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The Cape Light Titles
CAPE LIGHT
HOME SONG
A GATHERING PLACE
A NEW LEAF
A CHRISTMAS PROMISE

A LETTER FROM THOMAS KINKADE
[image: ./img/anewleaf_5_la_0.jpg]
A NEW LEAF: THE TITLE OF THIS CAPE LIGHT BOOK SUGGESTS a fresh start, a new beginning. As a painter, I love new beginnings. One of my favorite moments is when I put my brush to a blank white canvas to begin a new painting. The precious newness of the moment is a thrill that is difficult to describe, but when people hear me say that, they often ask, “Don’t you feel daunted by the blank canvas in front of you? Doesn’t the task ahead ever seem too difficult, even frightening?” Truthfully the answer is no, for one simple reason: I have learned that no canvas is ever really blank. Every painting, every stroke of my brush, every glowing dot of light carries with it a little bit of me, everything that has come before. My task, and my joy, is to not hold back, to let the canvas fill with everything I have learned and seen and felt. My raw materials are not the paint and brushes and canvas cloth. My raw materials are my family, my friends, my joys, my sorrows, my faith in God, everything that makes up the color and form of my life. If I can embrace all of that, I know the painting will emerge.
For me, all of life is like that—a painting that we create and change and shape for all our years on earth. As you will soon see in A New Leaf, several of Cape Light’s residents are facing a new white canvas. Some will feel the elation of love and others the sadness of parting. Some are hesitating to pick up a brush to let their new paintings take form. New relationships are begun and old relationships undone. Others are looking back on the canvases they have already filled and hoping to make sense of what they have created. But as they turn their new leaves and begin to allow their new paintings to emerge, they will certainly come to understand and appreciate anew the fullness that is a life lived on God’s earth.
So join us now. Jessica and Sam, Dan and Emily, Sophie and Gus, and Molly are ready to welcome you to Cape Light. And I welcome you, too, with my thanks. Thank you so much for saving a small corner of the canvas of your life for the people of Cape Light.
—Thomas Kinkade

CHAPTER ONE
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MOLLY WILLOUGHBY RAN DOWN THE HALLWAY, A RADIO tucked under one arm, a bucket of cleaning supplies dangling from the other. The vacuum followed like a dutiful pet, coming to a sudden stop beside her in the middle of the empty room.
She checked her watch. Nearly four and she had the whole second floor to finish: three bedrooms and two baths. Large rooms, too. And dirty. She’d never expected the place to take this long. The kitchen had been a nightmare. Scouring the stove and refrigerator had taken hours and worn out two sets of gloves.
She propped the radio on a window ledge and turned up the volume loud enough to be heard over the vacuum. The station was her daughter Lauren’s favorite, one Molly usually avoided. But it was good cleaning music; the frantic beat kept her moving.
She covered the room in big strides, shoving the vacuum in all directions over the blue carpet, thinking how she’d never even wanted this job. She wanted to give up housecleaning altogether, but here she was, once again breaking her neck to finish on time.
Why do I let myself get talked into these things?
Because you need the money, a small, familiar voice answered.
True enough. Sometimes she felt like a hamster in a cage, racing endlessly on its wheel but never making any progress. There was the housecleaning, errand jobs, cooking for private clients, baking for restaurants. If someone offered her work, she couldn’t afford to refuse. She took the job first and figured out how and when she would do it later. She worked hard to support her girls, though ironically, she knew they sometimes felt neglected. As if she didn’t give them enough of her time and attention.
Well, maybe I don’t, she admitted. If her ex-husband, Phil, would just grow up and help support his children in some consistent fashion, maybe she’d have some extra time to spend with them.
She hoped when they were older they’d understand. She thought she was doing a good job so far raising them. Hopefully, she’d send them to college someday. That was her real goal.
So they won’t end up like me, racing from job to job, just to make ends meet, constantly juggling work and their needs, not to mention the often complicated child-care arrangements.
Her parents helped a lot, watching the girls while she worked. But Molly came from a large family, and her five other siblings needed help at times as well. Her parents were in Florida now with her younger sister Laurie who had recently given birth to twins. Her mother had called with a full progress report the other night, adding that she and Molly’s dad planned to stay a few more weeks. Even though the babies and her sister were doing well, two infants at once were quite an adjustment. Molly remembered making some appropriately cheerful reply. She couldn’t blame her parents for spending more time with their new grandchildren. And who wouldn’t want to escape the New England winter? Though it was the last week of February, the cold and snow hadn’t let up one bit. It felt positively endless. Still, Molly was unhappy to hear she’d have to get by without her mother for a few weeks longer than expected.
