjorie Swenson, right in the middle of everything, her voice somehow even louder than it is when it’s jackhammering through the walls of Fitz’s apartment. She clearly thinks the dining room is wonderfully festive, with the music blasting and the curtains flung open, and the thick scent of sugar and dough settling on everything like volcanic ash. Fitz thinks it’s a nightmare. Whatever happened to a bit of peace in the morning? A quiet think over a coffee and the paper?
No, he thinks, looking around the room. His lips plunge into a scowl. Absolutely not.
“Mr. Fitz?”
The voice calls to him as he makes his escape down the hall toward the sunroom. He stops, releases a deep, long-suffering sigh, and turns. There is Isobel, poking her head out from the dining room, her expression carefully washed of any good cheer.
“What can I get you?” she asks in that brusque way of hers.
Fitz waves her off. “Not hungry. I saw those new tables on the terrace from my apartment. I’m going out there for some quiet.”
Isobel nods. “I’ll bring something out to you.”
Fitz opens his mouth to argue, but just then laughter spills from the dining room. The laughter strikes him as youthful… so very youthful… almost callously so. It pierces him in a way that he can’t explain. He blinks and waves his hand again, vaguely now, his anger deflated.
“Fine,” he grumbles, and turns away.
Outside, the morning air is cool and damp. Fog clings to the ground, making the terrace feel otherworldly, like its own little island floating in a sea of gray. The sounds from the dining room are muffled out here; he hears them as though through cotton. Someone has placed games on a few of the tables—he spots chess and checkers and dominoes—and draped woolen blankets over the backs of the chairs.
Fitz sits down and, after checking with his dignity, pulls one those blankets over his knees. He looks out at the garden, the lemon trees and reflecting pool all draped with that veil of mist. If Lucy and her dog are down there somewhere, he can’t see them.
But there’s that laughter again. Is it real? he wonders. Or is he imagining it?
Roiling, throaty laughter.
That laughter had chased him through his entire doomed marriage, spilling out from Millie’s big, lipsticked smile. In restaurants, in the lobbies of movie theaters, at the bar of the jazz club she liked to drag him to, men smiled at Millie and she always, always smiled back. She would place her hand on Fitz’s arm and throw her head back and laugh, though he had said nothing at all. A fire of anger and humiliation would ignite within him at the sound, burning him from head to toe.
This was what happened on the nights that he was with her—who knew what Millie did during the nights she slipped out of the door without a word to him? She could not stand to stay home; he’d learned that she loathed quiet the way others feared death.
When he confronted her about what she did when she went out, she feigned innocence. She was a good actress, and it took Fitz some time to learn her tricks. Once he did, she dropped them, and showed him exactly who she was.
In the end, though, he supposed he had shown her exactly who he was, too.
There was a time when he’d hoped that motherhood might soften his wife and turn her, if not domestic, then at least… softer. His naiveté makes him shudder now. After the baby, she found more excuses to leave the house than ever before.
The constant humiliations pecked at Fitz’s heart, leaving holes that would never heal.
It was during those years that he began to feel as though he were made entirely of anger—anger that he directed as much at himself as at Millie. Why had he been such a fool as to marry her? He’d been fine alone. Why had he linked himself with someone who was perpetually looking away from him, wondering what else—or who else—she might be able to take for herself? Why had he fallen victim to the same curse that haunted all the men in his family, that curse that made them crash so blindly into love when they were so careful in every other part of their lives?
On what would prove to be the second worst day of Fitz’s life, the head of his brokerage firm’s New York office came to town. A big dinner was planned, and all of the men were meant to bring their wives.
“It’s at Buona Notte,” Fitz told Millie. “Seven o’clock.”
Millie’s brown eyes lit up. Buona Notte had opened only a few weeks earlier, and everyone was talking about it.
“Nadine saw Joe DiMaggio there last week,” she said breathlessly.
There was a naked hunger in her expression that made Fitz’s mouth go sour. A wave of foreboding washed over him. He wished, fervently, that the wives had not been included in the dinner.
Later, Millie called him at his office and informed him that she’d made a late appointment at the hairdresser and would meet him at the restaurant. Everyone had been seated at the table for twenty minutes when she finally arrived. The light gathered around her in the doorway, and all eyes were drawn to her. She wore a dress Fitz had never seen—red satin, sleeveless, belted tight around her waist, and cut low in a heart over her breasts.
Beside Fitz, there was an empty seat reserved for Millie, and beside that empty seat sat Bruce Leonard, the head of the New York office. Bruce’s own wife was on his other side, but her presence didn’t stop him from letting out a low, appreciative whistle at the sight of Millie. When Millie walked toward the table, her hips strained the red satin of her dress and Bruce’s wolfish smile grew.
“This dinner is looking up,” Bruce said, pulling out her chair. When she sat, he leaned across her, his shoulder a knife’s width from her breasts. “Some guys have all the luck,” he said to Fitz, which might have been a compliment but Fitz could see in his cold expression it was not.
Millie was in top form. She threw back her head and let loose her raucous laugh at everything Bruce said, her smile so bright it made Fitz flinch. She was the star of the table, and let the conversation revolve around her, turning her head from one man to the next but reserving her most charming witticisms for Bruce. Fitz felt a stab of pity for the man’s wife. When he put his hand on Millie’s leg to remind her of his presence, she pushed him away, raising her pretty fingers at the same moment to signal to the waiter that she wanted another drink.
“These San Francisco waiters are sleepwalkers compared to the ones in New York,” Fitz heard Bruce say, his voice slick. “Why don’t we skip the middleman and get you that drink at the bar?”
And then they were gone.
Bruce’s wife excused herself to use the restroom. Fitz, face burning, was left alone with the men he worked with and their wives. Each and every person at the table avoided his gaze.
Later that night, once he and Millie were home, Fitz’s anger boiled over.
“What were you thinking?” he hollered. “That man is my boss. You made a fool of me in front of everyone I work with!”
Millie never missed an opportunity to match his fury with her own. Her charm, so sparkling all night, fell away like a mask. “I did you a favor!” she hissed. “He’ll want to have dinner with us again now. You wait and see!”
“A favor?” Fitz was flabbergasted. “You will go to any length to justify yourself, won’t you?”
Millie’s cheeks flared red. “And you will go to any length to remain an utter stick-in-the-mud! Flirt with other girls, Fitz! Have a little fun for once! See if I care.”
Fitz sank onto the bed as though she’d shoved him. He hung his head in his hands.
“Other girls?” he said quietly. “Millie, there’s only you for me.”
This knowledge left him feeling raw. The martinis he’d had at dinner turned in his veins, making him sick. He was a hopeless, blind fool. Love had made him this way, love that had turned into something else so quickly—a stunned neediness, a soft belly so easily poked. How was this who he had become?
He looked up when he realized she’d pulled her suitcase from the closet and was throwing things into it.
“Millie w-wait—” he stammered, standing unsteadily.
She clicked the suitcase shut and whirled to face him, the case swinging in her hand. “I may not be who you thought I was when you married me, but let me tell you something, Mr. High Horse, you’re not who I thought you were, either! I thought I was marrying a strong man, a man who wanted to go places. But you’re weak, Fitz. You know that? You couldn’t hold me down if you tried with all your measly might.”
Fitz scrambled to follow her as she strode from the room. “Where are you going?” he demanded. “Millie! Where are you going?”
She said nothing. Everywhere Fitz looked, he saw the crimson red of her satin dress. The scent of her perfume stung his eyes. How could she? he thought. How could she do this? “Millie, you can’t just leave—”
He reached out and grabbed her wrist. She spun around, twin tornados of fury in her eyes. He felt her pulse in her delicate wrist beating against his palm.
It is torture, Fitz thought, his mind churning wildly, red bleeding into his vision, to love like this. A terrible roar rose in his ears, and through it he heard his wife say, in a low, taunting voice:
“Is that all you’ve got?”

When the doors of the home whoosh open, Fitz sucks in his breath, startled… and then relieved. He puts a hand to his chest and feels his heartbeat thrashing like a caged animal.
Why, oh why, can he not seem to stop thinking of Millie? He’s been alone for thirty years!
Is that not penance enough for what he did?
“I brought you a slice of lemon bread, freshly baked by Adele and Vikram,” Isobel says, setting a plate, a fork, and a cup of coffee—black, just as Fitz likes it—on the table in front of him.
“Thank you.” Something in his voice must reveal the sincerity of his gratitude at being pulled back to the present, because Isobel tilts her head and studies him.
“Would you like company?”
“No,” he replies immediately. He surprises himself by feeling a little bad then. He doesn’t want to hurt the girl’s feelings. But that’s ridiculous, he reminds himself. She’s only asking because she’s competent at her job.
Still, he’s relieved when she shrugs. “Good,” she says. “I’m busy.” Then she winks and smiles, straightens the blanket on his knees before he can stop her, and abruptly turns to walk back inside.

The lemon bread is actually very good. He eats half of it before setting his fork down and turning his attention to the coffee. Behind him, the sun is spilling over the roof of the home and pouring down over the flowers, burning the mist away. There’s still no sign of the gardener or her dog, but they must be out there somewhere. Maybe in that wooded garden.
Fitz’s eyes fall on the chess set someone has left on the table. It’s one of those travel sets that folds into a neat box. When they lived on Spruce Street, Millie came home one day with an intricately carved chess set that she displayed on a mahogany table in the front parlor. Fitz was thrilled—at last, an activity that they could do together, at home! But when he asked her to play, she laughed and said no. She didn’t know how, and she refused to let him teach her. She’d bought the set on a whim, impressed by its ludicrously high price tag.
Fitz looks over at the travel chess set again, and remembers suddenly that Lucy told him she did not know how to play. It strikes him as a shameful gap in her education. He gets to his feet and tucks the game under his arm. As an afterthought, he takes a clean cotton handkerchief from the breast pocket of his shirt and wraps the uneaten half of the lemon bread in it. He drops the little bundle into his pocket and points his walker down the ramp, along the path, and through the opening in the wall.
But he doesn’t see Lucy. The garden is layer upon layer of green, cool and shaggy and shadowed, its stone path cleared and somehow smoother-looking now than when he was last there. He sees the chairs and benches that dot the path, all now remarkably clean and inviting. He waits a few moments, but Gully doesn’t emerge from the thick beds of ferns and flowers. There’s only quiet here.
Fitz turns, surprised by his own disappointment. And then he sees it. A second opening within the ivied wall, down a bit from where he stands. His heart does something funny at the sight of it, bouncing a little.
When he steps through the opening this time, he sees her right away. Lucy stands on a flagstone path below a long, arched arbor that is draped with roses in darkening shades of pink. She clips thoughtfully at the roses, letting little snippets of vine fall around her. Gully lies nearby on a bed of rose petals, but he gets to his feet, tail wagging, when he spots Fitz.
“Good morning, Mr. Fitz,” Lucy says, looking over at him. Her face is pink and glistening with the effort of her work. As he watches, she pulls off her gloves and wipes her cheeks with the backs of her hands.
“You’re working hard,” Fitz notes, scratching Gully’s ears. She is as devoted as ever to her task, but she is not, he thinks, her usual, upbeat self. She looks tired and possibly under the weather. A small lump appears in his throat at this thought.
“There’s a lot to do,” she says.
Is there a tremble in her voice? He studies her for another beat before pulling his eyes away to look around. There are roses everywhere—not just on the soaring arbor that leads to the fountain, but in the beds, too, and climbing in disarray all over the walls. He can’t imagine how long it will take her to get all of this in order. Weeks? Though she does seem to be remarkably efficient, with two gardens somehow already under her belt. He wonders why she is moving so quickly. What’s the rush? She’s young; she has decades to work here, if that’s what she wants. It’s the sort of job that never ends, isn’t it? Just when everything is perfect, the season changes, and the work continues.
He clears his throat. “I’m here for your lesson.”
This gets her attention. She blinks at him, as though finally putting him into focus. “My lesson?”
He nods and walks toward her, then keeps right on going until he reaches the fountain. A wide stone bench is built into the fountain, encircling it, and Fitz opens the chess set and places it there. He takes his time putting all the pieces where they’re meant to go. Gully, who followed him, watches with interest. Once everything is in place, Fitz takes the handkerchief from his pocket and unwraps the lemon bread. He splits the bread in half and hands one piece to Gully, who takes it delicately, like the perfect gentleman he is. His snout is so soft and warm against Fitz’s palm that Fitz considers giving him the other half, too.
But he notices Lucy watching from a couple of feet away, a surprised smile finally peeking through her hangdog expression. So he holds out the other half to her.
“Adele and Vikram’s latest creation,” he explains.
She walks over and takes the bread, thanks him, and bites into it. He can see the moment the balance of sweetness and tartness hits her palate: her pretty blue eyes light up with enjoyment and it’s like a cloud has passed, leaving the afternoon sky clear.
A curious feeling of warmth spreads through him. When was the last time he gave anything to anyone? The flurry of activity created by the memories that certain residents seem to be reliving in the gardens is awful, but the resulting pastries, he has to admit, aren’t all bad.
When Lucy swallows her final bite, Fitz gestures at the board.
“Let’s begin.”






Chapter Twenty 

Damask rose: A fragrant shrub with thorned stems and ruffled pink blossoms whose powerful, velvety scent stirs intense passion
“It’s not a game you should expect to learn in one sitting,” Fitz tells me, wrapping up the lesson. “Chess takes time.”
Time. How little we have left of it together. Hardly a moment has gone by since Jill told me the news yesterday that I haven’t been consumed with thoughts of the home closing. Where will Fitz go? Marjorie implied that he has no family. The whole time that he has been teaching me how to play chess, I’ve been distracted by the thought of him alone, navigating his uncertain future without anyone to help him, anyone to care where he goes next.
“Doesn’t it bother you that this job goes on forever?” Fitz asks as we put the chess pieces away. “You’ll never be done. Once one season is over, a new one begins, bringing with it another list of tasks.”
“Actually,” I tell him, “I don’t usually stay in one place long enough to watch the seasons change. I take on garden design projects all over and move around a lot.”
There is a pause, and then he says, “So you’re only here temporarily?”
He tries to hide it, but I hear the disappointment in his voice. I nod, afraid of what I might say if I open my mouth to respond. I wish that I could give him a different answer.
“Well, at least things will go back to normal when you leave,” he mutters, crossing his arms. “Everyone will stop blithering on and on about the things they’re remembering, thanks to you and your flowers.”
I’m not at all convinced by his gruffness. There is, I’m sure, a note of envy in Fitz’s tone when he speaks about the flowers. Does he wish to return to a forgotten moment from his past?
I breathe in, searching, and the scent responds immediately: the heady, almondy aroma of pink damask roses lifts into the air and races toward me. The fragrance, warm and golden, encircles us. Roses. My favorite scent.
“There’s one for you, too,” I tell Fitz. I nod toward the shrub with ruffled, ballet-slipper-pink blossoms that grows just a few feet from where we sit. “The damask rose. That’s your flower.”
Fitz stiffens. He follows my gaze to the roses. For a moment, he is completely still. Then, suddenly, he snaps the chess box shut.
“The last thing I want to be reminded of is the past,” he says, his face flushing. “Nothing good comes from looking back—not for me, anyway.” He stands, wobbling slightly. When I instinctively put out a hand to steady him, he shoots me a look of such irritation that I pull my hand back to my lap. “I don’t want to spend another moment remembering,” he says angrily. “Not one more goddamn second. What can I do to change anything? Not a thing. Save your voodoo for someone else.”
“Okay,” I say softly.
Already, he’s shuffling away in a cloud of anger, chess set tucked under his arm and his walker complaining loudly over the path. He doesn’t even say goodbye to Gully. No, I think, watching him go. That’s not just anger clinging to him. That’s pain. That’s something so terrible that he can’t bear to revisit it—not even in his own mind.
“Thank you for the lesson, Mr. Fitz,” I call after him.
When Louis was young, he was creative. Vikram made wonderful pastries. Adele traveled with her adoring husband. What did Fitz do that was so awful that he can’t stand the thought of reliving it?

The next day, the voices of men drift over the wall into the rose garden. I step down from the ladder on which I’d been standing and roll my head from side to side. My entire body aches. I’ve been trimming and shaping the roses, weaving them back into place along the arbor, working myself to exhaustion so that I’m too tired to think about the sale of the home. I walk toward the sunken garden with Gully, kneading one shoulder and then the other as I go.
Adam’s daughter, Sophie, appears in the hole in the wall. A shadow hangs over her, darkening her face… but a flicker of a smile comes and goes when she spots Gully. She’s burying her face in his neck when I reach them.
“Hello,” I say. “Have you come to take Gully for his exercise?”
Sophie nods, her face still hidden in his fur. Gully leans into her, catching her by surprise, and she stumbles to the side. “Careful, Gully,” I warn, but I can see from Sophie’s expression that she doesn’t mind. I feel that tug of familiarity again when I look into her eyes; the knowledge that she has lost her mother weighs on me. I pull Gully’s leash from my gardening belt, clip it on his collar, and hand her the end.
Through the opening in the wall, I see Adam and Vince slowly approaching, a gate held between them. Marjorie and Cynthia follow close behind.
“Another beauty,” I say, walking over. “Thank you.”
“My pleasure,” Adam says. Then he pulls his dark eyes from mine and looks around. “Did Sophie already run off with Gully?”
I nod. “They’re around here somewhere, exploring.”
“She’s taken a real shine to that dog of yours,” Marjorie says happily.
“Would you like my help putting the gate back in place?” Vince asks.
“I think we can handle it,” Adam says, looking over for my approval. I nod.
“Okay. I’ll be back in a bit to help carry the next gate to your truck.”
As Vince heads toward the home, Adam and I lift the gate into place.
“I’ve been telling Adam that the home has been transformed,” Marjorie says behind us, lifting her voice to be heard over Adam’s hammer. “It’s like the old days, but somehow even better.”
Adam glances at me and smiles. “I thought she was exaggerating, but I saw it for myself when I walked through just now. There was practically a party happening in the dining room. And then I stepped outside and saw all of the tables on the terrace, filled with residents playing games and chatting like long-lost friends who’d just rediscovered one another. It’s wonderful.”
Their words sink like splinters into my skin. I can only see the residents’ happiness through the veil of loss now, knowing how all of this will be taken from them in a matter of weeks.
“Lucy,” Adam says.
I blink. He’s finished—the gate is securely back in place, but I’m still pressing the wood so hard with my hands that my skin has turned pale. I step back and let my hands fall to my sides, feeling the blood rush through them.
“Are you okay, dear?” Marjorie asks. Both she and Cynthia are peering at me worriedly, and I find I can’t meet their eyes.
I nod, looking away. “I wonder what we’ll find in the next garden.”
“Oh!” says Marjorie, holding up one small finger. “Speaking of which! I’ve been thinking, Adam, about the dire state of your yard.”
Adam appears taken aback by this sudden change of topic. Then he laughs good-naturedly. “ ‘Dire’? I don’t know about—”
“It’s in terrible shape,” Marjorie says firmly. “I’m not even sure that yard is safe for Sophie.”
Adam’s smile falls. “It’s perfectly safe for Sophie.”
Marjorie seems to realize her misstep and holds up her hands in apology. “Safe, fine… but not… pretty. Not colorful. Not fun. That doesn’t seem fair to her, does it?” She looks questioningly at Cynthia, but Cynthia gives her a somewhat reprimanding stare and doesn’t say a word.
“What?” Marjorie goes on huffily. “All I’m trying to say is that I have a feeling that Lucy could help!”
Adam shoots me an apologetic look and gestures around him. “Grandma Marjorie, Lucy is clearly very busy.”
Marjorie crosses her arms and pouts. “I’m not suggesting that she transform your little yard into the gardens of Versailles. I just thought she could swing by and give you some ideas. Get you started.” She smiles innocently at me, practically batting her eyelashes, and adds, “Are you free this weekend?”
“Marjorie!” Adam groans, but now he’s pressing his hands over his face and laughing. “Whatever you do, Lucy, don’t look directly into her eyes. That’s how she gets you.”
I laugh. Marjorie swats his arm and shakes her head, but I can see that she’s struggling to keep a straight face.
There’s so much warmth and affection and teasing between them that it spills out over me, too, and for a moment I’m able to forget my sadness about the home’s closing. Other than spending time with my father, my weekend is entirely free.
I turn to Adam. “Where do you live?”
He peeks through his fingers at me, then drops his hands. “No, really, Lucy. You don’t have to—”
I cut him off with a shrug. “I’m happy to help.”
“He has a lovely home in San Francisco that he purchased a year ago,” Marjorie says.
“But it only has a little scrap of a city yard,” Adam warns me. “It’s not like this.”
“Well, of course not,” scoffs Marjorie. “There’s nothing like this. Nothing at all. I’m sure Lucy doesn’t mind.”
“I don’t,” I say. “This is actually my first time working on a property of this size. My usual jobs are much smaller.”
Marjorie raises her eyebrows smugly in Adam’s direction.
“Really?” he asks, tilting his head as though he’s filing away this new bit of information. “Well, thank you. I’ll pay you for your time, of course.”
I wave this thought away. “Will Sophie be there? Do you think she’d like if I brought Gully along?”
“I’m sure she’d love that.” Adam seems to relax a little at the idea, as though he’s only truly comfortable at the thought of me going out of my way to help him if it will bring Sophie happiness. We decide that I’ll stop by on Sunday afternoon, and he texts me his address.
By the time we’re through with this exchange, Marjorie looks very much like the cat who ate the canary. “Now that that’s all settled,” she says, clapping her hands together, “Cynthia and I can go on our walk.”
Adam and I watch them go, each of us shaking our heads and laughing a little before we set off to see what’s behind the next gate. As we walk toward the northern wall, the sounds of residents chatting on the terrace drift down toward us. On the far side of the reflecting pool, Eva pushes an elderly man in a wheelchair, and the two pause their animated conversation to wave to us.
We head for the gate that’s farthest away from the home. “Poor old thing,” Adam says, eyeing the mossy wood. “We’ll have you fixed up in no time.”
I can’t help but smile at the affection in his voice. It’s almost old habit by now: I hold the gate in place as Adam slowly works the ancient pins loose from their hinges. A few minutes later, we lower the gate carefully to the ground.
“Oh,” I say softly.
Even in its current, neglected state, I can see that the garden is meant to be rambling and informal—a cottage garden. Ribbons of pea-gravel pathways curl around funny little hills of mounded land. The mounds are mostly overtaken by massive tufts of crabgrass, but here and there, sprays of tulips and daffodils push up from long-buried bulbs and speckle the small hills with color. As Adam and I walk around, I breathe in the bouquet of flowers that I will find below the weeds—dahlias, cosmos, daisies, peonies. The old brick walls are nearly entirely hidden within thick, tangled coats of honeysuckle and rock rose.
Adam lets out a low whistle. “This looks like a project. How much more time did you say you have on your contract?”
“Two weeks.” My chest aches as I say the words.
He’s quiet for a minute and then asks, “What happens when you’re finished? Do you have another project lined up?”
I think of my inbox, filled with emails from interested clients. Emails that I would usually respond to right away, but lately I’ve been ignoring.
“No. Not yet.” I tell Adam that I travel all over the West Coast, designing and installing gardens. “I’m not sure where I’ll go next.”
This news seems to surprise him. “But Bantom Bay is your home base?”
I shake my head. “I don’t have a home base. I travel light, and my clients help me find a local, furnished apartment for the length of the project.”
“You’re a nomad,” Adam says. He sounds impressed, and also, I think, disappointed.
The word rings hollow in my ears. “I suppose,” I say quietly, slowing to a stop and turning to face him. “For now I’m staying with my father in the house I grew up in in Bantom Bay. My mom died a little over six months ago, and my dad… Lately, he hasn’t been interacting with the world in any real way. He’s become reclusive. And probably depressed. I won’t leave until I know he’s feeling better.”
Adam waits a beat, as though to make sure I’m finished speaking. His dark eyes are full of kindness and sorrow. “I’m sorry, Lucy. About your mom. And about your dad.”
I nod and thank him.
“Grief is a slippery thing,” he says. “The timeline is different for everyone.”
I wait for him to go on, and he does.
“My wife, Beth, died in a car accident two years ago. Sophie was only five at the time. She was with Beth in the car.”
“I’m so sorry,” I tell him softly.
He nods and looks out over the garden, seemingly lost in his own thoughts. “It’s been a hard couple of years,” he says eventually, meeting my eyes again. “After the initial shock wore off and we both had time to grieve and to adjust to Beth being gone, Sophie seemed to be doing… okay. She went back to school. She seemed like a kid again. She seemed like herself. I went back to work, and I felt like we were starting to adjust to our new normal, just the two of us. We moved to this new house, and Sophie seemed… happy. But then a few months ago, something shifted. I still don’t understand what. I began getting calls to pick her up from school. They told me she couldn’t stop crying. She started speaking less and less until eventually she hardly spoke at all…”
He trails off, swallows. “The doctors call it selective mutism. It can happen to children after a traumatic experience. No one can explain why it was so delayed. She stopped speaking more than a year and a half after Beth died.”
“Poor Sophie,” I say. I think of the shadow in her expression, the weary slope of her shoulders.
Adam draws in a deep breath. “That’s why she’s doing art therapy. I can’t tell if it’s helping, but at least I know it’s not hurting. And I have to do something. I’d try anything. To be honest, the happiest I’ve seen her in months was when she was here, spending time with Gully last week.” He smiles. “Maybe we should get a dog.”
“They do have a way of nudging one toward happiness,” I say, smiling.
“Dogs and gardens,” Adam says.
“Dogs and gardens,” I agree.
I look around, keenly aware of the flowers that await my attention below the weeds. It will be an exuberant garden, full of color and the bright, fragrant, breathtaking extravagance that is spring.
Agatha Pike is still here, in each of these carefully designed landscapes. I can feel her intention. This cottage garden—with its joyful abundance of flowers and whimsical hills—feels full of magic, and it’s meant to be experienced by the residents of the Oceanview Home.
When you’re young, it’s easy to believe that stuffed animals can speak, that the world brims with hope and goodness, that wishes can come true. But who needs and deserves to feel hopeful just as much as the young? People who have lived long lives. People who have worked hard, who have experienced loss and regret, who have made mistakes. These gardens are meant for the residents of this home.
“Lucy,” Adam says, stepping closer. There’s a line of worry between his brows. “What’s wrong?”
I turn away, but it’s no use—I can’t hide my emotion. I don’t really want to anyway. I don’t want to lie to Adam. It doesn’t feel right, especially since the woman he considers to be his grandmother is about to have her entire life uprooted. I think of Jill saying that she no longer cares to keep Donovan’s secret. I hope her words mean that she’ll forgive me for what I’m about to do.
“Donovan Pike is selling the home,” I say quietly, and watch confusion churn within Adam’s eyes as he takes in my words. “Jill Li told me everything a few days ago. All of this—the restoration of the grounds, the gates—it’s all for the sale. The home is going to be turned into a hotel and all of that land”—I gesture toward the field of wildflowers and the woods that lead down to the ocean beyond the walls—“will become a golf course.”
“But what about everyone who lives here?” Adam asks, the furrow between his brows deepening.
“They’ll all have to find somewhere else to go. The home is closing. I’m so sorry, Adam. I know how Marjorie loves it here. And she belongs here, with Cynthia and all of their friends.”
Adam rubs the back of his neck. “Can he really do this?”
“Jill says he can. Apparently the developers are coming in two weeks to finalize the deal. I don’t know how long everyone will have to move out after that, but Donovan has promised to allow time for the residents to find new places to live.” I cross my arms. “It’s hard to trust anything he says now.”
Adam turns toward the home. He stares up at it, emotion passing over his face. “I’ll have to tell Marjorie,” he says. “I can’t keep this from her.”
“Yes,” I say. “Of course.”
Adam looks at me searchingly. “And once Marjorie knows…”
We pass a sad smile between us.
“Everyone will know.”






Chapter Twenty-One 

Lunaria: A flowering herb in the mustard family with airy, delicate violet blossoms whose sweet scent inspires sincerity
I see Donovan the moment I step out of the rose garden that afternoon, my work finished for the week. He’s standing on the terrace, scanning the sunken garden, and he goes still when he sees me. He knows, I think immediately. He knows that Jill told me about his plans.
I walk up the steps toward him. Gully stays glued to my side and doesn’t amble ahead to meet Donovan the way I know he would if it were anyone else standing there.
“Done for the day?” Donovan asks.
I nod and walk past him. I’m near the doors to the home when my anger overwhelms me and I stop and spin toward him. “How can you do it?” I ask. “How can you kick all of these people out of their home?”
His expression reveals no emotion. “Jill shouldn’t have shared that information with you. If she worked at any of my other companies, she’d be collecting her last check.”
“Instead she’ll collect it in a couple of weeks, along with everyone else who works here.”
“They’ll have longer than that, Lucy. I’m not a monster. But I’m not sure why I should feel the need to explain anything to you, or why you should feel so invested.”
“Because I care about the residents. This is their home. Agatha Pike created these grounds for the people who live here, in this community.”
Donovan’s jaw twitches. I’ve angered him, and I’m glad. He shouldn’t manage to glide above all of this heartache he is creating without being bothered by a single emotion.
“Yes, and she’d be livid to see that my father ran her home right into the ground,” he says. “He so mismanaged this place that it’s a wonder we have any residents who still live here. The home’s reputation is abysmal.” He levels his gaze on mine. “Tell me that you didn’t take one step into this place on that first day and want to turn right on your heel and leave.”
“But that’s changing,” I say. “The whole spirit of the home is lifting. You must be able to see that.”
Donovan’s smile verges on a sneer. “Lucy, I’m afraid you can’t pay bills with lifted spirits.”
“No, but it’s a start. If you’d only give it a bit more time, I really think—”
“This deal will be signed in two weeks,” he interrupts, “and I will be sure it includes time for the residents and staff to make other arrangements. Now, if the deal doesn’t go through and there is no money to pay the staff, to settle the bills… then we’re looking at an entirely different scenario. One where I won’t have the leverage to ask anyone for more time.”
I swallow his words like stones. “There must be something—”
He shakes his head. “Maybe if I’d stepped in years ago, I could have righted the ship, but that option was never offered to me. My father held tight to the helm, and now here we are.”
I’m surprised by the regret that rings in his words. “I’m worried about what going through a move, a change like this, will do to the residents,” I say quietly.
Donovan’s expression narrows. “You’re worried about them moving, but not about them walking around unsupervised out there?” He gestures over the grounds. “I can’t get Jill—or anyone, for that matter—to heed my request to lock the doors, and now she has decided to put tables out here as even more of an invitation, but this is what you’re all worried about? The elderly people who live here moving to a safer, more financially stable home?”
“The paths are safe—”
“They are not!” Donovan’s voice is suddenly loud. “But who will be held responsible when someone gets hurt? You? The gardener? I don’t think so. I’m the one who will end up with the lawsuit.” He steps toward me. “But I suspect that you, Lucy, you will be the one who has to live with the guilt.”
“What is going on out here?” comes a voice like a growl.
Donovan and I both swing our heads toward the doors of the home. Fitz is hurtling himself toward us, his walker crunching over the terrace.
Donovan runs a hand through his hair, righting the one lock that has briefly fallen out of place. He takes a step back from me. “Just enjoying the view,” he says, his voice returned to its familiar, polished cadence. “How are you this afternoon, sir?”
Fitz stops inches from Donovan’s toes and looks him up and down with one of his cold blue stares. “Don’t ‘sir’ me. I don’t like the way you’re speaking to Lucy.”
Donovan smiles. “Oh, you misunderstand. We’re just chatting. Aren’t we, Lucy?”
Fitz looks at me.
“I’m fine, Mr. Fitz. Really,” I assure him.
He peers at my face for a beat, and when he seems satisfied with whatever he finds there, he reaches down to pet Gully. “Fine enough to play chess?” he asks, but it’s more of a demand than a question.
I take a deep breath. “Sure.”
He nods and heads toward one of the tables, but stops after a few steps and looks over his shoulder at Donovan, eyes narrowed. “Looks like your little ‘chat’ is over.”
Donovan opens his mouth, then closes it. He looks at me, lips drawn in a tight line, and then lifts his chin, turns, and strides into the home.

“I don’t like him,” Fitz grumbles as we sit down at a table.
“Really? I couldn’t guess.” I smile at him. “I didn’t need rescuing, though.”
He stops setting up the chess set to look at me, disappointed. “Can’t you at least pretend you did? That was a good moment for me.”
I laugh. It’s true—there’s color in his cheeks and he’s carrying himself a little differently, his shoulders back, expression proud. “All right,” I say. “Thank you for saving me from that awful man.”
“It was nothing,” he replies, not looking at me, a smile flickering on his lips.
“Fitz,” I say as I watch him set up the chess pieces. “I have to tell you something.”
“Go on, then.”
“The Oceanview Home is being sold. It’s going to be turned into a hotel. You’re going to have to move somewhere else. Everyone will.”
Fitz knits his fingers together. The creases on his wrinkled brow deepen. He thinks for a moment and then says, “Is this what you’ve been worrying about? The other day, when we were playing chess, you seemed like you had something on your mind.”
I nod. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.”
Fitz shrugs. “You told me. Now what?”
“I guess you’ll need to look into other homes,” I tell him gently. “I can help, if you’d like.”
He pulls a face. “I’m not talking about that. I’ll find a place to live. Who cares. One place or another. What’s the difference to me? I’m talking about you. Where will you go after this? Somewhere far away, I imagine.”
“I don’t know,” I tell him honestly. “I’m staying with my father right now. He’s having a hard time. Losing my mom… it’s been difficult for him. I don’t like the idea of him being alone.”
Fitz nods and is quiet for a moment. Then he says, “You know, I really don’t like gardens.”
I blink. Then I laugh.
He watches me until I manage to stifle my laughter. “I don’t like gardens,” he says again, pointedly, “but I see how hard you work. I see how this place has changed with you here. I think…” He presses his lips together for a beat and then carries on. “I think that you should be proud of yourself. Proud of what you’ve done. No matter what happens next.”
“Oh, Mr. Fitz,” I say. “That’s very nice of you.”
He looks away, out over the grounds. We’re both quiet for a bit.
“Do you think you might have stayed here?” he asks eventually, still not looking at me. “If you could?”
I follow his gaze over the flowers, the sea, the three open gates tucked into the ivy-covered walls and the one that we’ve still yet to open. I breathe in, and the soft, sweet scent of the woodland garden’s lunaria blossoms tumbles toward me, through me, circling the truth in my heart.
“Yes,” I say. “If I could stay, I would.”
When Fitz looks at me, his pale blue eyes are shining, and I can’t help but suspect that for all of his stoicism, the very same words are echoing through his own thoughts:
If I could stay, I would.






Chapter Twenty-Two 

Persian buttercup: A flowering plant with downy stems and colorful, ruffled blossoms whose soft citrus scent recalls youthful joy and friendship
On Saturday, Roger gives me one of his sympathetic looks as he spoons a delicious-smelling pasta-and-eggplant dish into a take-out container. “How’s your dad?” he asks. “It was so nice to see him out and about last weekend.”
“He’s… okay,” I say. I’ve been home for more than two weeks now and wish I had a better answer.
“Okay enough that he might actually accept my next invitation to do something?”
“Oh, I can’t promise that.”
Roger gives me a sad smile. “I guess you can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make him drink.”
I nod. I know that Roger is right—that there’s only so much you can help someone if they don’t want to help themselves—but I still feel like there’s something else I could do for my father, something I am missing.
Roger tosses a treat in the air, and Gully catches it easily. “It’s a good thing you came in when you did,” he says. “I’m closing up early today, and we might have just missed each other.”
“I hope it’s for something fun.”
“You could say that. Do you know the little theater at the community center?” He shakes his head. “Ah, what am I saying? Of course you do. You were performing on that stage not too long ago.”
I laugh. “Me? That would have been a very long time ago, Roger.”
The Bantom Bay Community Center runs a summer camp for elementary school–aged kids that offers a bit of everything—surf lessons in the morning, crafts and drama and board games in the afternoon. The summer ends with an all-camp play. I used to love that camp. My mother helped paint the sets for the shows, and they lent a bit of magic to every performance.
“I suppose it was a while back,” Roger concedes. “The theater doesn’t have quite the same shine that it had all those years ago. There’s not much money to fix it up, so a few of us are getting together tonight to see how far we can stretch the budget. Sand the stage, restain it, that kind of thing. The funny thing is, I’m not in the least bit handy. I think I was looped into the project because everyone knew I’d bring these.” He holds up a large bakery box and opens it to reveal that it’s filled to the brim with enormous chocolate chip cookies.
I take in a deep breath. “Those smell heavenly,” I say, and he immediately takes two cookies from the box, drops them into a waxed sleeve, and passes them over the counter to me.
“What did this town do to deserve you?” I ask.
“Oh, we all look out for each other. You know that as well as anyone.” He flicks his chin toward the front window of the shop, where the flowers that I planted in his window boxes seem to glow in the late-afternoon light.
My heart lurches. It’s comments like these that make me feel like an impostor. Jack Harris and his family were loved by this town, and I hadn’t helped them at all. I quickly thank Roger for everything and head for the door.
“Always a pleasure, Lucy,” he calls after me.
Outside, I wait for Gully to clamber up into the cab of my truck, but he just stands there in front of the open door, looking at me like he has no plans to move, like he’s waiting for something.
“Need a lift?” I ask him, feeling a sudden twist of worry. I don’t like to think of Gully aging, of him needing help to get into the truck that he’s always hoisted himself into with relative ease. I begin to bend down toward him when something catches my eye and I straighten.
Because there, in the window of Bantom Bay Books, is a chess set.

Before I go into the bookstore, I walk around to the back of my truck. After thinning out plants as needed in the woodland garden, my truck now looks like a mobile flower shop, its bed filled with a half-dozen pots of various flowers. I select a pot of Persian buttercups and head into the bookstore amid a cloud of the flowers’ sweet, lemony fragrance.
My old friend Jody looks up from behind the counter when I step inside. “Lucy!” she squeals, her eyes widening in surprise. She closes the book she’s been reading and springs up from her stool.
I set the flowerpot on the counter so I can give her a proper hug. As she squeezes me, both of us laughing a little, her scent—oranges, butterscotch, and books—brings me right back to sleepovers and passing notes in math class.
“I come bearing gifts,” I say, gesturing to the buttercups. “Would you like these? They’re in need of a good home.”
“Oh yes, please,” she says. “They’re beautiful. I’ll leave them right here on the counter, where everyone can enjoy them.” Like every store in Bantom Bay, there’s a jar of dog treats beside the register, and Jody plucks out a biscuit for Gully before bending over to hug him.
I look around the cozy shop, with its long wood tables of books and robin’s-egg-blue floor-to-ceiling shelves and colorful kids’ corner and fairy lights hung everywhere. Jody has always been a bookworm—it’s one of the reasons we became friends—and I know she was thrilled to buy the store from the previous owners when they decided to retire a couple of years ago. The shop looks as welcoming as ever, but Jody’s warm thumbprint is everywhere, giving the place new life.
“Everything looks wonderful,” I tell her.
She smiles, the little dimples in her cheeks every bit as deep and endearing as they were when we were ten years old. “Thanks. God, it’s good to see you, Lucy. Tell me everything. How are you? How’s your dad? Work?”
I fill her in on my worries for my father, the work I’ve been doing at the Oceanview Home, and the news that the home is closing. She waggles her eyebrows a bit when I tell her about Adam, and how I’m going to his house tomorrow to see if I can give him some landscaping advice. Then she fills me in on how her parents are doing—her father has been cancer-free for a year; her mother is still the librarian at our elementary school. Her dimples deepening, she tells me that there’s a new love interest in her life, a woman that she met at a silent reading event at a bar in San Francisco. They were both reading the same book—the latest Alice Hoffman—and they didn’t speak for two hours, just turned their pages and made occasional blushing eye contact. They finally introduced themselves at the end of the night and basically have not stopped talking since.
“That’s ridiculously adorable,” I tell her, laughing.
“I know!” she says.
An hour later, I’m reluctant to leave, but I need to get home to warm up Roger’s pasta dish for dinner with my dad. “Okay,” I say, looking around. “What books can I not leave without?”
Jody grins, then flits around the store, fully in her element, pressing the latest novels by Jenny Colgan, Elizabeth Berg, Helen Simonson, and Rachel Joyce into my hands, chattering on excitedly about how much I’ll love them, and topping the stack with a Tana French mystery for my dad.
“Oh! One more thing,” I say, pausing as I’m about to pass her my credit card. “I almost forgot.” I walk over to the chess set displayed in the window. “Is this for sale?”

At home, I dish out two plates of pasta. Then, in between the two plates, right in the middle of the table, I place the chess set.
When my dad comes into the kitchen, I clock the minute he sees it. He stares for a moment and then looks up at me.
“I thought we could play while we eat,” I say, pulling out my chair and sitting down.
My father holds the back of his chair in his hands. He tilts his head. “You know how to play?”
“I’m learning. Do you?”
For a moment I fear I’ve somehow said the wrong thing. But then he nods and says, “I used to.”
I smile. “I don’t think the rules have changed.”
He nods again. For another long moment, he doesn’t move. At last, he pulls out his chair and sits down. He stares at the chess set for another beat.
You can lead a horse to water—
Before I can finish the thought, my father reaches out, opens the box, and begins to set up the game.






Chapter Twenty-Three 

Jasmine: A flowering shrub or vine in the olive family with milk-white, star-shaped blossoms whose sensual, spicy, peach-and-vanilla scent inspires feelings of love
On Sunday afternoon I drive my truck into San Francisco, Gully on the bench seat beside me. Adam’s house turns out to be a somewhat down-at-the-heels Victorian in a quiet neighborhood just north of Golden Gate Park. I find a parking spot on the street and then study the house as I walk up to it. It’s painted a pale shade of blue with peeling white and gold-leaf trim. An arch of gingerbread spindlework spans the entryway, and big bay windows hold wavy, imperfect old glass. Gully and I take the steps up to the large front door. When I press on the old-fashioned black doorbell, Gully tilts his head, listening, as the bell rings through the house.
A moment later, Sophie opens the door. She smiles briefly, shyly, at me and then more boldly at Gully, who responds by sniffing her as though he’s trying to inhale her, his entire body trembling with delight. Gully likes everyone, but it’s clear he especially likes Sophie.
Adam appears behind her, smiling at the sight of his daughter playing with Gully. “Thanks for coming,” he says, lifting his eyes to meet mine. “Come on in.”
I step inside and steal a glance around. The walls of the entry hall are covered in unevenly faded wallpaper. The wood floor is worn and seems to slope slightly downward toward the rear of the house, as though encouraging you to step farther inside. The curving stair railing that rises up beside the steep staircase is missing several balusters, but it’s beautifully, intricately carved—I’m not sure I’ve ever seen anything quite like it.
“It has a real Ms. Havisham vibe, doesn’t it?” Adam asks with a grimace. He’s looking around, too, as though trying to see the house through fresh eyes.
I laugh. “No,” I say. “It’s wonderful.” I mean it. The house feels inviting and warm and one-of-a-kind. I look down at my boots. “Should I take my shoes off?”
“Don’t bother. This whole place is a work in progress—a little dirt here and there is the least of my worries.” He seems to hesitate for a moment before asking, “Can I get you something to drink? Or do you want a tour? If you’re in a hurry, we can just head straight out to the yard. I don’t want to keep you.”
“I’m not in a hurry,” I tell him. “I’d love a tour.” I hold Gully’s leash out to Sophie and ask her if she wants to take him out to the yard.
She nods, grasping the leash in her small hand, and they set off down the hall toward the back of the house.
Adam leads me into the living room. “This is one of the few rooms I’ve renovated since we moved in,” he explains.
There’s a long, dark sofa—somehow both sleek and soft-looking—and a couple of chairs arranged near a fireplace. One of the chairs holds a collection of stuffed animals—mostly dogs, I note—that must belong to Sophie. The walls of the room are painted a rich, saturated blue-gray. The rounded ceiling is a creamy shade of white that emphasizes the room’s height. A large window, flanked by long drapes, looks out over the street.
The room seems a harmony of opposites—it’s Victorian and contemporary, luxurious but unpretentious, both informal and elegant. It’s a room, I think, where you could eat popcorn while wearing pajamas or sip prosecco in an evening gown—or sip prosecco in your pajamas.
Adam tells me that the home is a Queen Anne Victorian built in 1902. His brother’s wife, Faye, a real estate agent, brought it to his attention when it came on the market a year ago, and he couldn’t resist the project—though he admits he’s been tackling the work at a far slower pace than he’d intended. So far, in addition to the living room, he’s renovated Sophie’s bedroom and bathroom. I’m not at all surprised to learn that he has focused on Sophie’s rooms ahead of his own.
“Is your woodshop here, too?” I ask.
He nods and leads me across the hall, through a door, and down a narrow set of stairs into a long garage where the air is thick with the warm, industrious, woodsy fragrance of fresh sawdust. His truck is parked near the front of the garage, but the back is filled with a variety of woodworking and carpentry tools, all neatly in their places along a wall. There are books, too, set in stacks along shelves, a long pinboard of photographs of houses and details of cabinetry and woodwork, and an old radio. Below the surprisingly soft wash of the overhead light and placed almost reverently on a long table, the gate to the cottage garden awaits his attention.
“The amount of space down here was a big selling point for me,” Adam tells me. “I do a lot of my work on-site, but it’s nice to be able to work on projects at home, too.”
My father, I think, would be grateful for a room like this. But what it really makes me think of is my mother’s studio—a snug space where creativity and expertise can stretch and grow and sing.
As we walk back through the house, Adam lists the projects he plans to tackle when he finds the time—refinish the floors, repair the banister and ceiling medallions and millwork, new electric, new paint, new wallpaper…
I like listening to him. Both humility and confidence mingle in his voice when he speaks about his work. I like how he talks about the house as though it’s a living thing.
“Listen to me,” he says with a self-deprecating groan when we reach the very eighties-looking kitchen at the back of the house. “It’s a lot of talk for someone who has managed to renovate a mere two and a half rooms in a year.”
“I can see why you don’t feel the need to rush. The house is pretty special just the way it is.”
“I appreciate you saying that,” he says, “but you might not feel that way when you see the yard. In fact, I’m not even sure I can bring myself to show it to you. I know I gave Marjorie a hard time, but she might be right about it being dire.”
I shrug. “Let’s call it a work in progress.”
“That,” Adam says, smiling, “would be very generous. Before we go out there, can I get you something to drink?” He opens the fridge and peers inside. “Water, lemonade, iced tea, chocolate milk, apple juice, beer… a glass of wine?”
I laugh. “Are you stalling for a time?”
He looks over his shoulder and grins. “Anything to put off seeing the look of horror on your face when you step outside. But I wouldn’t mind a glass of wine if you’ll join me.”
“Sure,” I say. “Thanks.”
Adam pulls a bottle of white from the fridge, and as he pours two glasses, the bright apple-and-citrus scent of the wine dances toward me. “What should we toast to?” he asks, handing me a glass. He tilts his head, thinking. “ ‘A work in progress’?”
I smile and clink my glass against his. “To ‘a work in progress.’ ” I take a sip of the deliciously crisp, cold wine and then nod toward the back door. “Let’s go,” I say. “Time to rip off the Band-Aid.”
Adam sighs. “Fine. But consider yourself warned.”
He opens the door and I follow him out of the kitchen and onto a wooden landing. Stairs lead down to two small, terraced patches of land with a few stone steps rising from one to the next. A handful of shrubs grow among the parched weeds and dirt. On the top terrace, an oak tree spreads long branches over the yard. The fence around the yard is covered by a jasmine vine that is green in some places and brown in others.
“I think the shrubs might have been doing better before we moved in,” Adam says, looking vaguely embarrassed. “There’s not much to work with, is there?”
“It’s a nice amount of space,” I say diplomatically as I follow him down the stairs to the yard. Sophie had been tossing a stick in the air for Gully, but now she walks toward us. “What do you think, Sophie?” I ask. “Do you have any ideas for what you’d like to do out here?”
She looks around, then slowly shakes her head.
“It’s hard to know where to begin, isn’t it? I sometimes feel that way, too.” Remembering that she is in art therapy, I ask if she has any paper. “I wonder if it might be easier to sort out our ideas by drawing them,” I say. “Maybe you have some crayons or markers?”
Eyes brightening, she turns and jogs up the steps to the house and disappears inside. Gully follows her up the stairs and sits just outside of the door, waiting.
I take a sip of my wine and turn to Adam. “How about you? What would you like to see out here?”
He looks around, thinking. “Well, it would be great to have a place that Sophie loves,” he says. “When Faye showed me this house, I thought it was perfect. I thought it could be a fresh start for us.” He pauses. “It hasn’t felt that way lately, with Sophie suddenly becoming so quiet. But I’d love for this yard to be a place where she could come to feel safe, to relax, to be a kid… to just breathe.” He sounds a little more decisive. “A place that brings her joy.” He looks at me, one dark eyebrow raised. “No pressure at all.”
“The stakes are quite low,” I agree, and he laughs.
I walk over to the ailing jasmine that climbs along the fence and pluck some of its dead leaves, letting them fall to the ground. I feel the vine awakening at my touch, its silky, sweet scent growing stronger in the air.
I turn back to Adam. “How did Marjorie take the news about the home?”
“Oh, she’s devastated. And outraged. Some terrifying combination of the two. Deva-raged? I’ve asked her to move in with Sophie and me. We have plenty of room.”
“What did she say?”
“That she’d be bored to tears with me at work and Sophie in school all day.”
I smile. “I’m glad the news hasn’t dampened her spirit.”
“If anything, it’s done the opposite. I meant it when I said she’s outraged. She’s not going to accept any of this easily. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s devising some sort of sabotage right now. I might be posting bail for a vigilante octogenarian in the near future.”
“Well, I hope she’ll loop me in,” I say, lifting my glass in the air. Maybe it’s the wine taking effect, but I feel a flicker of optimism that I refuse to squelch, no matter how absurd it is. “I’m ready to help her carry out whatever plan she cooks up.”
“The timing of this news is particularly terrible,” Adam says. “Marjorie has been so happy lately. She says it’s all because you’ve brought so much excitement to the home.” He takes a sip of his wine. “She says the scents of your flowers stir up old, lost memories, helping people remember themselves.”
I raise an eyebrow.
“I know,” he says, smiling. “But actually, her comment made me think of something I read in college, a book I haven’t thought of in decades. In Search of Lost Time. It’s by Marcel Proust, the French writer. Have you read it?”
I shake my head. “My reading taste runs more toward cozy fiction than French philosophy.”
“I can’t say it’s to my taste, either,” Adam admits. “I can’t even pretend to have read very much of it. My English professor just printed out a few excerpts for us. But what I remember of the little bit I read,” he says, holding my gaze, “is that Proust writes about how the taste and scent of a certain cookie—a madeleine—dipped into tea, brought him right back in time to visiting his grandmother as a child. She’d served him madeleines, and when he smelled them again, he was swept back through his life, back to his childhood, for a moment.”
“How beautiful,” I say softly, looking up at him.
We’re standing close to each other now, and we fall quiet for a beat, holding each other’s eyes, the warm scent of jasmine in the air charged with a sudden intimacy.
The kitchen door swings open then and we both step slightly away from each other as we turn to see Sophie stride out. Gully launches himself to his feet and follows her as she bounds down the stairs with a sheaf of paper and a shoebox full of crayons clutched to her chest.
“Did you find everything?” I ask.
She nods.
“Good. Then we can get to work! Let’s draw your garden.”
I sit with her on the stairs to the kitchen, and Adam takes paper and a few crayons and sits nearby on the stone steps that lead to the yard’s upper terrace. For ten or fifteen quiet minutes, we draw. The tree branches are occasionally swept by a breeze, changing the pattern of sunlight and shadow that falls against the dirt. The sounds of the city hardly reach us.
When we finally compare drawings, I see that Adam has drawn a portrait of a very happy Sophie grinning against a backdrop of colorful, cartoonish flowers.
“How useful,” I say, my mouth twitching into a smile.
Adam pretends to be hurt. “It conveys a feeling, doesn’t it?”
“Absolutely. There’s a lot I can work with here. Flowers! Happiness! It’s a very clear design. I like it.”
“Let’s see yours, then,” he demands.
I turn my page toward both of them. I sketched the yard just as it is, noting every turn of the stone steps between the terraces, and how far the branches of the oak tree stretch, and the placement of the few existing shrubs, and even the location of the hose bib that I’d noticed jutting out of the back of the house. I’ll take a few photographs before I leave, too, but a drawing with approximate dimensions of the existing layout will come in handy as I attempt to design a new garden for them.
“Ugh,” says Adam, deadpan. “We don’t want that.”
Now it’s Sophie’s mouth that twitches into a small smile. I can see the real Sophie in that moment, a girl whose natural inclination is to be happy.
“Your turn,” I tell her encouragingly.
On Sophie’s paper, a thin brown path wiggles through swaths of color. The fence is covered in green leaves and flowers. A swing that seems to be made of a rainbow hangs from the tree in the corner of the yard. I touch my fingertip to a multicolored structure in the middle of the drawing.
“What’s this?” I ask.
Sophie presses her lips together.
“A fort,” Adam says after a beat. “For reading. But it’s made of flowers?” He’s looking at Sophie for confirmation, and she nods. “We like to make reading forts in her room,” he explains to me. “We use the most colorful sheets we can find and bring in all of her favorite stuffed animal friends.”
I smile. “How fun.” I look up at the tree in the corner. “You’re right, Sophie; that oak tree is the perfect spot for a swing. And there should be lots of flowers, with a path that goes this way and that. And we should nurse your jasmine vine back to health so it gives you that beautiful wall of greenery that you’d like. And a cozy reading fort, absolutely covered in flowers.” I look into her complicated hazel eyes and tell her that I love her ideas. “It’s a wild garden—colorful, a bit playful, with a few secrets hidden up its sleeve.”
“It’s perfect,” Adam agrees.
“Leave it to me,” I tell them. “I know just what to do.”

That night, after dinner and a game of chess with my dad, I settle into bed with a notebook, a pencil, and the drawings that Sophie and Adam and I made. And Gully, of course, who promptly falls asleep, no doubt dreaming of his favorite little friend.
I want to create a space for Sophie that is both whimsical and peaceful. A place of healing, retreat, and exploration. A space that engages all of her senses—scent, touch, sight, sound, and taste.
I lean back against the headboard and close my eyes, letting Sophie’s garden take shape in my mind. A lush clematis vine, its sweet vanilla scent calming and comforting, climbs over tented bamboo poles to form her reading fort. White jasmine flowers along the fence, as bright as stars in a night sky. A flower bed brims with chocolate cosmos, lemon balm, and spearmint, lending the air the aroma of a candy shop, with leaves ready to be plucked for cooking and teas and imaginative play. Throughout the garden: lily of the valley, its fresh, hopeful scent inspiring a return to happiness, its blooms as light and pretty as fairy bells. Fuzzy lamb’s ear plants burst with the purple flowers that hummingbirds love. Frothy drifts of yarrow fill the air with their healing fragrance, their flat sprays of blossoms the perfect resting spot for butterflies.
On the yard’s upper terrace, a white gravel path glows in the moonlight, cutting through feathery stalks of fennel and happy purple globes of blooming chives that are both edible and playful. A wooden swing hangs from the oak tree, rainbows of ribbons fluttering from its knots. California poppies glow golden even in the shadows, their citrus scent carrying a message of hope.
I open my eyes and begin to sketch the garden, every flower carefully chosen, every scent a wish for Sophie.






Chapter Twenty-Four 

Honeysuckle: A hardy flowering vine or shrub with sprays of tubular blossoms whose strong, honeyed scent offers protection from those who intend harm
It’s clear from the moment I arrive at the Oceanview Home on Monday that the spirit of the place has changed yet again.
“Did you hear?” Noreen asks, looking up from her enormous desk when Gully and I step into the lobby. Her face is pinched with distress. “He’s selling the place,” she says, her tight bun quivering atop her head. “He’s barely been in charge a minute and he’s already selling the home off to the highest bidder. I bet this is why his father kept it out of his grips for as long he did. He must have known his son was all greed and no heart.”
I wonder if this is true. Donovan’s story is that his father ran the home into bankruptcy, and that he has no choice but to sell it, but should I really trust anything he says? Maybe even his own father couldn’t trust him.
I shake my head sadly and ask Noreen if she has any idea where she’ll go next.
“The truth is,” she tells me, her small face sagging, “I was just beginning to think of moving here. This past week, I’ve found I’m a little sad to leave at the end of the day. My apartment is… well, it’s a bit lonely. I thought I’d go on working here, but that maybe I’d see if I could live here, too. I’m already well past retirement age; I just happen to quite enjoy this job. I sit here, do my knitting, read my books, and say hello to visitors. It’s a nice way to pass the time. But if the home closes…” She frowns and sighs. “When the home closes, I’m not sure what I’ll do. Stay in my apartment. Look for another job, I suppose.” She gives me a hopeful look. “If you hear of anything…”
“I’ll definitely let you know,” I tell her. How many job openings are there for seventy-somethings? I wonder.
When I pass the dining room, I see that while it’s filled with quite a few residents, the snippets of conversation that I overhear sound glum. No music is playing today, and though the curtains are open, there’s no warmth in the light that falls into the room. The buttery, yeasty scents drifting through the air tell me that Adele and Vikram are still hard at work in the kitchen—but there is an acrid smell as well, as though something has been left too long in the oven. I don’t see Fitz anywhere, or Marjorie, or Cynthia. I wonder if they are up in their apartments, crafting separate plans for separate futures.
I make my way slowly into the cottage garden, where I can’t manage to put my heart into my work. Even Gully seems deflated, lying in the middle of the path with his head on his paws. Every once in a while he lifts his head and looks toward the gate, but the morning creeps by quietly, and no one visits.

That afternoon, I spend hours pruning the honeysuckle, which, left to its own devices, has grown wildly over the brick walls. It’s a relief to lose myself in the task, draped within the thick scent of honey. Eventually I look back and see that the vine already looks better, its golden blooms like fireworks against a dark backdrop of green.
I hear the familiar sound of a cane thumping against the path, and turn to see Marjorie and Cynthia making their way toward me. Relief washes over me at the sight of them. I’ve had a terrible feeling that the residents have been avoiding coming outside since learning that the home is closing, as though they can’t bear to be reminded of the beauty they’re about to lose.
“I’m so glad you’re here,” I call to them.
“Well, we have to make the most of every moment, don’t we?” Marjorie asks. She looks around. “I remember this garden, with its funny little hills. It was always bursting with heaps of flowers. Like something from a dream.” Her expression hardens. “And to think Donovan wants to turn all of this into a hotel! With a golf course!” She shakes her head angrily. “The nerve of that man!”
“If I’d known that this was the reason he wanted the grounds restored—”
“Oh, don’t even give that another thought. We know you’re on our side, Lucy.” Marjorie glances at Cynthia. “Cynthia and I spoke with her niece last night. Would you believe where she thinks Cynthia should go if the home closes? The Redwood Village!”
“Is that… not a nice place?” I ask, but really there’s no need; the answer is written all over Marjorie’s face.
She gives a dramatic shudder. “Look it up. Even in the online pictures, you can tell that the place has no soul. And certainly no gardens.” She draws herself up. “Cynthia doesn’t want to go there. No one would.”
“I’d like to stay here,” Cynthia says quietly.
“Of course you would,” Marjorie says. “We both would. This home… all of our friends… the staff… the beautiful terrace… the pastries from Adele and Vikram… Louis taking photos of us all the time now like we’re supermodels!” She shakes her head mournfully. “How can any of us leave? How can we?”
Marjorie looks up at Cynthia, and I watch her expression slowly shift from despair to determination.
“You’re right,” she says, looking straight into Cynthia’s eyes. “You’re absolutely right. Enough of this pity party. We’ll think of something. We have to.”
I have the sense that Cynthia was once as strong as Marjorie, and that Marjorie somehow still manages to draw on her friend’s strength, even now that it is gone.
I find myself looking out over the flowers, searching, a question in my mind. The scent of honeysuckle thickens in the air then, sweet and rich and soft. It rises and swirls, golden, around me… and around Cynthia.
“Cynthia,” I say. “Do you smell the honeysuckle?”
Her eyes meet mine, and I’m certain I see understanding pass over her face.
Marjorie looks between the two of us, her cheeks suddenly flushed with excitement. “You heard the lady!” she cries, guiding Cynthia closer to the wall. “She wants you to smell the honeysuckle!”
All three of us lean close to the flowers and collectively draw in a long breath.
“Mmm,” says Marjorie. “Doesn’t that smell divine?”
Cynthia stands tall between us, her eyes closed and her chin tilted up slightly so that the bright light of the sun, spilling over the mass of honeysuckle, washes over her face, illuminating her pale eyelashes and the cut of her cheekbones. Her chest rises and falls as she breathes in the scent. When at last she opens her eyes, the smile that plays on her lips is sly.
“Do you know,” she says, her voice low but quite clear, “that there was a period of time in my life when I swallowed a spoonful of honey every day? And it wasn’t to wash down any medicine.” She shakes her head. “I’d forgotten all about the honey. The honey! How could I forget something I tasted every day for such a long time?”
“Oh, Cynthia,” Marjorie says breathlessly, and Cynthia turns toward her. Marjorie presses her hands on either side of Cynthia’s face and looks into her friend’s eyes. “I’ve missed you.”
“Do you know why I ate that honey?” Cynthia asks Marjorie, her expression affectionate. “Did I ever tell you about this?”
“No,” Marjorie says, shaking her head. “I don’t believe you did.”
“Because I talked so much!” Cynthia says with a laugh. “My throat was always sore!” She looks at me and says, “This was when I was in law school. I had only one female professor, Professor Lane. It was the sixties, and I was one of five female law students in my class, so we were all rarities of a sort, Professor Lane included. All of us—all of the women—spent long nights in her office, talking and talking and talking, only falling silent when Professor Lane spoke.”
Cynthia glances at the honeysuckle vine, a faraway look in her eyes. “She was a remarkable woman, Professor Lane. I saw her again, just now. I’m sure of it. I was with her. She was speaking about equality like the idea was a living person, a person who would live or die depending on whether people marched and made their voices heard. Professor Lane was a go-getter, and the smartest person in any room. If something was wrong she didn’t look the other way, and she certainly didn’t wait around for anyone else to fix it. She taught us about strategy. The power of surprise. ‘When they underestimate you, they don’t see you coming,’ she said. ‘Use that to your advantage.’ ”
Cynthia’s eyes glitter. She is feisty and sharp and nearly crackling with energy.
“Did you spend your entire career in law?” I ask. I have the sense that every bit of Cynthia’s life has been interesting.
“In, under, over, and against,” she says with a wink. “I was a community organizer.”
Marjorie stares at Cynthia. “I haven’t heard you speak like this in ages,” she says.
Cynthia arches one pale, thin eyebrow. “Well, it can be a bit hard to get a word in.”
Marjorie’s laughter bursts from her. “You dear, awful woman. You haven’t changed a bit.”
“Liar,” Cynthia says.
Marjorie is still laughing when Cynthia swings her gaze to meet mine.
“Now what,” she asks, “are we going to do about this Donovan Pike character?”

“The spring party,” Cynthia says. The three of us have been sitting together on a bench in a corner of the cottage garden, trying and failing to come up with an idea to save the home while Gully moves between us, receiving pets.
“Yes,” Marjorie says, giving Cynthia a questioning look. “It was always my favorite event of the year.”
“Let’s do it,” Cynthia says.
We both look at her. “Do… what exactly?” I ask.
Cynthia stands and begins pacing, her cane thumping emphatically, rhythmically against the path. “The spring party!” she says. “We’ll throw it on the same day that the developers are coming to sign the contract. Wouldn’t that be a nice surprise for them? To see all of our friends and family gathered together in the place we call home? Won’t they just love having to tell us to our faces that we’re being kicked out?”
Marjorie squeals and claps her hands. “Oh, that’s perfect. Donovan will feel just like the Scrooge he is.”
“I love the idea, too,” I say cautiously. “But I suppose it would be a farewell party.”
“No,” Cynthia says emphatically. “We’re not going anywhere.”
“But the home is losing money,” I tell her. “I don’t think guilt alone will stop Donovan from proceeding with the sale. He’ll say that his hands are tied.”
Marjorie’s face falls, but Cynthia only narrows her eyes and purses her lips. “The party,” she says after a moment, holding up a finger, “will be one prong of a multipronged approach.”
I tilt my head. “And the other prongs…?”
Cynthia looks around at the flowers that surround us. We’re all quiet then, listening to the birds, and the buzzing of insects, and the faint tumble of the sea. The honeysuckle in the air is less urgent now, just one note within the soft layers of scents drifting around us.
“These gardens,” Cynthia says, almost as though she is only just noticing, “are so beautiful.”
I sigh. “And soon they’ll only be seen by people able to pay at least one thousand dollars a night.”
She blinks, astonished. “One thousand dollars a night? Is that really true?”
“According to Jill.”
“Agatha Pike is screaming from her grave,” Marjorie says, shaking her head.
Cynthia resumes her pacing. Marjorie and I exchange a glance. I can see by the look on her face that no matter what happens, this moment, this afternoon when Cynthia remembered herself, means the world to her.
Cynthia stops, planting her cane with a thump in front of her. “If they expect to charge one thousand dollars a night, who is to say that we can’t charge a far more reasonable entry fee for our spring party? Agatha Pike wanted to share the grounds with the residents. Why don’t we think bigger? Why don’t we share them with everyone? Not just our friends and family, but all of Bantom Bay. Anyone who would like to have a peek at these magical gardens can purchase a ticket.”
“Oh, Cynthia!” says Marjorie. “What a marvelous idea.”
I think about it for a moment. “I lived in Bantom Bay my entire childhood and never even knew these gardens existed,” I tell them. “I’m sure there are lots of people like me who would love to learn about the history of the home and see the grounds. I think we should talk to Jill about all of this, but I agree with Marjorie. I think it’s a wonderful idea.”
“Oh, we should talk to everyone,” Marjorie says. “We’ll need every resident and staff member on board if we want to spread the word.”
“But we’ll have to keep it a secret from Donovan,” Cynthia warns. “We need the element of surprise. He’s underestimated us all along, so I can’t imagine it will be too hard.”
Marjorie and I nod in agreement.
Cynthia touches her hand to her throat. “I have a feeling,” she says, “that I’m going to need a whole jarful of honey for the days ahead.”






Chapter Twenty-Five 

California loosestrife: A flowering herb native to California with long spikes of purple flowers whose soapy, herbal aroma inspires strength in the face of adversity
Over the following days, Cynthia’s focus occasionally falters but never fades. Each time I see her, she’s surrounded by a small group of residents and staff members, and she seems to be giving some version of a pep talk. She’s taken to walking around with a clipboard, and she’s stopped using her cane—she says it slows her down. Marjorie has a clipboard, too, and so does Jill, who is fully on board with our plan. Whatever joy had drained from the home after word of Donovan’s intentions spread has now been pumped, ferociously, right back into place by the preparations for the spring party. The home and its gardens buzz with activity, much of it whirring around Cynthia.
During lunch on Wednesday, I’m sitting with Fitz at one of the tables on the terrace, playing chess, when Louis comes out of the home. He’s accompanied by a tall, striking woman with a confident stride.
“Lucy,” Louis says, stopping at our table. “Just the person I wanted to see. Do you know who this is?” he asks, beaming and nodding toward the woman beside him. She wears wide navy trousers and a blouse with a big lace collar, and her short hair shows off the numerous tiny studs that run up the sides of each of her ears.
“Hmm,” I say, smiling up at her. “Are you—”
“She’s his granddaughter,” Fitz cuts in dryly, without looking up from the chessboard.
Louis’s smile falters. “Well, yes, Fitz. Good guess. This is my granddaughter, Katie. Katie, this is Lucy and Fitz.” He brightens again. “Now… guess what she does?”
“No need to guess,” Katie says with a laugh. “I’m a publicist. Pop told me about the imminent sale of the home, and the secret event you’re all planning. His friend Cynthia told him he should get me involved, and I’m glad she suggested it. I have ideas.”
“Katie bought me this,” Louis says, holding up the camera that’s slung over his shoulder.
“The camera ties into one of my ideas,” Katie says. She nods at the empty chairs at the table. “Do you mind if we sit for a moment?”
“Please,” I say.
Fitz scowls dramatically as Katie and Louis sit.
“So, the website for the home is horrific,” Katie says. She knits her fingers together on the table and leans forward. “And there’s zero social media presence. Pop tells me that there are all sorts of new and exciting things happening here—the revitalization of the gardens, but also the pastry arts classes that are taught by a famous chef. And Pop is hoping to run workshops to introduce some of the other residents to photography. And apparently Cynthia is already thinking ahead to after the spring party when she wants the residents to start a letter-writing campaign to reach out to unregistered voters and let them know how important voting is to our democracy—the letters coming from the perspective, as she says, of old people ‘who’ve seen shit go down.’ ” Katie smiles. “Oh, and Marjorie wants to start a social committee, which I think more or less means she thinks the spring party should be the first of many events that the home throws. She wants more parties. A lot more parties.”
“Maybe,” I say, grinning at Fitz, “you could start a chess club.”
He glares at me, horrified. “Maybe you should start a gardening club,” he shoots back.
“Fitz!” I say. “That’s a wonderful idea!”
Katie looks between us, nodding eagerly. “It’s all incredibly inventive. It’s so heartwarming to hear how the residents are sharing their gifts with one another… and that it all started with the reawakening of these beautiful gardens. It’s exactly the sort of feel-good story that the Internet will eat up. And once we let everyone know what a special place this is, it could entice more families to check out the home for their aging relatives. And photographs of the grounds and the residents engaged in these activities will help lift ticket sales for the spring party.”
I tell her that I worry that too much publicity could get Donovan’s attention. “If he catches wind of any of this,” I warn, “he’ll shut it down.”
“Right,” Katie says, considering this. “We’ll have to hold off on revamping the website. But I can still post photographs and videos and news about the party on my personal social media pages. I have a lot of followers, so we should get quite a bit of buzz just from those.”
She pauses, thinking, and then goes on excitedly. “We’ll run the party as a pop-up event at an undisclosed location. I won’t tag the home in my posts or say where my content is coming from, and since this place runs so far under the radar I bet only a few locals will know. I think the mystery will actually work in our favor. I’ll say we’re holding a fundraiser to keep a home for seniors open, and if you buy a ticket to the upcoming event, you’ll receive location and timing details the morning of the party. I still think we can go analog with some advertising—signs up in town, that kind of thing. Louis says the owner is rarely around, so I don’t see how that could hurt.”
“Too risky,” Fitz grumbles. “Donovan Pike will have his ear to the ground about anything and everything related to the home over the next week and a half. He won’t want to miss anything that could jeopardize the sale.”
We all fall quiet for a moment.
“I think we have to take that risk,” I say eventually. “If Donovan finds out, we’re in no worse shape than we already were. But if he doesn’t…”
“… we could show him how much money this place could take in with a little creativity,” Katie finishes.
“Katie’s a social media whiz,” Louis says proudly. “She’s going to make the home viral in no time.”
Katie and I exchange a smile. I feel quite certain that Louis has absolutely no idea what “viral” means. Fitz stares at him as though he is speaking another language entirely.
“If our posts go viral,” Katie tells her grandfather, “it will be thanks to your gorgeous photographs. I don’t know why you’ve been hiding this talent away for so long.”
Louis shakes his head, a bloom creeping up his neck. “I haven’t been hiding it,” he says. “I forgot all about it.” He looks over at me and then at Fitz, something in his expression shifting. He leans back and holds up his fingers to form a square, peering at us through the little frame he makes. “This is actually a nice vignette. The two of you, the chess set, Gully at your feet, and the flowers and view in the background.” He lifts his camera. “May I?”
“Sure,” I say.
At the same moment, Fitz says, “Absolutely not.”
I look at Fitz. “Oh, come on. Just one photo. Maybe Louis will even print it out for you,” I say teasingly. “So you’ll always remember me.”
Fitz scoffs and looks away. But then, to my surprise, he mutters, “Fine.”
I wonder if he has any photographs in his apartment, any tokens from the life he has led, any remembrances of the people who were important to him at some point. He must have been close to someone once. Someone other than Millie. She couldn’t really be the only person he has ever cared for, could she?
I hear several clicks and, realizing Louis is taking photographs, I try and rearrange my expression from one of worry to one that conveys only the affection I feel for the thorny, solitary man who sits beside me.

That afternoon, Adam returns with the cottage garden gate. As I hold it in place and he hammers its pins back into the hinges, I tell him that I’ve finished the design for Sophie’s garden.
“Already?” he asks, surprised. “Don’t tell any of my clients how quickly you work; they’ll start wondering why I take weeks to design a wall of living room built-ins.”
“Well, I had to start right away,” I tell him. “The situation was dire.”
I realize how much I enjoy making Adam laugh—seeing the sadness in his dark eyes disappear, the lines in his handsome face deepen.
We walk over to where I left my bag, and I pull out the drawing that I tucked inside a folder. I point out the different elements of the design, showing him the list of plants that correspond to the numbers marked on the drawing.
Adam is quiet for a moment, studying everything. Then he looks up at me. “This is amazing, Lucy. Really. A candy shop garden? A fort made of real flowers? Sophie is going to love it.”
“I hope so,” I say. “It’s her design, after all.”
Amusement flickers in Adam’s eyes. “Right. I only wish I could work such wonders with my clients’ crayon drawings.”
“Do they give you drawings?” I ask, surprised.
He shakes his head. “But I do get a lot of Pinterest boards, which are maybe the adult version of a crayon drawing.” He looks down at the design again and then back at me. “Thank you,” he says. “It really is perfect.”
His soft, unwavering expression, his dark, messy hair curling at his temples, that smile playing on his lips—it’s its own sort of spell, in a way, and it’s all I can do to not step into his arms. But the sounds of conversation float toward us, residents walk on the sunken garden’s paths in every direction, and so I just smile up at him and say, “You’re welcome.” I gesture further along the wall, where the gate to the last garden awaits. “Should we find out what’s behind door number four?”
As we walk toward the gate, I glance over at Adam, and when our eyes meet we both look away, smiling. The gate has warmed in the sun, and the heat of the wood travels through me as I press my palms to it, holding it in place while Adam taps the pins out of the hinges.
When he lowers the gate to the ground, I see right away that this garden is brighter, with a feeling that is more elemental, more familiar in a way that I feel deep within my bones, than any of the others. Sunlight pours into it as though filling a bowl. Wide gravel paths meander through beds of overgrown plants that I recognize as native to California—blue elderberries, paintbrush, nightshades, wild morning glories, golden poppies, phlox, loosestrife, yarrow, and miner’s lettuce all jostle for room to grow. Everything is crowded, raucous, biologically adapted to and for this very environment.
“It’s a native garden,” I tell Adam. “All of these plants are native to California. I’m sure it was spectacular in its prime.”
“Thanks to you,” he says, “it will see its prime again.”
I sigh. “But no one here will be given very much time to enjoy it.”
Adam looks around. “I guess we should enjoy it now, while we can.”
I nod and we set off side by side along one of the gravel paths. “Those Pinterest boards that your clients send you,” I say. “What are they like?”
“Oh, they’re fascinating.” He catches my amused expression and smiles, saying, “I actually mean that, believe it or not. They are fascinating. They’re all so different. Every person’s dream home is so specific to who they are.”
He thinks for a moment, then goes on. “When clients show my brother, Rob, and me images of a crafting room, or a dedicated space for brewing beer, or a gym with a ballet barre, I start peppering them with questions about how they got into whatever they’re into, and what inspires them. I love hearing all of the terminology related to a certain hobby that I’d previously known nothing about. All of the interesting quirks that shape a particular person’s concept of home.” Adam shrugs and then adds, with faux solemnity, “Rob now insists on doing most of the talking in those meetings.”
As I listen to Adam, I understand for the first time how intimate it is to create a home for someone, that it involves learning about how a person lives now… and the sort of life they aspire to have in the future. I wonder if this might be part of the reason he’s having trouble working on his own house. Maybe he can’t quite envision how he wants his life, and Sophie’s, to look and feel now that Beth is no longer with them.
“I know what you mean,” I say. “Every garden I design is a reflection of the homeowner—the way they hope to use the space, their favorite colors, their personalities.”
Adam nods. “So no two gardens are ever the same.”
“Never. And actually, just like the homeowners themselves, I guess, a garden isn’t even the same from one season to the next. Change is constant… but also, nothing really dies… Nutrients remain, helping new growth that will always contain a bit of the old.”
Adam looks over at me, his gaze thoughtful. “Have you always known that this is what you wanted to do?”
“Since I was young,” I say, nodding. “My mother used to take me to the Garden of Fragrance in the botanical garden in San Francisco. I loved it—the scents, the flowers. The way it felt both peaceful and mysterious.” I run my hand over a long frond of loosestrife, and the purple blooms deepen in color, their strong, herbal aroma swimming around us. “What about you?” I ask. “Is construction a family business?”
“No, not exactly. My parents were professors before they retired. My mom was a philosophy professor and my dad was an art history professor. But my dad is a woodworker, too; he makes furniture. When we were growing up, Rob and I would spend hours messing around with his tools, making things with him in the garage. I’m still up to the same old tricks, I guess. My mom says I get my curiosity from her, and my tolerance of splinters from my dad.”
I laugh. “Oh!” I say then. “Look.” I point to the gate to the cottage garden that is visible along the eastern wall. “I hadn’t found it yet on the other side; it’s covered with rock roses over there.”
“It looks like it’s in pretty good shape,” Adam says. With a little coaxing, he pushes the gate open, and the scents of honeysuckle and rock rose and peonies pour toward us. “There you go, you old beauty,” Adam tells the gate. “You’ve still got it.”
I smile. “Are you absolutely sure inanimate objects have stopped communicating with you?”
“Well,” he says, reddening a little and grinning, “I never said I stopped talking to them.”
We go on walking through the California garden, talking a little bit about nothing and everything. I steal glances at him every now and then, thinking of madeleines dipped into tea, forgotten memories, the mysterious folds of time. I think of how he used to believe that homes spoke to him, that he could sense their history and what they needed in the present.
Maybe, I allow myself to imagine, Adam is the sort of person who is not scared away by the inexplicable.
Maybe he is even willing to embrace it.






Chapter Twenty-Six 

Viburnum: A flowering shrub or tree in the moschatel family with showy clusters of white or pink-tinged blooms whose spicy, almondy, vanilla scent stirs transformation
Cynthia continues on like a conductor drawing music out of a ragtag orchestra. It turns out Vikram still has connections to a Sonoma winery from his restaurant days, and Cynthia persuades him to ask for a donation to the cause in the form of sparkling wine. When Jill mentions she comes from a huge family, Cynthia convinces her to enlist her army of cousins to work at the party, serving the donated wine, Italian sodas, and the dozens of chai spice cakes that Adele and Vikram are planning to bake. When she overhears Adele mention that her teenaged grandson, Peter, is a jazz cellist, Cynthia has her call him right then and ask him to bring a trio of musical friends to play music at the party. It’s astounding, really, what she is able to do in such a short amount of time.
On Thursday, Cynthia and Marjorie have already joined Fitz and me at our usual lunch table when Louis walks over.
“Hot off the press,” he says, handing me a stack of glossy flyers. “Katie just stopped by with these. Aren’t they great?”
The flyer features a photograph of the restored gate to the woodland garden, with a stretch of the sunken garden in the foreground. The image is captivating—the flower beds look elegant and vibrant, while the barely open gate reveals a peek of lush viburnum blossoms, conveying an air of mystery. Below Louis’s photograph, the details for the party are written in a bold font, including Katie’s contact information to purchase tickets.
Save the Oceanview Home!
Spring Party
Come enjoy the historic home’s magical walled gardens—open to the public for the first time in history! Catering by Michelin-starred pastry chef Vikram Neel! Live music! Photography exhibit!
“These are great,” I say. “Did you take this photograph? It’s beautiful.”
Marjorie and Cynthia are leaning over the flyer now, too. “Oh, Louis,” Cynthia says admiringly. “What a talent you are!”
Even Fitz deigns to glance at Louis’s photograph and give a small, appreciative nod.
Louis tells us that Katie is sharing his photographs of the grounds and the residents on her social media accounts. The posts are getting even more views than she expected, and tickets for the party are selling quickly. “She thinks once we get these flyers up, we could sell out within days.”
“I’ll put them up in Bantom Bay tonight,” I promise. “We’ll just have to hope Donovan doesn’t ever stop in town on his way to the home.”
“He doesn’t strike me as a small-town shopper,” Cynthia says. “He probably gets everything he needs delivered to his home to save himself five minutes.”
“Yes,” Marjorie agrees. “I’m sure he orders from somewhere that overcharges and kills off the mom-and-pop competition.”
“Somewhere profitable, then,” Fitz says, but we all ignore him.
Soon Louis heads off down the ramp with his new camera in tow, leaving the four of us.
“Cynthia and I were looking at the website for the Redwood Village again yesterday,” Marjorie tells me. “We’ve decided that if we must move, we’ll move together. Everything is easier with a good friend at your side. Even, I hope, living in a place that appears to be made of cardboard.”
“It seems awfully dull,” Cynthia confirms. “But if necessary, we’ll change that with our sparkling personalities. I really don’t think it will come to that, though. I think we can turn this place around. We’re stronger than we realize.”
She looks at me then, her gaze level and steady and fully present.
“You showed me that, Lucy,” she says. “You and these gardens. Who would have ever thought that they would flower so beautifully again? It just proves that nothing is ever really gone. We carry every turn of our lives, every version of ourselves, within us, forever. What a joy it is to understand that.
“I don’t know how long I’ll go on like this,” she continues quietly. “But that only makes me appreciate this more—this feeling of being myself again, this knowledge that my life is meaningful. It’s a gift to feel this way—to live once again with purpose.”
I nod, moved. Across the table, Fitz stares down at the chess set, but his body has gone still. I can’t help but feel that he listened closely to Cynthia’s speech and that he, too, was moved by it.
“You’re a true force of nature,” I tell Cynthia. “We couldn’t do any of this without you.”
She waves her hand. “Of course you could.” Then she adds, “Just not nearly as well.”
Marjorie seems to be laughing and crying at the same time.
Cynthia reaches out and pats her hand. “Well,” she says, “we didn’t come out here to let weeds grow over our feet, did we, Marjorie? Spirited gals like us need our exercise.”
“Quite right,” says Marjorie. “The gardens await. We’ll leave you two to your little chess club.”
“It’s not a club!” Fitz barks, but the woman are already walking away, their heads bent together, laughter trailing behind them.

Fog is racing over the Oceanview Home when I leave that afternoon. I drive through the forest toward town, peering up through the windshield and frowning. The spring party is a little more than a week away, and it’s the first time I’ve considered how the weather might affect the event. You really never know what you’re going to get along the coast of Northern California in spring. The past few weeks have been beautiful, though, with the occasional fog only present in the morning and evening. I can only hope that the pattern will hold.
When I reach the Bantom Bay Community Center, I grab a flyer from the stack Louis gave me and leave Gully in the truck with the windows down and cool, damp air pouring in. After a moment’s thought, I select a pot of violet primroses from the bed of my truck and walk toward the building.
I spent so much time here as a kid, but I haven’t been inside the center since my mother died. The outside, I notice, looks a little worse for wear, the paint peeling around the windows. That’s not unusual for a building so close to the sea, though, and maybe it was always this way. But I remember Roger saying he was meeting with some people to rehabilitate the theater, and I wonder if maybe the center is dealing with more challenges than just the perpetual lashings of salt air.
The answer is apparent when I walk inside. In my memory, the small lobby of the community center was always bustling, bright, and welcoming, the efficient little hub of a building that held an art studio, meeting rooms, a gymnasium, and a theater. Now, the room looks smaller and less tidy. The walls—still the pale lilac I remember from my youth—could use a fresh coat of paint. The colorful tiles on the floor look dingy, the grout between them now a shade of gray.
“These are a gift from the Oceanview Home,” I tell the teenaged girl at the reception desk as I set the primroses down. Already, their soft purple color and fresh, airy scent make the lobby seem more inviting. “There’s a party next week to raise money for the home to keep it from closing. Would you mind if I hung up a flyer?”
The girl breathes in the scent of the flowers and smiles dreamily. “Sure,” she says, gesturing across the lobby to where a bulletin board hangs at a precarious slant.
I pin the party flyer in a prominent spot and then ask if she minds if I peek into the art studio.
“No problem,” she says. “It’s down the hall, on the left.”
I don’t mention that I could have easily walked straight back to the art studio with my eyes closed.
At the entrance to the studio, I stop. There’s a brass plaque that I’ve never seen before beside the door.
The Nell McKinney Barnes Art Studio
I wonder if my dad is responsible for this, or if it was organized by the people my mom worked with here. Or maybe her students.
Inside the studio is much neater than it ever was when my mother worked there, but the shelves that used to be filled with painting supplies seem a bit bare. In a corner, there are a couple of easels that look like they need to be repaired.
Near the easels, hanging on the wall, is one of my mother’s paintings. I step closer. The image is of a windswept beach, but the details are smudged and vague, veiled by a wash of blues cut through here and there by streams of golden sunlight. Barely, just barely, I make out a figure kneeling in the sand, building something—perhaps a castle?
As I study the painting, a sense of determination swells within me, a strong impulse to find what lies on the other side of fear and self-doubt. It’s the way my mother wanted her students to feel when they faced their own blank canvases, and so she painted the emotion into this image that her students looked at each time they entered her studio.
I look away from the painting, thinking of the stack of flyers Louis gave me and the potted flowers filling my truck bed. On the way out of the studio, I pause in front of my mother’s plaque. The brass is smudged a little, so I pull my T-shirt away from my stomach and rub the brass until it shines.

Ten minutes later, I find a parking spot right in the middle of the commercial stretch along Miramonte Drive. For a moment, I just sit there, a familiar knot of shame tightening in my chest as I look out at all of the shops. How long have I been running from this feeling? Running from the place where I experienced my biggest regret, but also the place that is at the core of all of my best memories? From the bed of my truck, the heady balm of phlox, primroses, daylilies, cosmos, and Persian buttercups tumbles toward me, steadying my pulse. I think of my mother’s painting, and a feeling of determination spreads within me. I take a deep breath, grab a flyer from the stack that Louis gave me, lift a pot of creamy white phlox into my arms, and head into Corde’s Hardware, Gully beside me.
“I see you’re putting those pots to good use,” Roberta says, nodding her head with gruff approval.
“This one’s for you,” I tell her, setting the phlox down on the counter. The soft vanilla scent of the blossoms drifts arounds us, wafting gently through the aisles of the store. “A gift from the Oceanview Home, along with an invitation.” I hand her the flyer and watch her eyes skate over the words.
When she looks up at me, I’m surprised to see that her eyes shine with excitement. “You might not know this about me, Lucy,” she says, leaning an elbow on the counter and lowering her voice conspiratorially, “but the only thing I love more than a good cause is a good party. Count me in.”
In Bantom Bay Books, Jody hangs up the flyer and assures me that she wouldn’t miss it. She tells me that the buttercups on the counter have filled the store with the most intoxicating fragrance all week, enticing customers to linger, leading them to discover books that they can’t resist purchasing.
In every shop I walk into along Miramonte Drive, store clerks familiar and unfamiliar to me breathe in the scent of the flowers that I set down on the counter, hang up the flyers, and promise to attend the party. Many have never been to the Oceanview Home and are excited to finally see it in person. Others have relatives or friends living at the home and are grateful to have an opportunity to help save it. To my relief, not a single person mentions Jack Harris.
By the time I’ve stopped into every shop, the fog has lifted, the early evening sky is a gentle shade of blue, and the air of Bantom Bay shimmers with the soft, fresh promise of spring, transformed by the scent of flowers.






Chapter Twenty-Seven 

Wood anemone: A long-stemmed wildflower in the buttercup family with delicate, star-shaped blooms whose musky fragrance foretells misfortune
The very next morning, I awaken to the powdery, animal scent of the forest’s wood anemones slipping through my open window. I sit up, a shiver of foreboding running down my spine. On my phone, there is a text from Donovan.
Call me.
His words seem to vibrate tensely on my phone screen, and I am filled with a sudden surety that he has found out about the party.
I don’t call him.

When I pull open the door to the home and step into the quiet lobby an hour later, Noreen is at her station, her face unusually pale and pinched with worry. She springs to her feet as though she’s been waiting for me.
“He knows, doesn’t he?” I ask, walking toward her.
She blinks. “Who?”
“Donovan. Did he find out about the party?”
“Oh. I don’t know.” She bites her lip.
“Noreen,” I say, staring at her. “What’s going on? What’s wrong?”
“It’s—it’s Cynthia,” she tells me, her voice wobbling.
I feel my entire body go very still. “What happened?”
Noreen speaks haltingly, through small sobs. “Yesterday evening… she must have gone for a walk. No one saw her leave. Eva… Eva found her, later. She was in one of the smaller walled gardens.”
The cottage garden. She’d gone out to smell the honeysuckle. I see it in my mind—Cynthia in flowing, pale clothes, walking alone through the flowers. There is no cane in her hand.
“She wasn’t conscious,” Noreen goes on with some effort. “An… an ambulance came for her.”
“Has there been any news since then?”
Noreen shakes her head.
Gully nudges his head below my hand, steadying me. “Is Jill here?” I ask. If anyone knows how Cynthia is doing, it is Jill.
“I think so.”
“Okay,” I say. “Thank you for telling me.” My mind feels full of cotton. I turn and walk slowly toward the back of the home.
“Let me know if you hear anything,” Noreen calls after me.
When I pass the dining room, I see that it is empty and the curtains are drawn. A heavy stillness grips the room; it looks suspended in amber. In the sunroom, when I step toward the doors to the terrace, they don’t automatically open. I look around, but there is no one in sight to help, no one to unlock the door. I cup my hands to the glass and peer outside, but no one is on the terrace.
My phone begins to buzz. I know who it is before I even look at the screen.
“Lucy,” Donovan says when I answer. Anger boils in his voice. “I assume you’ve heard what happened last night.”
“Is Cynthia okay?” I hear myself ask.
“I spoke with her niece this morning,” Donovan tells me. “Cynthia passed away last night.”
The floor tilts. I lean against the door, my vision blurring. No, I think. No no no no.
In my silence, Donovan goes on angrily. “I warned you about this. If you had listened to me, Ms. Kaminski might be alive today.”
His words are true, and they are poison in my veins.
“Jill is taking a leave of absence from the Oceanview Home,” Donovan says from far away. “If you need anything while you finish up your work, call me. I trust that you are still on schedule to be done by the end of next week?”
Be careful, my mom warned me. Every action has a consequence.
Jack’s car crushed against that tree. His leg… his family…
Cynthia alone in the garden, searching for hope where there was only danger.
I did this. I knew exactly what could happen because it has happened before, and I did it anyway.
A searing sob is stuck in my throat, stealing my air.
I need to leave.
Now.
I turn off my phone without saying another word to Donovan. I break into a jog, hurrying past the silent dining room and through the dark lobby. As I pull open the front door and Gully and I race out toward my truck, I hear Noreen’s thin voice calling after me.
“Lucy, dear? Where are you going? Wait! Oh, Lucy…”






Chapter Twenty-Eight 

Purple hyacinth: A flowering plant in the lily family with low spikes of densely packed blossoms whose inescapably sweet scent thrums with a message of regret
“Lucy!” My father looks up from his usual spot on the sofa as I burst through the door. “I’m glad you’re home. I have to tell you something—”
I keep going up to my room. I shut the door and curl into myself on my bed. Gully climbs up beside me. In the silence of the house, I hear my father rise from the sofa and walk to the base of the stairs.
“Lucy?” he calls.
I don’t answer. After a minute, I hear him walk away.
Cynthia is dead. She is gone. I will never see her again. What was I thinking, telling her to smell that honeysuckle? She was fragile, vulnerable, and she trusted me—just as Jack Harris had once trusted me. How have I done this again? How did I ever believe I might help Cynthia when I knew how I had destroyed Jack’s life? I put Cynthia in danger, knowingly, and—
And Marjorie. Oh, Marjorie—I can’t bear to think of Marjorie.
The day passes slowly and blurs into the next. Somewhere in the neighborhood, purple hyacinths push up through the soil; their cloying scent expands heavily in my chest, suffocating me with regret. My father makes meals that I don’t eat. He asks if I want to play chess, and I shake my head. I feel his eyes tracking me when I walk through the house. He doesn’t ask what happened, and I’m grateful.
I don’t sleep. Over and over and over, my mind shows me Cynthia walking among the flowers, alone. I set this all into motion, and now she is gone.
The weekend passes.
On Monday morning, Gully looks at me expectantly. I bury myself deeper within the covers and do not get up.

On Monday afternoon, there are voices downstairs. Not just my father’s, but others’, too. A man’s and a woman’s.
Voices I recognize.
I walk slowly downstairs and into the living room.
“There you are,” Marjorie says softly, spotting me. Adam and my father turn to look at me from the sofa. Adam gives me a sad smile. My father looks perplexed. Marjorie stands, walks to me, and wraps me in her arms. She is tiny, but she clings to me like she plans to never let me go, and after my surprise passes I find myself sinking into her arms. There’s a feeling of maternal love in her embrace that I had not believed I would ever feel again, and I let myself soak it in, borrowing it for as long as I can. She cries, and I do, too.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I’m so sorry.”
She pulls away, shaking her head. Her face is wet with tears, but her expression is determined. She takes hold of my hands. “You have nothing to be sorry for, Lucy. Cynthia lived a long, rewarding, exciting life. I cannot fathom that she is gone, and I will miss her every single day, but what a blessing it was that I had her for as long as I did—and that I had those last, wonderful days with her. She was herself again at the end, thanks to you and your flowers. She was so fulfilled. And to go out not in a slowly fading whisper but with a bang? More like a firecracker, really, those last days! She wouldn’t have changed a thing—not one thing. I promise you.”
I try to accept her words, but I am forever changed by what has happened. I am responsible for Cynthia’s death. I will never again see her walking through the gardens, arm in arm with Marjorie. I will never again hear the thump of her cane. I will never again see the mischief that shone in her dark, youthful eyes in those final days.
“And you lost your mother recently, too,” Marjorie goes on, lifting her soft hand to my wet cheek. “Adam told me. It’s too much loss in such a short time.” She looks back at my father on the couch. “I’m so sorry. Your wife must have been a remarkable woman to raise someone as special as Lucy.”
My father nods. “She was.”
Marjorie looks at me again. “Cynthia’s niece is arranging a service just for family. I don’t know what Cynthia said to her the last time they spoke, but whatever it was seems to have left her with only good feelings for the Oceanview Home. I understand that there are no plans to sue—much to Donovan’s relief, I’m sure.” Marjorie pulls a face. “Now, listen. We’re going to have our own service at Oceanview tomorrow. Just for us. I hope you will come, Lucy.”
I don’t know how I’m going to go back there, but I know I will only feel worse if I miss Cynthia’s service. I nod.
“Good,” Marjorie says.
I look past her. It’s strange to see Adam in my living room, but he looks comfortable there, sitting on the couch next to my father, Gully at his feet.
There’s a little plate of carrots, crackers, and hummus that my father has thought to put out on the coffee table. When I catch his eye, he gives a little shrug.
“Marjorie and her grandson were very concerned about you,” he says.
“We’ve all been worried about you,” Marjorie says. “Louis, Adele, Vikram, Noreen… everyone is beside themselves. We’ve become accustomed to seeing you out among your flowers, bright and early every weekday morning. We all really wish you’d come back.”
“How did you find me?” I ask.
“Jill gave me your address. Adam gave me the ride.”
“I thought Donovan put Jill on leave—”
To my surprise, Marjorie smiles. “Which is exactly why she didn’t give two figs about handing out the personal contact information of an employee.” I must look upset, because she tsks and waves at the air. “Oh, don’t worry about Jill. Donovan knows he can’t run the home without her; she’ll be back in action the moment we put a stop to this whole hotel fiasco on Friday.”
I stare at her. “You’re going through with the party?”
“Well, of course we’re going through with the party. It’s what Cynthia would want. It’s what she would demand, really.” She holds my gaze. “You will come back, won’t you, Lucy? We can’t lose both Cynthia and you. And there’s still work to do in one of the gardens, isn’t there?”
I don’t know how to respond, so I don’t. The room falls quiet.
“Okay,” Adam says, setting his hands on his knees. “I think we should leave Lucy and her dad alone now.”
Marjorie looks disappointed and sad. “But I will see you at Cynthia’s service tomorrow, won’t I? Ten a.m.?”
“Yes,” I tell her. “I’ll be there.”
My father stands and leads Marjorie and Adam toward the door.
Adam stops in front of me. “I finished restoring the last gate,” he tells me quietly. “I’ll bring it to the home in the next couple of days.” He pauses. “I hope I’ll see you there.”
Again, I don’t know how to respond. How can I return to work now, after what I’ve done? “How’s Sophie?” I ask instead.
“She’s okay,” he says, but I can tell from his expression that she is not. After a moment, he brightens. “She loves your design for her garden. I wish you could have seen her face when she saw it, Lucy. I haven’t seen her that excited about anything in a long time.”
His words are a balm for the burning ache in my chest. “I’m so glad,” I say.
In the doorway, Marjorie pauses. She squints up at my father. “Gregory, are you absolutely sure we’ve never met?”
“I’m sure,” my father says, his expression vaguely bemused. “I think I’d remember you.”
Marjorie chuckles. “I suppose you would,” she says, but she gives him one last look before turning away.

The door has barely closed before my father faces me. “Lucy, I really need to tell you something.”
I’m not sure how much more I can take right now, but there is an urgent note in his voice that makes my throat grow tight. “What’s wrong?” I ask.
“Nothing. Nothing’s wrong.” He looks steadily into my eyes and says, “I wrote to Jack Harris.”






Chapter Twenty-Nine 

California poppy: A native California wildflower with golden, cup-shaped blooms whose soft, citrusy scent inspires hope and healing
My father’s blue eyes are utterly clear and focused, and something about them stops the panic that hearing Jack’s name might have otherwise ignited within me.
“What do you mean, you wrote to Jack Harris?”
“I found his mother’s phone number in your mother’s address book. I called her, and she gave me Jack’s email address.”
I stare at him. “What? Why?”
“Hang on,” he says then, and leaves me standing, stunned, in the living room while he disappears into his bedroom. He returns holding his laptop. “Let’s sit,” he says and steers me toward the dining table.
“Dad, I—” I begin to say, blood rushing loudly in my ears. Ten years ago, Jack told me to stay away from him, and the anger in his voice on that day, the coldness in his expression when he’d ignored me from then on, moving away without saying another word, has always felt like an insurmountable wall, a locked door through which I could not pass.
“You need to read this,” my dad says firmly. It’s only when I feel his hand lightly holding my wrist that I realize I’ve begun to turn away. Everything in me wants to leave, needs to leave. Now. But my dad sets the laptop in front of me on the table. It’s open to an email.
Dear Mr. Barnes,
Thank you for writing. For years, I’ve wanted to reach out to Lucy to thank her
I look up at my father, my heart in my throat, and he nods toward the computer screen for me to keep reading.
for changing my life, and my mother’s, for the better.
I don’t understand how, or why, but in her garden a decade ago, I remembered something that I had forgotten.
I remembered that when I was six years old, I walked in on my father with a woman who was not my mother. I remembered my father grabbing me by the collar and making me promise not to tell my mother. Forget this happened, Jack, he said. I was scared and I was confused and somehow I did forget. Or I thought I did.
Now I think it was always there in the back of my mind—my father’s anger, his selfishness, his lies. I think I was never the same after that day. For years, I could not shake a feeling of dread. I lived with a sadness that I didn’t understand.
After I left Lucy in her garden, I went home and confronted my father. It all came out then—his affairs, his lies. It wasn’t just the time I walked in on him; he’d been cheating on my mom for years. She was devastated. We both were. I drank too much and I crashed my car and wound up in the hospital. I lost my leg. I hardly remember that day, or many that followed it. Maybe that’s for the best.
My mother took me to live in Colorado. She thought we needed a fresh start. My father moved to San Diego. They divorced.
Once we were away from my father, the darkness that had hung over my life, and my mother’s life, slowly lifted. I stopped drinking. I went to college. I fell in love with a woman named Rebecca. We’re married now, and we have an amazing son named Noah. I work as a counselor at a rehab center. My mother remarried. He’s a great guy, and together they run an art gallery in Boulder. I’ve never seen her happier.
That day in Lucy’s garden changed my life. Lucy saved me. She freed me, I think. She freed both of us—my mother and me. I’ll never really be able to explain what happened, but I’m so thankful that it did.
Please pass this on to Lucy. I treated her terribly, and she didn’t deserve it. I should have reached out years ago. I convinced myself that I was the last person on earth she’d want to hear from, but I think the truth is that I just wanted to put everything that happened in Bantom Bay behind me. I should have called Lucy a long time ago to apologize, and to thank her. I’m so sorry. If she ever wants to talk, I’m here.
Take care,
Jack
I look up at my father. I don’t know what to say. It’s like the world has flipped upside down.
“I had no idea,” I say quietly.
All these years, I have blamed myself for ruining Jack’s life. I never knew that his father was so awful to his mother and him.
Now I envision Jack as a husband and a father. I imagine his mother in her new gallery, happily remarried. My chest fills with light—it is a weightless, peaceful feeling that I haven’t felt in far, far too long.
“Thank you, Dad,” I say, hugging him. It seems that all this time that I have been trying to help my father, my father has been trying to help me. “Thank you for finding Jack.”
“There’s something else you need to know,” he says. “Come with me.”

My mother’s studio is just how we both have left it—messy and dusty, full of color and light.
“Your mother was so happy here,” my father says, looking around.
I nod. “It was her favorite place.”
“No.” My father’s voice is suddenly firm. “That’s what I want you to understand. This wasn’t her favorite place. She loved it, and she was very happy here, but this was not her favorite place. Your mother loved painting, but it wasn’t her great passion.”
“Of course it was,” I say, baffled. “She was an artist.”
“She was a teacher,” my father says. He doesn’t raise his voice, but it seems to echo in the studio. “Teaching was what your mother truly loved to do. She was an exceptionally talented artist. We all know that. She poured her emotions into her work, and somehow, we felt those emotions deeply when we viewed her paintings. That was one of her gifts. But, Lucy, it wasn’t her only gift—and it certainly wasn’t the one that truly mattered to her.”
He looks down at the paint-splattered floor. “When I met your mother,” he continues slowly, “I thought she was the most remarkable woman I’d ever known. She was so interesting and creative and beautiful… and complicated. So very complicated. She’d made something of a name for herself in the art world, but her success didn’t seem to bring her much joy. She spent her days alone in her studio. Not this studio, of course. She had a little studio in the city when we met. She was unique. But also… solitary.”
He gives a funny little chuckle of the sort that I haven’t heard from him in ages. “And me? I was as ordinary as they come. I think she found my ordinariness charming, somehow, if you can believe it.”
“I can believe it,” I say, because I can. My entire childhood, I witnessed how charmed my mother was by my father, by his devotion and his affection and his care. She loved him with every part of herself. What I have more trouble believing is that my mother had ever been solitary. I can only picture her surrounded by friends, the people of Bantom Bay whom she loved and who loved her. I think of her calendar, so full with her teaching schedule and lunches and walks and lectures and clubs.
“It was after we were married and moved here,” my father tells me, “that your mother began teaching. And that’s when she truly seemed to blossom. She loved sharing her love of art with others… being a part of a community… feeling as though she gave back to the universe as much as she had received. I don’t have that sort of goodness, not even a fraction of it, but I admired it so much.
“So her favorite place really wasn’t this studio. It was the studio in the Bantom Bay Community Center. What she did there—the connections she made with people, the way she brought them joy—meant far more to her than any painting she made with her own hands. It was only when she started working there that she felt like her gift really mattered, like she really mattered. What she did for the people who took her classes, the way she listened to them and guided them and used her gift to give them a sense of beauty and purpose in their lives—that was magical. Your mother knew that it was never her gift for painting that was important. The people were important. The connections.”
It is the most my dad has said since I’ve been home. It might, in fact, be the most I have ever heard him say.
I think about how satisfied I have been over the years, creating gardens for my many clients, and how that satisfaction feels quiet and small compared to the happiness that I have felt since I started working at the Oceanview Home. The people. The connections. I feel as though a piece of me has been missing all along, and now I have found it—or, perhaps, returned to it. My life in the past three weeks has been fuller than the previous ten years combined. Everything is messier, perhaps. Scarier. But so much more fulfilling and joyful, too.
“The work that you’ve done at the Oceanview Home,” my father goes on. “The way you care about those residents and the way they obviously care for you… your mother would be so very proud of you. As I am.”

“Well,” I say a few minutes later, once we’ve cleared our throats and dried our eyes and stepped away from our embrace. “If this studio really wasn’t Mom’s favorite place, maybe it’s time to clear it out.”
I see the fear that passes over my father’s face, and I press on anyway.
“She’s not here, Dad,” I say gently. “She’s not in these things. And the community center needs art supplies. Badly. I was there last week.”
I can see my father considering my words. He looks around, taking in the sight of all of my mother’s tools and paints with a new thoughtfulness.
“I really think Mom would want us to give everything to the center,” I tell him. “And then, when this space is cleared out, I think you should use it as your workshop. Get your tools out of the pantry. I think Mom would have wanted that, too.”
My father looks at me, surprised. After a beat, he turns slowly and walks toward the door.
“Where are you going?” I ask.
“To find boxes for all of this stuff,” he says over his shoulder. “No time like the present.”

Alone, I look around my mother’s studio, trying to memorize it just as it is. My eyes land on the painting she’d been working on when she died, the one that emanates so much hope that my heart grows buoyant the moment I look at it.
When I stand in front of the painting, I draw in my breath. Because now I see what I couldn’t see the last time I came out here—that this painting is of the view from the Oceanview Home. This is the field of golden poppies that stretches beyond the western garden wall, the sloping meadow of wildflowers that leads to the scattering of trees, the silver sea beyond.
My mother had already been to the Oceanview Home when she died.
But when?
And why?

Two hours later, my father and I drive down to the community center, the bed of my truck filled with boxes of art supplies. When we step into the lobby, the air is fragrant with the fresh scent of the potted primroses on the reception desk, but I see my father’s eyes catch on the peeling paint, the grubby grout. He walks over to the lopsided bulletin board, frowning.
I tell the girl at the desk that we’ve brought a donation of art supplies, and she breaks into a smile.
“We really need them,” she says. “I’m in the Thursday painting class and I’ve started bringing in some of my own stuff because the center is running so low on everything.”
“Are there any tools around?” my father calls from where he stands at the bulletin board. “This needs to be rehung properly.”
“I have no idea,” the girl says with a cheerful shrug. “But there are some people working in the theater. Maybe they have some.”
In the art studio, as we’re adding my mother’s supplies to the shelves, I notice my father stop in front of the painting of my mother’s that hangs on the wall. I walk over and stand beside him, feeling that sense of determination, that sense of overcoming fear, swelling within me as I look at the image.
“Remarkable,” my father murmurs.
“Gregory! Lucy! What are you two doing here?”
We both turn to see that Roger stands in the open door of the studio. My father gestures toward the shelves and explains that we’re dropping off some of my mom’s old painting supplies.
Roger smiles a bit sadly. “What a nice idea. She would have loved that, wouldn’t she? Knowing that all of her old things will be used to create new art?”
I nod and ask him how the work in the theater is going.
“Well, it’s a bit more of a project than any us thought.” He lowers his voice and steps farther into the studio. “It’s kind of a motley crew with an entirely unhelpful skill set in there. My talent for cooking only gets us so far.” He gives my dad a hopeful glance. “Any chance I could convince you to give us a hand, Gregory? It would be great to have someone who actually knows what he’s doing operating some of these tools. We have coffee and lasagna and cookies and wine.”
I suspect that Roger and I both hold our breath then, waiting to see what will happen next. My dad glances back at my mother’s painting, then faces Roger again.
“We’ll need to fix the bulletin board in the lobby, too,” he says. “It’s crooked.”
Roger claps his hands together, grinning. “Sure! We’ll add it to the list.” As we’re leaving the studio, he leans toward me and murmurs conspiratorially, “It’s a very long list, Lucy. Never-ending, really.”






Chapter Thirty 

Rock rose: A hearty, flowering shrub profusely laden with papery blossoms whose warm, amber scent strengthens resilience
When I step into the Oceanview Home the next day, the air once again smells of sugar and vanilla. Even Gully seems relieved by this, trotting forward confidently as the door to the home swings shut behind us.
“Oh, Lucy,” Noreen says when she sees me. “I’m so glad you’re here. Everyone is gathering on the terrace.”
We walk together into the sunroom.
“What are those?” I ask. Hanging from the wall, there are a number of small black devices.
Noreen pulls a face and explains that the lock has finally been fixed on the doors. “But Jill has come up with a plan,” she goes on. “A staff member can unlock the terrace doors and, ideally, accompany any resident who goes outside. If a resident wants to walk outside without a companion, they take one of these wearable medical alert devices.”
I feel a pang at learning this news. Mr. Fitz likes to be alone, and I suspect he will bristle at the thought of wearing a device that tracks his movement. But, in the end, I suppose it’s a small price to pay. I just hope he will see it that way.
“This is Jill’s plan?” I ask. “I thought she was suspended.”
“She has her ways,” Noreen says with a wink. Then, as she holds a card up to a sensor and the doors open, she whispers, almost gleefully, “She’s here, actually.”
Noreen is right: absolutely everyone is on the terrace. Even Mr. Fitz is here, though he’s off in a corner, alone. Instead of black, everyone is wearing color, and the air is soft with the warm, enveloping scent of rock roses.
Marjorie spots me and hurries over to give me a hug. She is dressed head to toe in red, including her glasses. “I’m glad you’re here,” she says, and squeezes my hands. She walks me to a seat next to Louis, who smiles at me. Gully settles at my feet.
Marjorie stands before us all, the garden spread behind her, and speaks to us about Cynthia. She talks about Cynthia’s career, her many causes, her sense of humor, her mischief. Her words are moving, but also very, very funny, and I’m relieved to see her spirit has not diminished. If anything, it might have grown.
When she finishes, we all sit in silence for several minutes. No, not silence—the birds go on singing; a breeze stirs the flowers; in the distance, waves crash against the shore.
When I breathe in, the strong, sweet scent of honeysuckle races toward me, through me, whispering of courage, of family, of love. Of Cynthia.

“Almond bear claw?” Adele asks, sliding a plate with a gleaming, golden pastry across the table. We are all still gathered on the terrace, but now there are pastries and bowls of fruit and pitchers of lemonade on each table.
Vikram scoops a spoonful of bright berries onto my plate and passes me a fork. “We were so worried when we didn’t see you in the gardens,” he tells me.
Louis strokes Gully’s ears and they gaze adoringly at each other. “You, too, young man,” Louis tells him. “Good to have you both back.”
“It’s good to be back,” I assure him.
“Does that mean you’re staying?” Adele asks. “Please say it does.”
I think of Cynthia, and the scent of honeysuckle. The feeling of determination instilled by my mother’s painting thrums within me. I think of the work that I still need to do in the California garden to have it ready by Friday. Is there enough time? There might be, if I start today.
“Yes. I’m staying,” I say, and everyone exhales.
“Then let’s get down to business,” Marjorie says. She’s armed with Cynthia’s clipboard now, and she points a pen at me. “Did you put the flyers up around town?”
I tell her that I did, and she runs her pen through a line on her clipboard.
“How are sales?” she asks, turning her attention to Louis.
“Katie says they’re strong.”
“So this really might work?” Vikram asks.
We all fall quiet.
“It will be a hell of a party,” Marjorie says at last. “If nothing else.”






Chapter Thirty-One 

Grey musk sage: A flowering herb in the mint family with fragrant foliage and violet flowers whose calming scent aids connection to the spiritual world
The next day, as I’m working in the California garden, Adam arrives with the final gate. Sophie is with him, and the clouds in her small face part a little when she sees Gully. In an instant, they are off, running through the flowers together.
I hold the gate while Adam hammers the pegs of the hinges back into place. It feels like a little dance we’ve been doing, perfecting, for weeks, and I’m sorry this is the last time we’ll be doing it.
“Well,” he says. “I guess that’s that.”
“Yes.”
Out of habit, I suppose, we find ourselves walking together around the California garden. I ask Adam if he is coming to the party on Friday, and he tells me he wouldn’t miss it. I relax a little then. This is not the last time I will see him.
“I’m sure you’re relieved to be done with all these gates,” I say.
“I’ve enjoyed it far more than any other work I’ve done lately.”
I look at him. “You’re still not feeling inspired?”
He grimaces. “To be honest, these days I don’t feel much of anything when I’m working. I walk into a home and… nothing. Without that feeling that I used to get, that feeling that I could sense the home’s history, it’s all just… wood.” He shrugs sadly. “Maybe it’s been silly all along. The idea that a house can have a soul. Maybe I was always deluding myself, and now I’ve woken up.”
“If you felt it, it was real,” I tell him.
Sophie and Gully run into the garden then. They come to an ungainly stop before us, Gully’s tongue lolling impressively from the side of his mouth. Sophie’s enjoyment of this moment does not erase the shadow that looms behind her eyes. I finally allow myself to wonder if there is a scent among my flowers that might help her. In response, the warm, earthy scent of the grey musk sage that blooms on the side of the path lifts and swirls around me, and then travels toward Sophie, shimmering and golden.
“There you are,” Adam tells Sophie, smiling. “I was beginning to wonder if you two had run away.”
I gaze at Sophie, her tangle of tawny hair, the sadness that slopes her thin shoulders. She is just a child.
Adam and Sophie are both looking at me. Even Gully is looking up at me, his head tilted and a question in his eyes.
“I was just telling Sophie about this garden,” Adam says. “I told her that all of the plants here are native to California, just like her.”
“Yes, that’s right,” I say. “Just like you, Sophie.”
I think of Jack Harris’s belief that remembering the truth about his father altered the course of his life for the better. I think of Marjorie promising me that Cynthia would not have changed a thing. I hear my mother’s voice telling me that if you can’t find magic, you must make it.
The long stems of the sage grow and stretch magnificently over the path, each displaying a bright spray of fragrant violet flowers. I crouch beside the plant and look up at Sophie.
“This one is called grey musk sage,” I tell her, my heartbeat loud in my ears. “It has the most beautiful scent. I think you’ll love it.”
I lean over the blooms and close my eyes and draw in a long breath. My eyes are still closed when I hear Sophie move beside me. We breathe in together.
A moment passes.
Then another.
“Oh!” I hear Sophie cry.
My eyes fly open, and I see that fat tears fall down the little girl’s cheeks.
Adam crouches at her side in an instant. “What’s wrong?”
She throws her arms around him. “I saw her,” she whimpers.
It’s the first time I’ve ever heard Sophie speak, and her voice is so small and young that I wish desperately that I could throw my arms around her, too. Instead I stand and take a step back, the sour taste of fear in my throat.
“She was—she was next to me,” Sophie says, hiccupping through her tears. “She was reading to me in my bed and I had my head on her shoulder and I could smell her—”
Adam runs his hand down Sophie’s hair, trying to comfort her. “What do you mean, honey?” he asks softly. “Who?”
Sophie pulls her head from where she’d buried it in his neck and it’s then that I understand that she is not scared. Not exactly, anyway.
“Mom! I saw Mom!” she says in a rush. “She was reading. I heard her voice, and then I looked up and she stopped reading and she kissed my forehead. I saw her, Dad. I felt her!”
Adam’s dark eyes shine. “You’re talking,” he whispers. Now it’s his turn to bury his head into her neck. “Sophie, you’re talking.”
But she draws back, shaking her head impatiently. “Dad, listen! I saw her brown eyes! I saw the beauty mark on her cheek and those tiny gold star earrings in her ears.”
Adam stares at her, his brow creased. “Her star earrings? You remember those?”
“I didn’t think I could,” she says, tears streaming down her cheeks, “but I can! I remember Mom now! I know how she smells. I know the sound of her voice. I saw her. I saw Mom!”
“Wait,” Adam says. His voice is raspy with emotion. “You didn’t think you could remember Mom?”
Sophie looks down. When she speaks, her voice is barely more than a whisper. “I couldn’t. I could only remember the Mom in the photos and the videos, but not Real Mom… not what it felt like when she was in the room with me. Not what she smelled like. The sound of her voice. I… forgot her. I forgot her. I’m sorry, Dad. I forgot her. I’m terrible.” She releases a shuddering sob, burying her head into her father’s shoulder again.
“Oh, Sophie.” Adam runs his hand over the back of her head. “You’re the exact opposite of terrible. You’re wonderful. It’s okay, sweetheart. It’s okay.”
After a few moments, Sophie’s cries subside and she lifts her head. “I saw her,” she says again, emphatically. “Just now. I know it was in my head, but it felt so real. Like it really just happened and… Dad, what’s wrong?”
“Nothing at all. Go on. Please. Keep talking. I want to hear everything.”
Sophie looks down. “It was those flowers. The sage. I smelled them and they smelled so good and then…”
“And then you thought of Mom?”
“I didn’t think of her, Dad. I saw her. She was here. Or… I was there. In my bed. I don’t know. I thought I couldn’t remember her. I thought I forgot. I’m sorry, Dad.” Sophie’s mouth twists. “I was so bad to forget her.”
“Of course you’re not bad,” Adam says, his arms tightening around her. “I know how much you love her, and how much you will always love her. It’s okay if you don’t remember her the way you once did. It’s been two years, and you were only five years old when she died, and… Oh, Soph. Is this why you stopped speaking? Because you thought you were bad?”
She nods. He strokes her hair, looking as though he is trying very hard to hold himself together.
“Time passes,” he says softly. “Things change. That’s okay. And sometimes memories just come to you, out of nowhere.”
Sophie mumbles something into his neck.
“What, sweetheart?”
She pulls her head back. “Like magic?” she asks.
“Yes,” says Adam. His eyes drift to meet mine at last, as if he has just remembered that I am there. I feel my skin grow warm as his gaze moves searchingly over my face. “Something like magic.”






Chapter Thirty-Two 

FITZ
“Good morning, Adam!”
Fitz groans. He’s still in bed, half-asleep, but in the apartment next door Marjorie Swenson is speaking so loudly with her grandson that she might as well have crawled into bed with Fitz and hollered in his ear.
“It is wonderful,” he hears her say. “I can’t tell you how happy I am to hear Sophie’s sweet voice again!”
Fitz has no interest in eavesdropping, but the woman gives him no choice. She must be leaning against the wall that separates their apartments, yelling into the heating vent. It’s the only explanation for how well her voice carries. As Fitz begins to dress for the day, Marjorie’s voice thunders through his room with all the subtlety of a dancing elephant.
“Wouldn’t it be fantastic if Lucy stayed in Bantom Bay? Fantastic for all of us,” she says in a ridiculous way that makes Fitz gather that there is romance brewing between Lucy and Marjorie’s grandson, and that Marjorie approves.
As well she should, Fitz thinks crossly. Lucy is a gem. It’s Marjorie’s grandson that he’s worried about. How could anyone be good enough for someone like Lucy?
And yet… if Lucy falls in love with a local boy, perhaps she will stay in Bantom Bay. As quickly as the thought passes through his mind, Fitz shoos it away. What would it matter? The Oceanview Home will close, he’ll have to find somewhere new to live, and he won’t see Lucy ever again. Of course he won’t.
Once a fool, always a fool, he thinks angrily, catching sight of himself, red-faced, in the small mirror above his bureau.
There was a time when Fitz almost thought he might be forgiven for what he had done. He thinks of that woman, the kindness in her eyes, the glimmer of generosity, the promise she had made. She had planted a seed of hope in the craggy soil within him and he had allowed it, had felt it grow.
A fool, a fool, a fool. Time after time after time.
He had never seen that woman again.
His gaze falls to the photograph that Louis took of him playing chess with Lucy on the terrace, Gully looking enormous and happy at Fitz’s feet. Lucy had the photograph framed for Fitz, the gesture full of more tenderness than he knew he deserved. He placed the frame on his bureau next to the photograph of his dog, Tad. Looking at them now, a knot tightens in his chest.
He reaches out and knocks both photographs so they are face down.
“No, of course it won’t work,” Marjorie says now. “I know the kind of man that Donovan Pike is. But Cynthia would never forgive me if I didn’t see this through.”
Where will I go? Fitz wonders mildly in the all-too-brief silence. It really doesn’t matter to him. Jill Li delivered a packet of nursing home brochures to his apartment, but he’s yet to look through them. Unlike some of the other residents—Vikram, he suspects, and despite all of her tired elegance, Adele—Fitz doesn’t have to worry about the costs of another, more expensive home. He has plenty of money. It is all he has had for a long time.
He reaches out and sets the two photographs on his bureau upright again, relieved to see that he hasn’t shattered the glass.
“I’m simply being realistic,” Marjorie says. “The Oceanview Home was nice while it lasted, but we’re all certainly about to be thrown out. I’m glad we’ll have one last party.” Another pause. “I’ve been looking into a community a little farther down the coast… No, I know, dear, I don’t want to be any farther from you, either, but it does seem to be the best option. There aren’t gardens or any of the charm that there is here at Oceanview, but… Now, stop that. You know I can’t stand anyone feeling sorry for me. Who knows what this next adventure will hold? I hear all the handsome widowers are shacked up a bit farther south, where it’s warmer.”
Is this what Millie would have been like in her old age? The thought creeps up on Fitz stealthily. It’s easy to envision Millie as a pleasure-seeking octogenarian. Keeping up her appearance as Marjorie does, with her lipsticks and red glasses and colorful blouses. Smiles for anyone and everyone. Moving on so easily, without a thought for those left behind.
Fitz feels his entire body grow hot. Anger burns his stomach and then his chest, and then he roars. He hardly comprehends the sound, but he knows it comes from him because it’s accompanied by a searing, raw feeling in his throat.
He shoves his walker toward the door, and then he is in the hall, banging his fist against Marjorie’s door.
In an instant, she throws open the door, her eyes wide with panic, her cell phone pressed to her chest. Her fearful expression relaxes when she sees Fitz. She lifts the phone to her ear.
“Adam, Fitz is here. I’ll talk to you later. Goodbye, dear.” She peers at the phone, presses a button, and drops it into the pocket of her fluffy pink robe. She looks up at Fitz again, at last. “To what do I owe—”
“You are TOO LOUD!” Fitz thunders. “Do you know that I wake up to the sound of your voice every single morning? I can hear every word you say! I’ve asked to switch apartments, to no avail.” He shakes his walker, his grip so tight on the handles that his hands ache. “I am stuck with you! EVERY. GODDAMN. MORNING!”
A gasp escapes from Marjorie’s lips. “Please calm down. If you had simply let me know—”
“It’s too much!” Fitz goes on, spit flying from his lips. “You are too much! You glide through life as though it’s all some entertaining game. You have the brightest clothes and the brightest smile and you become the sun that everyone is pulled toward and you make it utterly impossible to live a quiet life! YOU MAKE IT IMPOSSIBLE!”
Fitz feels as though the wind has been knocked out of him. He closes his eyes and sucks in air, slumping over his walker. He has not yelled like this in decades, not since—
“Fitz,” he hears. The voice is sympathetic. “Fitz.”
He opens his eyes. There is Marjorie, standing in her doorframe in her pink robe. She has every right to be angry, or frightened, or at the very least aghast, but instead her dark eyes are full of compassion.
“Oh,” says Fitz. He can hardly bring himself to look at her. “I’m… I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have…”
“Would you like to come in for a moment?” she asks softly. “Sit down?”
Fitz blinks. His eyes sting. “No. I—I think I’ll go for a walk.”
“Well, hang on a second and let me get dressed. I’ll come with you—”
“No.” Fitz is already backing away and turning his walker, banging it against the wall in the process. His skin feels prickly with shame. This woman who just lost her best friend… He cannot stand another moment of her kindness. He makes his way toward the elevator. The hallway is longer than it has ever been before, and he is sure he feels Marjorie’s sympathetic gaze searing into his back with every step he takes. He steps into the elevator and stares down at the carpet until the doors at last take pity on him and close.

There is a new safety system in place. Isobel looks him up and down and silently hands him one of the medical alert device things that hang from hooks in the sunroom. She watches him place it around his neck. Only then does she open the door to the terrace.
Fitz steps outside. He is grateful, for once, to have the walker so sure and solid in his shaking hands. It is still early enough in the morning that the terrace is empty, and he’s grateful for that, too. He takes big gulps of the damp sea air and tries to steady his racing heart. With no greater plan in place than simply knowing he must keep moving, must keep placing one foot in front of the other, he makes his way down the ramp.
He walks along a path hugged by low hedges, glancing up now and then at the neatly trimmed lemon trees that stretch up from beds of purple flowers. When he reaches the reflecting pool, he stops and looks down to see a startlingly old man staring with recrimination back at him. He is sure that if he turns around, he will see the eyes of all the residents of the Oceanview Home looking down at him in the same way. He straightens and, keeping his gaze pinned to the ground, makes his way toward an open gate.
The woodland garden is dark and quiet, a place for secrets. Curling ferns and flowers form a soft carpet below a grove of leafy trees. Fitz exhales deeply. He walks on, more slowly now, following the turns of the path. When he comes upon a wooden bench, he sits. He feels protected here among the shadows, shielded from the windows of the Oceanview Home and even his own reflection.
Why did he behave that way, yelling at Marjorie the way he did? Well, he knows why, but he barely wants to prod the reality with his toe. It’s no use: the facts flood him. For a moment there, maybe more than one, he had convinced himself that he was speaking once again to Millie. Not speaking. Yelling. Yelling in a way he had promised himself he would never yell again. His behavior was atrocious. He thinks of how Marjorie’s normally bright smile settled into a small, concerned line. Unlike Millie, she was the forgiving type.
He owes Marjorie a true apology—not the stammering, red-faced one he delivered in the hallway, but a real, hat-in-hands apology with eye contact and forethought and humility. Deciding this, he feels a measure calmer. Perhaps, he thinks begrudgingly, he is under the influence of the garden. For so much of his life, he surrounded himself with San Francisco’s bustling streets and tall buildings and concrete tightropes of sidewalks. It is only now, in the final stretch of his life, that he lives for the first time with flowers beyond his window.
Fitz stands. He’ll find Marjorie and apologize. Maybe he’ll tell her about Millie. Maybe he’ll tell her everything. Why he has no visitors—save that one, so many months ago. Why he is alone.
But instead of making his way back to the home, Fitz finds himself walking through an open gate and into the rose garden. He walks slowly under the long, arched trellis draped with those dramatic, darkening pink roses, blinking as the petals flutter down around him. He stops beside a shrub laden with ruffled, pale blossoms. If he had a pair of scissors he might clip off a stem to present to Marjorie. But he doesn’t have scissors, and he’d have to ready another apology—this time for Lucy—if he attempted to wrestle the flowers from the bush with his hands.
Lucy.
Fitz peers at the flowers, thinking. Weren’t these the flowers that Lucy wanted him to smell?
They are beautiful. Extraordinary, really. Large and round, like swirls of cotton candy. Lucy told him the name of the rose, but he’s already forgotten it.
It’s one of his least favorite feelings, not knowing something he once knew.
Without another thought, he leans over his walker, and then farther still, stretching until his nose grazes a soft blossom.
And then, at last, Fitz breathes in.






Chapter Thirty-Three 

Chamomile: A flowering herb with small, daisy-like blooms whose gentle, apple-and-hay scent encourages patience
I arrive early to the Oceanview Home on Friday morning, before anyone is awake. There is a skittering sensation in my chest that sets me on edge. It is the uncomfortable feeling that has always spurred me to leave, to move on. To run before I am fully known.
I stare up at the home from the sunken garden, the scents of the flowers churning, whispering all around me. I feel responsible for the residents, for the hope that I know they will feel when they awaken today. Have I done the right thing? In spite of all that has happened, I’m still not sure.
But the scent of chamomile blossoms tumbles toward me from the cottage garden, soft and green, whispering of patience.
So I will stay. I will wait and see what the day brings.

Hours later, I am caught up in a whir of activity, directed with precision by Marjorie. Vikram and Adele are hard at work in the kitchen, and the layered, spiced scents of their efforts billow out from the home’s open windows. Isobel and Mario find cream-colored linens somewhere and spread them over the tables on the terrace. I clip flowers from each of the gardens and arrange them in vases for the tables—tulips, roses, peonies, hydrangea, sage, viburnum, and trailing vines of honeysuckle. Vince and Eva string lights throughout the gardens. Louis’s granddaughter, Katie, and Noreen discuss how best to collect payment from anyone who shows up without having purchased an advance ticket. Gully ambles around, checking on everyone and offering a moment of rest.
Jill arrives—irreproachable in an immaculate, pale-yellow suit—with a small, energetic army of cousins who all immediately begin to organize the crates of sparkling wine that Vikram procured. When I ask her if she’s worried about what Donovan will say when he sees her there, she gives me an incredulous look that reminds me that Donovan will take one glance around and realize he has far bigger fish to fry.
Louis runs twine down the lengths of the two ramps that lead to the sunken garden and uses clothespins to hang an array of the photographs he’s taken over the last couple of weeks—images of the residents walking among the flowers, visiting with family on the terrace, sharing meals in the dining room as light streams through the tall windows and the curtains lift in the breeze. There’s the image I love of Fitz and me playing chess with Gully at his feet, and one of Vikram and Adele looking rosy-cheeked and industrious in the kitchen, one of Marjorie and Cynthia with their heads bent together in that way I know so well, and one of Marjorie and Sophie and Adam walking in the California garden.
And then there’s one of me, kneeling among a startling abundance of sunny, golden daffodils in the cottage garden, the faint, fuzzy forms of residents walking along a path in the distance. I don’t remember that moment. I certainly don’t remember Louis taking my photograph. I’m gazing at the flowers that surround me, and I have the contained, contented look of someone who knows a happy secret.
“I call that one New Beginnings,” Louis says, suddenly beside me. “That’s what daffodils represent, you know. New Beginnings.”
“And hope,” I say with a pang in my heart.
He smiles. “And happiness.”
Interspersed among Louis’s photographs are much older photographs in black-and-white and color. Jill found them in an album in one of the offices. I lean closer, studying them. There is a photograph of a woman who must be Agatha Pike, wearing a slouchy velvet hat and a small, knowing smile, and her husband, Calvin, bearded and serious-looking. They stand on the terrace, their backs to the sea, the nascent sunken garden below them. There are photographs of Agatha and her grandchildren walking in the woodland garden. Next to the photograph of Marjorie and Cynthia, there is a photograph of Agatha enjoying tea on the terrace with three other elderly women; they all look up at the camera as though they’ve been caught telling dirty jokes. There are quite a few color photographs of people I don’t recognize—members of the Pike family, I assume—captured in various corners of the grounds. There’s one of a young boy with a smile that belongs, surely, to Donovan. He’s gazing up at a man who might have been his father, and they’re walking under the arbor of the rose garden as petals fall around them. They look like figurines in a snow globe.
“If he has a heart, that one is bound to pull on its strings, don’t you think?” Louis asks.
“It’s brilliant,” I tell him. How could anyone bear to cut the cord that connects all of these people, this long echoing line of family and friends and generations?
A quartet of teenagers appear on the ramp then, blinking around in surprise at the view, the dramatic beds of lavender and lemon trees, the clouds that seem to float in the reflecting pool, the glittering sea.
One of them catches my eye and tentatively holds up the cello case in his hand. “I’m Peter?” he says. “Adele Abrams’s grandson?”
“Oh, you’re the musicians!” I say, and the four exchange glances and stand a bit straighter.
“Better late than never,” Marjorie says, suddenly materializing beside them. The teens spin to face her. “Come on. I’ll show you where to set up.”

And so it all comes together, somehow. The weather obliges beautifully. It’s a glorious afternoon, all sun and blue skies and just enough breeze to chase away both the fog and the heat. The air holds that now familiar, intoxicating mix of flowers and sea salt.
Soon residents are walking along the paths with their families. Children—grandchildren and, possibly, great grandchildren—dart through the gardens, skipping in and out of the open gates. There’s a sea of familiar faces—Roger is there, and Naomi, and many of my mom’s friends and former students. Jody is there, and Roberta, and a number of other shop owners and store clerks. The girl from the front desk of the community center has brought a whole group of teenagers with her, and they’re taking an endless stream of selfies among the flowers. Katie set up social media accounts for the home late last night, and she keeps reminding everyone to tag the home in their posts.
Someone has brought big, round, pastel balloons and tied them with curling ribbons to all of the children’s wrists. The children, in turn, tie a big, beautiful tangle of ribbons around Gully; they bounce and curl under his chin as he moves from one person to the next, greeting everyone. Jill’s cousins are in constant movement, replacing the glasses of sparkling wine and plates of Vikram and Adele’s chai spice cakes as quickly as they are plucked from the table. The quartet of teenage musicians plays music that spills over everyone, making it seem that even the visitors who are just walking around the gardens are somehow dancing, woven into the choreography of the afternoon.
I look around for my father, who has promised to come, but he doesn’t seem to have arrived yet. I’m surprised to notice Fitz and Marjorie sitting together at a table on the terrace. Marjorie is wearing one of her fabulous, colorful outfits, and Cynthia’s floaty cream scarf encircles her neck. I smile at the sight of it. Fitz’s head is inclined toward Marjorie’s, and she appears to be listening to him carefully. Maybe they’ll manage to become friends after all, I think. I’m glad to see them together, especially since Marjorie is without Cynthia, and it seems unlikely that Fitz will have any family joining him today.
The chatter on the terrace falls quiet the moment Donovan Pike strides through the doors. He immediately halts. His gaze swings around wildly, his expression a carousel of emotions—shock, confusion, fury—as he takes in the sight of the tables with their linens and flowers, the display of wine and cakes, the balloons, Gully in his mantle of colorful ribbons, the quartet of jazz-playing teenagers carrying on all the while like musicians on the deck of the Titanic.
Donovan’s eyes, at last, fall on mine. He strides toward me.
“What the hell is going on here?” he asks, dropping his voice low enough that only I can hear how it vibrates with anger.
“It’s the spring party,” I tell him. “It has a long tradition here at the Oceanview Home.”
A line of sweat has formed above his lip. “I did not approve this,” he says. “I’m holding a very important meeting here today.”
“What a remarkable coincidence,” Marjorie says, sauntering up beside me. Fitz is next to her, glowering impressively at Donovan.
But Donovan isn’t looking at them. He’s staring at Jill, who has just appeared on the terrace. “You’re not supposed to be here,” he says through gritted teeth.
“Oh, I wouldn’t miss this,” she responds mildly.
Donovan looks over our shoulders at the hundreds of visitors who are walking the grounds. “Who are all of these people?” he hisses. “Have you seen the driveway? It took me fifteen minutes just to reach the parking lot from the road!”
“These are all paying visitors,” Jill tells him. “All people who wanted a glimpse of these gardens.”
Donovan blinks at her. “ ‘Paying’?” he repeats.
“Paying.” She pulls an envelope from the inside pocket of her suit jacket and hands it to Donovan.
We all watch as he slowly extracts a check from the envelope. He stares at it for a long moment.
“And this,” Jill says, pressing a sheet of paper into his hands, “is the anticipated annual budget for the home, accounting for monthly events like this one, during which the public will be admitted into our restored, historic gardens for a fee.”
“I’ve been posting about the home on my social media accounts,” Katie pipes in then, appearing beside Marjorie with Louis in tow. “People magazine reached out to me. The New York Times and San Francisco Chronicle, too. They’re all interested in doing stories on the home—its history, the grounds, and all of the programs that are run by the home’s residents. The photography workshop. The garden club. The voter-registration campaign. The chess club.” Here, Fitz groans, and we all shoot him a stern look. “The pastry arts club…” Katie goes on.
Donovan stares at her. “The pastry arts club?” he repeats.
On cue, Adele and Vikram appear, pressing a plate with a slice of chai spice cake into Donovan’s hands.
Donovan, with a confused manner that implies he does not understand what he is doing or why, slowly lifts a forkful of cake into his mouth. His face softens as he chews. He peers at Katie, tilting his head. “Who the hell are you?” he asks around a second mouthful.
“She’s my granddaughter,” Louis says, sounding threatening.
Donovan slowly lifts his chin to stare up at Louis, and then quickly looks back down at Jill.
“She’s also the home’s new publicist,” Jill says.
“The what?” Donovan sputters.
“Pro bono,” Katie hurries to say. Then she leans in and gives him her most charming smile. “The home desperately needs a new website.” She pulls back quickly when Donovan scowls. “Which we can discuss at a later date…” she murmurs.
Jill waves yet another piece of paper at Donovan. “This,” she says, “is a contact list of seniors, or someone who reached out on behalf of a senior relative, who have requested to be placed on the home’s wait list ever since Katie began her highly successful social media campaign.”
Donovan stares at the paper. “But we don’t have a wait list—”
“We do now,” Jill says.
Marjorie clears her throat.
“And this,” she says, shoving her clipboard into Donovan’s hands so that he’s forced to juggle it along with the check, the budget, the wait list, and the plate of cake, “is a petition that the indomitable Cynthia Kaminski drew up. It’s signed by each and every resident and member of staff of the Oceanview Home. We demand that you immediately agree to keep our home open.”
A sort of panic sets in behind Donovan’s eyes as they race over the list of names on the paper.
“I find,” I say quietly, rocking forward slightly on my toes, “that the gardens are a good place to go when you need to gather your thoughts.”
“There’s still another thirty minutes before the meeting is set to begin,” Jill adds.
Donovan flicks his gaze between the two of us for a long moment. Then he strides forward so quickly that we all have to take a step back to make room for him to pass through us. I notice how Louis blocks the stairs, arms crossed, so that Donovan is forced to take one of the ramps.
We all silently watch as Donovan’s gait slows nearly to a halt when he catches sight of the old and new photographs that hang from twine along the ramp. Then we all exchange looks. I think each of us is hoping that one of us will assure everyone that we’ll be successful, that Donovan can’t possibly go through with the deal after all of our efforts.
But no one says anything.
Marjorie peels off first. Then Fitz wanders away before I can stop him. Adele and Vikram follow. Louis and Katie sit down together at a table.
“Does the budget you made really show a way to keep the home open?” I ask Jill quietly, when it’s just the two of us left standing there.
“It does,” she says. I’m not sure why she sounds so gloomy about it, until she adds, “But I suspect that discovering a way for the home to break even might not hold the same appeal as an eight-figure real estate deal to a man like Donovan.”

Adam and Sophie arrive, and Sophie surprises me by throwing her arms around my waist even before she hugs Gully. Adam looks on, amused. There’s something different about him today—a lightness I have not seen before. Instead of jeans and a T-shirt, he’s wearing slacks and a crisp blue button-down shirt, the sleeves rolled up to reveal his tan forearms. It’s more dressed up than I’ve ever seen him, but somehow he looks younger.
“Hello,” I say, pulling my eyes from his to look down at Sophie.
“Hi, Lucy,” she says, but it’s muffled because her head is still buried in my stomach. Then she looks up and laughs. Her cheeks are rosy, her tawny curls pulled back in a bow. “Bye, Lucy!” She turns and runs off with Gully.
“Do you have time to take a walk?” Adam asks.
It’s unbearable to just stand there waiting on the terrace for Donovan to appear again, so I nod. We walk down the stairs, and then through an open gate into the woodland garden.
“Sophie never told me that she was having trouble remembering her mother,” Adam tells me as we walk. “She never told her therapist, either. Neither of us had any idea that that was the reason she became so silent and withdrawn. It breaks my heart to think that she kept all of those feelings inside for months.” He looks at me and smiles and I notice that lightness again. “But now she’s like her old self. She’s still a little girl who has lost her mom, but the weight of her grief seems different now. There’s this sparkle in her eyes, this particular Sophie sparkle, that’s been missing for months, and now it’s back.”
“She’s such a wonderful kid,” I say. “Even when she didn’t say a word, you could see what a big heart she has.”
“Thanks,” Adam says. “That’s nice to hear. I think she’s the best kid in the world, of course. But I might be a little biased.”
“Nope,” I say. “She’s definitely the best one.”
Adam tells me that after he and Sophie saw me in the California garden, he met his brother on the job site of a house they just started working on.
“I had that feeling again,” he tells me slowly. “The one I used to have, before my thoughts were so consumed with worry for Sophie. I walked into the house and I sensed all of its history. Not anything specific, but just this sense of the lives that had been lived there.”
“The house’s soul,” I say.
He smiles. There’s a beat of quiet and then he says, “So after this, now that your job here is done… is it back to the nomad life for you?”
I shake my head. “I don’t think so. I don’t know what happens next, but I like the idea of staying in one place for a while.”
“Maybe here?”
I smile. “Maybe here.”
I know there is more he wants to say, to ask me, and I don’t hurry to stop him. I don’t feel afraid. I trust him, I realize. I trust this man that I hardly know, this feeling between us. Or perhaps I just trust the way I feel when I am with him. We come upon a bench tucked within the snowy white viburnum, and without discussing it, we move together toward it and sit.
“I don’t understand, Lucy,” he says then, slowly, carefully. “The flowers and their scents. The memories.” The look he gives me is questioning and hopeful, like he really thinks I might be able to give him an explanation.
I think of telling Jack about my gift, the way he looked at me with such anger and disgust. The way he called me crazy. I trusted him with the truth about myself, and he broke my heart.
But now, in this moment with Adam beside me, his expression warm and encouraging, I think of how his mother says that he got his curiosity from her and his tolerance of splinters from his father. I think of his connection to houses, the way he senses their history. The way he looked at me when Sophie remembered her mother, his eyes full of wonder. As my thoughts turn, the scents of the flowers that I’ve cared for in each of these gardens race toward me, whispering of patience and healing and protection and love.
“I’m not sure it’s something I’ll ever really understand, either,” I say. “But I know that I’ve always had a connection to plants, an ability to care for them in a way that makes them thrive quickly, vibrantly, fragrantly. And among the flowers that I grow… I’m able to sense when there is a fragrance that will return a person to a forgotten moment in time, a long-buried memory. Scents have always been heightened for me… the scents of the flowers that I grow most of all.”
I look down. At some point while I was speaking, Adam had reached over and taken my hand in his. His skin warms mine, a fizzy wash of pleasure spiraling through me at his touch. I meet his eyes again, and he is looking at me in that way he does, that way that makes me want to lean closer to him.
“There’s a certain logic to it,” he says quietly, his gaze roaming my face. “You feel connected to gardens, and the love that you feel shines through in your work, in the flowers you tend. It’s like…” He pauses, and I wonder if he senses it, too, the way the scents of the flowers swirl around us. “It’s like when you eat a meal that’s prepared with love,” he goes on distractedly. “People always say that you can taste the difference. I think you can. And scent is so closely tied to memory… sometimes in mysterious ways. A scent can be transporting. Is that science? Magic? Can’t something be a little of both?”
I know he wants to rationalize something that falls outside of the realm of the rational, but it’s a natural impulse, and I don’t fault him for it. He’s trying to wrap his mind around everything that has happened, and I sense that as he does, he is drawing me ever closer.
“You know what?” he says, his eyes on my lips. “Why don’t we talk about all of this later?”
When I smile, Adam lifts his other hand to my cheek and it’s then that I realize he’s not wearing his wedding ring. He smells of sawdust and sunlight and chocolate, but mostly, today, of lush grass after spring rain. His dark eyes ask a question, and in response, I lean toward him at last, closing my eyes and kissing him. His lips taste of chai cake, and the spice travels through me, warming me entirely.

Later, when I’ve had time to straighten my hair a bit and catch my breath, my father finds me on the terrace. “I’m sorry I’m late,” he says, hurrying toward me. “Busy day.”
I look at him. In his blue eyes, I think I see the spark that was gone for too long. It burns low but steadily.
“Really?” I ask. “What have you been doing?”
“I went back to the community center to help with the theater again. That place needs a lot of work. Actually,” he says, “Tim Marshall runs the place now, and he asked if I’d be interested in teaching a basic home maintenance workshop. Can you believe some people don’t know how to replace the caulking around their windows? Or do a minor repair of a wall?” He shakes his head, then looks at me. “Did you know they have a chess club?”
“I did not know that,” I say, smiling.
He turns to take in the view from the terrace. “This place is really something, Lucy. You did all of this?”
“There are four walled gardens, too,” I tell him. “Two at each end.”
“Will you show me?”
I have not seen even a glimpse of Donovan since he arrived. I haven’t seen Jill lately, either. I scan the terrace for them one last time, and then fetch my father a piece of chai spice cake to eat as we walk.
“Do you recognize it?” I ask when he takes his first bite.
He looks wistful as he chews. “Your mother’s favorite.”
I show him through the California garden and the cottage garden, and tell him that Adam restored each of the gates. My father seems impressed. As we walk into the rose garden, I point out the arbor of pink blossoms, how the colors of the roses deepen as they near the stone fountain, and the seating areas I unearthed from under tangled webs of overgrown vines.
It’s as I’m turning toward the woodland garden that I notice Fitz over my father’s shoulder. He stands in the open archway of the wall, just a few feet away, clutching his walker and staring in our direction with a strange look on his face.
“Hi, Mr. Fitz,” I call, and gesture for him to join us.
My dad turns, and for a baffling moment the two men simply stare at each other.
When my father at last breaks the strange, uneasy silence, it is to say the most extraordinary thing:
“Hello, Dad.”






Chapter Thirty-Four 

FITZ
Fitz is having some sort of episode. He can hardly bring himself to move. He doesn’t want to upset the illusion in front of him: his son, whom he has not seen in nearly thirty years, stands right in front of him in the rose garden, chatting with Lucy.
“Dad?” Gregory says again. He looks shocked and wary, his body very still.
This can’t be. Fitz blinks. The marsh in his chest shifts, growing turbulent.
“Gregory?” he says in barely more than a whisper. “Gregory?”
He pushes his walker to the side, not needing the damn thing, and walks unsteadily but with determination to his son, and puts his arms around him. He holds Gregory for a long moment before he feels his son shift and slowly lift his arms to return the embrace.
But soon, Gregory pulls back. His brow is deeply furrowed as he looks from Fitz to Lucy.
“Did you know that he was here?” Fitz’s son asks Lucy.
Lucy’s face conveys utter bewilderment. She opens her mouth to speak, but Fitz finds his words first.
“This is Lucy,” he explains to his son. “She’s the gardener.” She is so much more than that, of course, but it hardly seems important to recite her entire résumé at the moment. Fitz can’t take his eyes off Gregory. His son is right here! His son was a young man when he saw him last, thirty years ago. Now he has deep grooves across his forehead and silver hair.
“Lucy is my daughter,” Gregory says stiffly.
Fitz releases a huff of laughter, but the sound dies quickly when he realizes that Gregory and Lucy aren’t joining in. Fitz stares at them.
“Lucy, this,” Gregory says, gesturing toward Fitz, “is my father.”
Lucy’s eyes are wide. “I don’t understand. I thought my grandparents were dead.”
“Technically, no,” Gregory tells her, not meeting Fitz’s gaze.
Fitz feels every bit as confused as Lucy looks. His son has a daughter… and that daughter is Lucy? Lucy! His Lucy. His… his friend, he supposes. And all this time she has been his granddaughter! His granddaughter. No wonder she has Millie’s exact hair coloring—no wonder he’s been so mixed up. He feels a bit unsteady then and reaches for his walker.
“Oh, Fitz,” Lucy says. “Let me help.”
Before he can stop her, she pulls his walker closer to him. Her warm hand rests on his for a moment as she helps him find his grip. He stares at her, wondering how he possibly missed it, when he can so clearly see now that she is part of him.
Perhaps he didn’t miss it, though. Perhaps there has been something between them all along, something he has not been able to put his finger on, something he has not been able to comprehend. He recalls now that she said she was living with her father temporarily. And then he remembers that Lucy’s mother has died.
Oh, he thinks. Oh.
Realization unfolds within him, rearranging his understanding of the past.
“You’re really my grandfather? Is that true?” Lucy asks, shaking her pretty head in astonishment, tears shining in her eyes.
“I hate to be the bearer of bad news,” Fitz says. “But it does look that way.”
“Bad news?” She laughs. “No. I have a grandfather! And it’s you!” She puts her arms around him, hugging him as best she can with the walker between them. Fitz cannot remember the last time he was hugged like this. His throat feels thick with emotion.
“I can’t believe it,” she says. “All this time, you’ve been my grandfather, and I had absolutely no idea. You’re Mr. Fitz!”
“Actually,” Fitz says, “I’m Mr. Barnes.”
“Arthur Fitzpatrick Barnes,” Gregory says. He’s stepped slightly away from them. “He’s always gone by ‘Fitz.’ ”
They both turn to Gregory. His face is hard and pale like something left out too long in the cold. Lucy reaches toward her father and rubs his arm. “Should we sit down?” she asks, looking back and forth between them, her expression turning serious to match theirs.
There are others walking along the paths, and Louis the Lump, shuffling around with his granddaughter, looks over at Fitz with a surprised expression, undoubtedly shocked to see that he has some family of his own. I’m as surprised as you are, Fitz is tempted to shout to him, but manages not to. As Lucy leads them deeper into the rose garden, the noise of the party slowly fades.
“How long have you lived here?” Gregory asks as they round the fountain. His son’s voice, Fitz notes, is terse. He doesn’t blame him for it. Not one bit.
“Oh, nearly a decade.”
“And before that?”
“The house on Spruce Street.” It was the house that he and Millie brought Gregory to from the hospital as a newborn, the house in which Gregory lived until college. And then Fitz stayed there, living with the memories of Gregory and Millie long after they’d both left him.
Fitz has so many questions for his son, but each one is caught in his throat. This sort of trepidation is not a familiar feeling for him. He is a man who has always spoken his thoughts. But now… He doesn’t want to make Gregory angry. After what he remembered yesterday when he smelled Lucy’s roses, everything has changed. He wants to tell Gregory and Lucy this, but he does not know how to begin.
Lucy leads them to a bench along the far wall of the rose garden. Silence falls over them. Three generations of Barneses, sitting right in a row, with Fitz in the middle. It’s a startling thing. Fitz draws in his breath and releases it. He turns to Lucy, thinking he’ll work his way up to facing his son.
“I see your mother in you,” he says. And he does now—it’s the shape of her eyes, if not the color. And the slant of her nose. And something else, something intangible.
“You met her?” Lucy asks, leaning toward him, and there’s something in her expression that tells Fitz that she knows the answer.
“Once,” Gregory mutters bitterly.
Fitz turns to face his son. “More than once, actually.”
Surprise flickers over Gregory’s face.
“She came here, didn’t she?” Lucy says excitedly. “She came to see you!”
Fitz nods. “She wanted to mend the rift between your father and me.”
“What are you talking about? When was this?” Gregory demands.
“Oh, seven or eight months ago, I think. She only came that once. She said she was going to talk to you, Gregory. She wanted to bring you back with her, and she wanted to know if that would be okay with me, if I wanted to see you. I said yes, I wanted to see you. I wanted to see you very much.” She didn’t mention that he had a granddaughter. Maybe she thought that Gregory should deliver that news himself. Fitz swallows. “She never returned. I assumed that you told her that you wanted nothing to do with me. I didn’t blame you a bit for that, Gregory. I still don’t.”
There is a stretch of quiet, and then his son says, “Nell never told me that she came to see you. But I know that our estrangement was very hard on her. She blamed herself. Nothing I said could convince her it wasn’t her fault.”
Lucy’s eyes search her father’s face, but he doesn’t say anything more. She reaches over and squeezes his hand.
Then she looks at Fitz and says quietly, “My mother died seven months ago. She had it on her calendar to come here the week after she died. I think… I think she never had a chance to speak with my dad about her visit with you, about her plans to bring you together again.”
Fitz nods. It’s what he has begun to piece together himself over these last minutes. All these long months, he thinks. All these months of thinking his son had refused to see him, even with his kind wife hoping to set things right between them.
But that isn’t what happened. Gregory had not known that Fitz was here, just miles from his own home. He hadn’t known that his wife had tracked down Fitz and visited him, that she had looked at Fitz with her bright, endlessly forgiving eyes and told him that she would try to bring his son to him.
“That note in my mom’s calendar,” Lucy tells Fitz, wonder shining in her expression. “It’s the whole reason I ended up at the Oceanview Home. We might never have met if I hadn’t seen it. My mom brought all of us together, just like she hoped.” She pauses. “No, not all of us,” she amends softly. “I wish she were here with us.”
“I’m so sorry,” Fitz says, looking first into Lucy’s open face and then his son’s closed one. “She was a lovely woman.”
He watches Gregory’s jaw twitch with anger.
“I should never have told you not to marry her,” Fitz says in a quick, low voice, hoping he can say all he needs to say before his son stops him. “I was wrong. I remember now how it feels to love someone the way you loved her, and I know it is nothing anyone should get in the way of, no matter what may or may not come. I should never have tried to stop you from being with her. You were in love. I’d forgotten how that felt, but I remember now.”
Gregory eyes him warily. “What do you mean, you remember now? What do you remember?”
“Love!” Fitz says, lifting his hands off his walker and shouting a bit. “I remember love! It’s a spectacular feeling. It changes the whole look of your world, changes the light, changes the air, changes you.”
This is what he remembered when he smelled the roses in this very garden: he remembered how it felt to be deeply in love. He remembered in exquisite detail the night he’d asked Millie to marry him. He found himself once again on one knee, looking up into Millie’s shining, searching brown eyes. Her gorgeous chestnut hair curled around her ears. The restaurant was dimly lit, but there was a candle on the table, and her skin glowed in its light. She had never looked more beautiful. Her hand was impossibly light in his. Her perfume encircled him—the dark, sensual scent of amber mixed with the something softer and sweeter, something like honey. He wanted to look into her lovely face for the rest of his life. His heart hammered in his chest. Around them, the restaurant was a swirl of muffled conversation and low string music, but Fitz hardly noticed because he was watching Millie’s face so closely, and his body was filled with a decadent sort of warmth because he could see now, and he’d known already, really, amid the din of his clattering heart, what she was about to say, and then—oh, thank God!—she said it.
“Yes.” Her rosebud lips had spread into a smile around the word. “Yes!”
And then he was standing and pulling Millie to her feet and the sensation of kissing her, of his lips against hers, tumbled through his body in crashing, sparkling waves, once again as he stood decades later in the rose garden. He held her in his arms, his vision blurred with elation and relief, and the warmth that he felt within him when he gazed at her, his great and startling love, wrapped itself around both of them, pulling them into each other, binding them.
He’d carried his anger toward Millie for so long that he’d somehow forgotten this… the delicious, incomparable ecstasy of the love he’d once felt for her.
But now Fitz remembers. How could he have ever asked his son to turn his back on that feeling?
“Wait,” Lucy says slowly, staring at him. “You didn’t want my dad and mom to be together?”
“I never told Lucy what happened,” Gregory says. “I don’t like to talk about it.”
“No,” says Fitz. “I can understand that.”
Lucy looks back and forth between them. “Should I leave?”
Gregory shakes his head. “Stay. It’s all in the past.”
But Fitz only needs one look at his son to know it isn’t all in the past. The pain is right there with them on that bench, making it difficult for them to reach each other. He turns to Lucy and takes a deep breath.
“Before your mother came to visit me here, I’d only met her once,” he says. “I only knew a few things about her. I knew she was an artist. I knew that as far as your father was concerned, the sun rose and set for her.” He feels Gregory shift on the bench beside him. He needs to hurry past all of this, before Gregory has a chance to stand up and leave. “When I met your mother, she reminded me of my wife, Millie. And that… well, your father knows. That upset me very much.”
Lucy glances at her father.
“My mother left us when I was a baby,” Gregory tells her quietly. “She moved across the country and married my father’s boss.”
Lucy’s eyes widen.
Fitz remembers vividly how it felt when Millie had ripped her arm free from his grip and strode out the front door of their house on Spruce Street on that horrible night decades earlier. He would have run after her and begged her to stay, but he did not want to leave Gregory—asleep in his crib—alone in the house. Long before the divorce was finalized, everyone in the office knew that Fitz’s wife was seeing his boss, Bruce Leonard. Eventually Bruce and Millie were married in New York. She wanted nothing to do with Fitz or with Gregory. Many years later, when Gregory was a teenager, Millie passed away from cancer. Fitz and Gregory attended her funeral in New York, and no one who had gathered there to mourn her had any idea who they were.
“I never wanted you to feel that kind of pain again,” Fitz tells his son. He turns to Lucy. “I worried your mother would prove to be… flighty like Millie.” He shakes his head apologetically. “That’s the truth of it—that’s how I felt at the time. I worried for your father. Maybe it was because your mother was… bohemian. I worried that she was not the type to stick around, and I didn’t want your father to repeat my mistake. I didn’t want him to be abandoned by another woman. I didn’t want his heart—his spirit—broken. And even though your father was a grown man, I thought I had the right, the obligation even, to tell him that he should not, could not, marry your mother.”
There is more to it, but Fitz isn’t going to tell his granddaughter that as charming as her mother was, he felt there was something cloaked about her expression the entire time she sat at his dining table. She had secrets, he thought, secrets that Gregory didn’t know. Fitz was convinced that there was something not quite up front about her, some sort of darkness or pain that she would inevitably burden Fitz’s only son with as well.
Fitz wondered if maybe when you had an enthralling mother who abandoned you, you spent your life looking for an enthralling woman who promised to never leave you. It all seemed like bad news to him. Bad, bad news. Another Barnes man cursed to do anything in the name of love.
“Nell,” Gregory says now, his voice hard. “You don’t seem to know her name. Her name was Eleanor McKinney Barnes. Nell.”
Fitz looks at his son and nods. “Nell,” he says softly. “Nell. Yes. I’m sorry.”
Now he wonders if the secret that Nell was hiding during that visit was that she was pregnant with Lucy.
He wonders if after not being able to control the way he felt for Millie, and not being able to control Millie herself, he simply wanted to control his son.
“He gave me an ultimatum,” Gregory tells Lucy. “If I married your mother, he didn’t want to have anything to do with either of us. He told me to choose her or to choose him. If I chose your mother, I would no longer have a father. I was never to contact him again. It was not a difficult decision.”
And looking back now, Fitz can understand that of course it was not a difficult decision. Here was a captivating woman, possibly carrying Gregory’s child, who was not afraid to express how much she loved him. On the other hand, there was Fitz, who had grown so scared of love that he’d hardly shown his own son an ounce of it in all the years he’d raised him. It was no wonder that Gregory walked out the door that night and never came back.
Fitz has always thought that love made people weak, but he understands at last that that isn’t true at all. It is the people who try to resist love who are the weak ones, the cowardly ones. Somehow, his son knew that. Gregory left that day and cut all ties with Fitz, just as Fitz had ordered him to.
Fitz hangs his head. “I regret it all. I regret the things I said to you, Gregory, and the way I behaved. And not just on that day. I was not a good father. I thought I was doing what was best for you. I thought I could make you stronger than I was, but I should have shown you all the love that I felt for you instead of hiding it away where you couldn’t see it or feel it. I’d start all over again if I could, but I can’t, and that… and I…” He trails off, struggling to contain his emotion.
He’s speaking to Gregory, but it’s Lucy who takes his hand, her palm as soft as a salve against his gnarled knuckles.
He looks into her lovely young face, her big blue eyes. “How could I have been such a fool?” he asks. “How could I have lost all of those years with my son?” He clutches her hand tightly. “And my granddaughter. My very own granddaughter.”
If he can just somehow make this right, he thinks, he will no longer be alone. He will have a family. The thought twists through him, scraping as it goes.
“Oh, Fitz,” Lucy says, squeezing his hand again. She gives her father a hard, searching look, but Gregory presses his lips together and stares off into the distance. Fitz almost smiles at that. He recognizes the expression, having glared right at it in the mirror for decades.
It’s okay, he thinks. He doesn’t expect forgiveness from his son—not now, certainly. Perhaps not ever. Acceptance, though? Maybe someday. Maybe.
“Now that I know you’re my grandfather,” Lucy tells Fitz, giving up on her father saying anything, “I plan to make up for lost time.”
Fitz is astonished to see not only friendship in her eyes, but also, perhaps, love.
“And not a moment too soon,” he says, somewhat darkly. Gregory and Lucy both look at him with alarm. He shakes his head and chuckles. “Oh, I’m not dying. Not imminently, at least. But the Oceanview Home isn’t a nursery school, you know. It’s the last stop on the train. Well,” he adds, “I suppose that isn’t strictly true. This place is about to become a hotel, so I suppose I’ll have to make another stop after all.”
Lucy straightens, her hand flying to her mouth. “Oh! I missed it. The developers were coming, and I… I’m sorry, Dad, Fitz, but I have to go. Can I leave you two here? You have so much to catch up on.”
Gregory shakes his head and stands. “I came to see the work you’ve done here, Lucy. That’s all. Let me walk you back to the terrace, and then I’ll show myself around a bit more.”
“I’ll walk with you both to the terrace,” Fitz says. “If that’s okay with you, Gregory?”
Gregory seems surprised to be asked. He nods, his face softening slightly. “Yes. That’s fine.”
Fitz catches Lucy’s smile. He walks through the garden beside his son and granddaughter. The noises of the party grow more distinct with every step they take. They walk slowly—or, Fitz supposes, he walks slowly, feeling a bit tired from the turns of the day, and the other two politely match his pace. The afternoon is fading into evening. The sky, he notices, is a swirl of blue and gold. The light gilds the roses and makes their pink petals glow.
“My mother used to say that the golden hour is twice as long in Bantom Bay as it is anywhere else,” Lucy says. She cups her hands in front of her as though to catch the light, and it seems to Fitz that she really does manage it, that she holds the light there in her hands for a moment.
But the light changes an instant later, the sun slipping just enough so that it no longer spills over the walls and into the garden. And in that very moment when everything seems suddenly darker, the lights that have been strung throughout the gardens turn on, twinkling like stars against the watercolor sky.
Fitz is certain he has never experienced anything more beautiful in his long life.






Chapter Thirty-Five 

Daffodil: A flowering plant in the amaryllis family with a trumpet-like bloom whose rich, honeyed scent carries a message of new beginnings
A collective whoop of delight rises from the terrace when the lights turn on. As I step through the archway from the rose garden into the sunken garden with my father and Fitz—my grandfather, I think, profoundly stunned by this development—the crowd’s excitement electrifies the air. I spot Jill near the reflecting pool. I turn to my father.
“Would you help Fitz find a seat somewhere?”
“I don’t need any help,” Fitz scoffs at the same time my father says, “Go. Stop worrying about us.”
For a moment, I look between the two of them, smiling. How had I never seen their resemblance before? Then I turn and hurry toward Jill.
“What happened?” I ask when I reach her. “Where are the developers? Did they leave already? Where is Donovan?”
“I was going to ask you the same thing.” Her face is tight with worry. “Donovan must have arranged to meet them inside, away from all of us.”
“So it’s over,” I say, crestfallen. “It’s done.”
Jill opens her mouth to reply, but at that very moment we both spot Donovan entering the sunken garden from the California garden. He’s lost his suit jacket somewhere along the way, and his shirtsleeves are rolled up nearly to his elbows. He appears to have gotten some sun, and his face has a relaxed look that makes me wonder if he’s had more than his share of sparkling wine.
“You’ve done a good job with these gardens, Lucy,” he says, walking toward us.
Jill and I exchange confused looks. “Thank you,” I say, cautiously.
“Walking through them,” he goes on, almost dreamily, “is like walking through my childhood. I’ve been flooded with the most extraordinary memories. I remembered walking the grounds with my father and my grandparents. I must have been very young. I remembered watching the sun lower over the sea, just as it did today, and admiring how the light made the reflecting pool turn to gold. I remembered a time…” He shakes his head, amused by some memory. “I remembered that there used to be wild turkeys roaming the grounds, believe it or not. And I remembered playing hide-and-seek with a little girl who was here to visit her grandmother. I remembered butterflies and hummingbirds and dragonflies flitting over the flowers, everywhere I looked. It all seemed magical to a small boy.”
I am baffled by this version of Donovan. “It still seems magical,” I say.
“It absolutely is magical,” Jill says, in that crisp, definitive way of hers.
Donovan studies us both for a moment before nodding. “Yes, you’re right. You’re both right.” His eyes sweep over the sunken garden, taking in the families that walk along its paths, the glow of fairy lights all around. Bits of conversation and laughter and music drift down from the terrace. The photographs along the ramps move in the slight breeze. Floating candles now glide across the surface of the reflecting pool, their lights flickering softly in the gathering dusk.
“I don’t believe,” Donovan says, turning to face us again, “that monthly events like this will be enough to save the home.”
“But—” I say, just as Jill begins to argue as well.
“It’s all in the budget,” she says firmly. “It will absolutely work.”
“It won’t,” Donovan insists, just as firmly. There is a glint in his eyes that I have never seen before. He leans toward us and says, “But I have other ideas.”
Jill opens her mouth to argue and then shuts it again. She tilts her head. “You do?”
“I’ve been brainstorming as I’ve been walking,” he says. He looks at me. “You were right, Lucy. The gardens are a very good place to gather your thoughts. And I managed to gather quite a lot of them. I took a look at the number of people who have asked to be placed on the wait list. It’s an impressive amount of interest. And I believe we can think bigger than just monthly garden parties. I’m envisioning an annual membership program with benefits for those who join, such as members-only events. And I believe we could allow one daytime wedding every month without disrupting the residents too much, don’t you think?”
“I think the residents would love to host weddings here,” I say, wondering whether it would be too much to think that Vikram and Adele might enjoy the challenge of creating wedding cakes, or that Louis might like to try his hand at event photography.
“And that would be enough?” Jill asks. She’s still frowning at Donovan, as if she doesn’t quite trust any of this.
“To make this place profitable?” Donovan shakes his head. “I doubt it. Not with keeping the sliding-scale payment option in place, but I can only imagine the petition that that frightening Marjorie Swenson woman would hand me if I were to suggest getting rid of that.” He pauses thoughtfully. “But could we break even? Could we keep this place going awhile longer?” He shrugs, then smiles at us. “I think maybe, just maybe, we could.”
“And the developers?” Jill asks.
“Oh, I called off the meeting. I couldn’t have them seeing all of this.”
Jill and I exchange a euphoric look. In an instant, though, she does that thing where she manages to wipe all emotion from her face.
“Since we’re staying open,” she says as if it’s all decided, tilting her chin up to Donovan, a gleam of challenge in her eyes, “we’re going to need a gardener.”

In the end, we decide that it should be Marjorie who makes the announcement.
Jill, Donovan, and I walk up to the terrace together. I spot Adam and Sophie right away. My face must show my relief and happiness, because they hurry over and Adam says in a low voice, “Did it really work?”
When I nod, he takes hold of my hand and squeezes it. I bend down to hug Sophie and then Gully licks her cheek, making her laugh that laugh of hers that seems to be growing richer and more expansive by the moment.
I see that my father has found Roger and Naomi, and they’re sitting at a table with Fitz and Marjorie. Maybe it’s thanks to the empty champagne glasses or the cheer lent by the music and flowers and the fragrance of the gardens and the sea, but they all seem to be enjoying one another’s company.
I watch Marjorie’s expression change as Jill appears at her side and whispers into her ear. Jill backs away then, and Marjorie begins to clink her glass with a fork. Everyone at the other tables joins in, and soon the musicians have stopped playing, an excited, curious hush falling over the large crowd.
Marjorie gets to her feet and raises her glass into the air. The breeze gently moves the scarf—Cynthia’s—around her neck, making it seem alive.
“We did it!” Marjorie shouts in that surprisingly commanding voice of hers. “The home is ours!”






Chapter Thirty-Six 

Gardenia: A flowering shrub in the madder family with large white blossoms whose plush, peachy scent offers comfort to those who are grieving
That evening, as my dad and I walk out to my mother’s studio to retrieve her final painting, I ask him why my mother blamed herself for his estrangement from Fitz.
“It’s silly,” he says. “She thought I chose her over my father because of one of her paintings.”
“What do you mean?”
We’re in the studio now, and he nods toward the painting that my mother made of the meadow at the Oceanview Home. My mother must have painted it after she visited Fitz, when she was full of hope for what the future might hold for my dad and his father. Even seven months after her death, the painting still hums with her optimism, her certainty that everything would be okay. It will be good to have the painting in the living room, we think, where it will lift our spirits daily.
“This one makes us feel hopeful,” my father says. He says it in the way he has always spoken about our gifts—with a sort of wink in his tone, like he doesn’t quite believe his own words. “But it was another one that made me fall in love with her. That’s what she said, anyway. That she poured love into the painting, and the finished piece was so powerful that I fell head over heels for her when I saw it.” He shakes his head and chuckles. “Utter nonsense. I’d been in love with your mother for weeks by then.”
I’ve never heard this story before. “Do you still have that painting?” I ask.
“Oh, she destroyed it long ago. She thought maybe if I didn’t see it every day, I’d be released from its spell.” His expression darkens, some of his humor fading. “She always thought that painting of hers was why I chose her over my father when he gave me that ultimatum. A painting! She blamed herself for the fact that I never saw him again. Nothing I could say would change her mind about that.”
Be careful, I think. Every action has a consequence.
Was this why my mother warned me to be careful with my gift? Was this the root of the regret and shame that I sometimes sensed churning within her? Her fear that her gift had torn my father from his father? Her belief that her painting was the only reason my father loved her?
“If anyone tricked anyone into loving someone,” my dad says, “it was me who tricked her. How else but through some strange dark magic would an ordinary guy like me persuade someone as luminous as your mother to love me?”
He looks at the floor then. “I hate that she spent so much of her life feeling regret over what happened between my father and me,” he says softly. “I wish I’d had the courage to reach out to him long ago—if not for me, then for her. I wish I hadn’t been so stubborn.”
I put my hand on his shoulder and he lays his hand on top of mine. “Mom would be so happy that you saw each other today,” I say. “Her plan took a little longer than she might have hoped, but it worked.”
My father nods. “I just hope she knew that even if I’ve been under a spell since the moment I laid eyes on her, I wouldn’t have it any other way. I would not change one single thing. I’m so glad I was able to love her the way I did. The way I always will. And if I needed the nudge of a little magic to stumble into the love I had with her, and the life I had with both of you, Lucy, then all I can say is that I’m forever grateful.”
I squeeze his hand. “I’m sure she knew,” I tell him softly. And I really am sure.
We look around her old studio one last time before we head inside. We’ve swept the floors, dusted the shelves. All of my father’s tools are neatly organized on the walls, ready for him to grab when he’s called down to the community center to take care of this or that, or to use in demonstrations during the workshop he’s agreed to teach. The floor is still speckled with the colorful constellation of paint drops that my mother sprinkled, intentionally or otherwise, here and there and everywhere. The regret that had tainted the air is gone now, but a faint hint of my mother’s scent remains. Gardenia, sandalwood, linseed oil.
I suspect it always will.






EPILOGUE 

Hydrangea: A flowering shrub with large spherical clusters of blossoms whose soft, honey-vanilla scent evokes feelings of both abundance and maternal love
ELEVEN MONTHS LATER
“Your mother used to say that there’s a bit of magic in every garden gate,” my father tells me as we walk down into the gardens of the Oceanview Home.
“Did she?” I ask, looking at him in surprise. “I’ve always thought that, too.”
“What a load of bologna,” my grandfather grumbles from my other side, making my father and me laugh.
I’ve spent the afternoon being beaten in chess, first by my father and then by Fitz. “I see there’s no mercy around here,” I said cheerfully. It turns out that Fitz did an excellent job teaching my father to play the game when he was a boy—those games were some of the few moments of connection between them for many years.
“No mercy at all,” my father responded, and then glanced meaningfully at Fitz. “But we do have a bit of a surprise.”
And so here we are, the three of us and Gully as well, walking past the reflecting pool as we make our way to the California garden. Beyond the western wall, the sun hangs above the sea, warming our shoulders and bathing the majestic expanse of the Oceanview Home in its golden light.
“After you,” my father says.
I reach out and push open the gate, thinking, as I always do when I see these gates, of Adam.
“Congratulations, Lucy!”
I draw in my breath. There, gathered in front of a long table that has been set up in the middle of the garden, are Adam and Sophie. There is Marjorie, glorious in head-to-toe purple. There’s Jill standing beside Donovan Pike, who has proven himself to be far more softhearted than any of us could have guessed. The two of them look so elegant and right together that I wish they’d finally see what I saw on my very first day here—that there’s an undeniable chemistry between them. There’s Louis and his granddaughter, Katie, whom I’ve become quite close to over the year. And there are Adele and Vikram, and Eva and Mario and Isobel and Noreen and Vince and a clutch of other residents and staff members—there’s been an influx of both over the past year, with the home’s newfound fame (the flowers, rumor has it, stir up the most wonderful memories). Jody is here, too, of course, and Roger, and Naomi, and a couple of my father’s friends from the community center.
I turn to my father and grandfather.
“Congratulations… for what?” I ask, laughing and completely confused.
“It’s the anniversary of the day you started working at the home,” my father says. “You’ve stayed in one place for an entire year!”
“It was all Marjorie’s doing, really. She loves a good party,” Fitz tells me, just before I’m engulfed in a crush of hugs and good wishes.
At the table, I’m seated next to Adam. Fitz is on my other side, with Marjorie beside him—the two have become good friends, with Fitz offering a surprising amount of empathy and support to Marjorie as the excitement of saving the home faded and she began to process the grief she felt without Cynthia in her life. In the weeks after the spring party, Cynthia’s niece installed a plaque with Cynthia’s name on it on her favorite bench among the honeysuckle in the cottage garden. It’s the bench I often come across Marjorie and Fitz sharing these days, chatting about who knows what, and managing to distract me from my work every time I pass.
Sophie, on the other side of Adam, spends much of the evening sneaking Gully bits of her dinner—perfectly pink salmon and mounds of frilly green salad and deliciously warm, buttered hunks of bread. All made by Roger, of course, who lifts his glass of champagne to silently toast me from halfway down the long, boisterous table when I lean forward, catch his eye, and mouth the words, Thank you.
“I can’t believe you were able to keep this all secret,” I whisper to Adam, bending my head toward his.
The feelings that had sparked within me over the first few weeks of knowing him have grown into so much more over the past year. Sophie and I have only grown closer, as well, and while I happily spend Monday through Friday with my father, I often spend my weekends at Adam and Sophie’s house, watching movies, or tackling some renovation project or another, or drinking wine in the ever-growing garden out back.
It was a couple of weeks ago, while I was lying in Sophie’s bed, reading her a story, Gully warming our feet, that Sophie let slip the news that her father had been to a jeweler and had bought the most beautiful ring she’d ever seen.
“It’s vintage,” she said importantly, “with lots of happy history.” Then she’d clapped her hand over her mouth. “I wasn’t supposed to tell you any of that!” she whispered, her eyes wide and worried.
“Tell me what?” I asked, smiling.
Now, Adam leans toward me and kisses my neck. “You know Marjorie and her plans,” he says in my ear. “This was an ironclad operation. Nothing could have ruined the surprise.”
I laugh. “She has her ways, doesn’t she?”
“Hold on to that feeling within you right now,” I hear my grandfather say. He leans in close from my other side. I turn toward him, feeling a blush creep up my cheeks. Fitz raises his white eyebrows and gives me a stern look. “No matter what happens. Don’t forget.”
“I won’t,” I promise.
Fitz comes outside to visit Gully and me every day. There are days when I worry that his mind might be wandering in new, disquieting ways, but when I guide him toward a bench to sit for a moment, he inevitably bats away my hand and tells me that thanks to his daily walks, he is in better shape than he’s been in years. I can’t say if this is true, but he certainly seems to have a more optimistic view on life than he had when we first met. Every couple of weeks, I drive him to our house for lunch with my dad, and even though he complains that he’d rather just stay put at the Oceanview Home, he says it with a certain glint in his eye that lets me know he doesn’t really mean it.
As the dinner nears its end and the golden hour (or hours, as my mother would have said) settles into a soft, warm dusk, an enormous cake made by Adele and Vikram is placed on the table in front of me, twinkling with candles and decorated, of course, with flowers that I recognize from the gardens—pink peonies and ruffled damask roses, pale green hydrangea and sprays of sweet pea. I breathe in. Together, the scents of these flowers that I have grown travel toward me, through me, whispering of protection and comfort, of the firm yet gentle guidance of a mother’s love.
“Make a wish!” Sophie says, as though it’s my birthday.
But what could I possibly wish for after an evening like this?
Only for the night to be remembered, I realize, thinking of Fitz’s words. For the love that I feel in this moment to carry me through whatever might lie ahead. Before I blow out the candles, I look around the long table at my family and friends and I take a picture with my mind, tucking the moment away—saving it, with any luck, for when I might need it again.
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OCEANVIEW HOME


Meg Donohue
This reading group guide for The Memory Gardener includes an introduction and discussion questions. The suggested questions are intended to help your reading group find new and interesting angles and topics for your discussion. We hope that these ideas will enrich your conversation and increase your enjoyment of the book.



INTRODUCTION
Lucy Barnes has an uncanny ability to know exactly which scent among the flowers she grows will return a person to a long-forgotten memory, a key from their past that has the potential to change their future. When she takes a position as the gardener at a somber, colorless assisted-living home, the evocatively scented flowers that she grows awaken not only the home’s gardens but the entire community, stirring new pleasures and unearthing long-buried secrets within all who venture through the gardens’ gates.
But when a secret comes to light that threatens to shatter the newly close-knit community, the future suddenly looks uncertain. Have the memories that Lucy has brought forth awakened something wonderful… or are some memories better left buried?
TOPICS & QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
 
	Lucy and her mother each have a magical gift that is an amplification of an actual phenomenon. In real life, there is a scientific connection between scent and memory; odors travel more directly than other types of sensory information to the parts of our brain that generate emotions and store memories. In The Memory Gardener, the author plays with this idea by giving Lucy the magical ability to grow flowers whose scents allow people to literally relive moments from their past. Similarly, the author plays with the idea that art inspires a wide range of emotions, giving Lucy’s mother the power to create paintings that make viewers feel an emotion so deeply that they are, in a sense, spellbound. You might say that scents that trigger memories and art that evokes emotions are examples of “everyday magic.” Can you think of other types of everyday magic? For example, would you consider being transported by a good story such a type? Or the way that being by the sea inspires a sense of calm?
	Those who breathe in the fragrance of Lucy’s flowers don’t get to choose the memory to which they return, but if you could—if you could relive anything from your past—what would that moment be and why?
	Louis remembers that he once loved to take photographs, and Cynthia taps into the community leader than she had been in her youth. Is there anything that you might like to reclaim from your past self? Can you recall a character trait, an old hobby, or a goal that has faded over time… something that you might like to reawaken?
	In Chapter Twenty-Three, Adam explains that the French writer Marcel Proust wrote about how “the taste and scent of a certain cookie—a madeleine—dipped into tea, brought him right back in time to visiting his grandmother as a child. She’d served him madeleines, and when he smelled them again, he was swept back through his life, back to his childhood, for a moment.” Is there a certain scent that is tied to a specific time, place, or person for you?
	In Chapter Fourteen, Vikram says that he always found it “absolutely maddening that the moments in time that stick with me, haunting me, are the bad ones, the traumatic ones, the ones where I behaved poorly… or someone else did.” Do you agree that bad memories seem to cling longer, remaining more vivid in your mind than good memories? If so, why do you think that is?
	In Chapter One, Lucy reflects on the moment when she realized that gardens make her “heart sing in mysterious ways.” Is there a place that makes your heart sing in mysterious ways? The woods? A bakery? A bookstore? Why do you think that is? What memories and emotions do these places stir for you?
	In Chapter Six, Lucy reflects that “Every garden paints a portrait of the person who designed it.” Do you agree? If you have a garden, how do you think your garden reflects or represents you?
	In Chapter Six, Lucy also explains that she believes that “caring for plants is symbiotic; as you tend to them, helping them thrive, they soothe the broken parts within you, too.” Do you agree? Do you believe that the act of caring for someone or something can be mutually beneficial?
	There are five gardens in the novel: the sunken garden, the woodland garden, the rose garden, the cottage garden, and the California garden. Which of these gardens would you most like to visit and why?
	Lucy’s favorite flower is the rose. Do you have a favorite flower? What are some adjectives that you would use to describe its appearance and scent? Do you have any specific memories or associations that are tied to your favorite flower?
	In her acknowledgments, the author writes that she was inspired to write this novel in part by the research and writings of Dr. Oliver Sacks, a neurologist who asserted that gardens have “restorative and healing powers” for elderly patients and patients with neurological diseases. What are some mental and physical aspects of gardening that you think could be beneficial to someone as they age?
	In Chapter Twenty-Nine, Lucy’s father says that her mother believed her real magic lay not in her gift itself, but in the way that she could use her gift to help others. If you could have any magical power that you could use to help others, what would it be?
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