Her older brother Sam had always pitched in with the girls and still did, even though he had married a few months ago. Sam’s wife, Jessica, had the girls now. Molly knew Jessica wouldn’t mind if they stayed until she finished here. But Molly had promised her daughters pizza and a movie at the mall, and she didn’t want to disappoint them.
I’ll work until five, then come back real early tomorrow and finish up, she decided. That should give me plenty of time to be in and out before the tenant arrives. Fran Tulley, the real estate agent who’d handled the rental, had mentioned that the tenant wasn’t due until noon.
Dr. Harding’s arrival had been a hot topic around town. The village had been without a general practitioner since Dr. Elliot had retired last spring, almost a year ago now. Molly had heard Dr. Harding was a widower and a friend of Ezra Elliot’s, and she pictured the new practitioner cut from the same mold, an elderly Yankee with a dry wit and a pragmatic manner.
She had never been a huge fan of Dr. Elliot, not like some in Cape Light. He was kind enough, in his way. But something about him had always intimidated her. He moved in a different circle, with the Warwicks and the rest of them, the kind of families in the grand old Victorians who might hire her to cook or clean but rarely acted as if she were their equal.
The window molding was coated with dust. She would need the brush attachment to get at that. The window panes needed to be sprayed and wiped down, too. Molly shut off the vacuum and looked for her spray bottle. Now the radio volume seemed deafening, and she rushed over just as the song was ending.
“. . . Our love’s down the drain. Ain’t it a shame? You call to complain. . . .”
Molly clicked off the radio, relieved at the sudden silence. “Give me a break. I’d complain, too, if I had to listen to you all the time.”
“Me, too,” a deep voice agreed.
Molly spun around to face the doorway. A man stood there, staring at her. Her heart jumped in her chest, and she took a sudden step backward. She had taken a self-defense course once, and her mind raced to remember the helpful tips. Don’t scream? Or was it, scream your head off?
Hey, pal, I have a vacuum cleaner attachment here, and I’m not afraid to use it!
“I’m sorry. . . . I didn’t mean to startle you,” the intruder said gently.
“That’s okay. I’m fine.” Good move. A stranger just broke into the house, and I apologize to him.
“I called up the stairs to you, but I guess you didn’t hear me.”
“Apparently not,” she agreed.
He had nice eyes, dark brown, and thick brown hair with a few silver-gray strands blended in, though he didn’t look much older than she was.
Why was she even noticing this?
“I’m just bringing in some boxes. I know it’s the country out here, but you shouldn’t leave the doors unlocked.”
“I thought I locked it,” Molly replied.
Okay, he’s a delivery man. Or at least, that’s what he says. Jeans. Work boots. A sweatshirt and a down vest. That’s what they wear, right?
He wasn’t exactly brawny, she noticed, but he did look fit.
He smiled again, then stepped back, raising both hands in a gesture of surrender.
“I’ll back out slowly now, if you promise to lay down your weapon.”
Molly didn’t understand him at first, then realized she’d been brandishing the vacuum attachment in a menacing fashion.
“Oh, sorry.” She slowly let it slip down to her side but didn’t let go altogether. She glanced at him again, still feeling uneasy at the way he was looking at her.
“Are you finished down there, yet?” she asked.
“Hardly. But don’t worry. I can handle it.”
She suddenly got it. Since the doctor was older, he probably needed help with items he didn’t trust to the movers, which explained this guy. Well, that wasn’t her problem. She already had enough on her plate cleaning up the place.
“I wasn’t offering to help. I have plenty left up here to do, and it’s almost five.”
He looked surprised at her answer, then showed a neutral expression. “Sure, I understand. But maybe you can keep the music down a few decibels?”
“No problem,” Molly returned, echoing his tone. “Would you mind wiping your feet as you go in and out? I just finished down there. I don’t want to do it all over again.”
He gave her a surprised look again, then nodded. “The place looks great. I’ll be careful to keep it that way.”
“I hope you’re through soon. I need to lock up before I go.” Molly turned and sprayed cleaner on the window. “The tenant won’t be here until tomorrow, and I’m responsible for the place until then.”
“The tenant?”
“Dr. Harding, from Worcester. Those are his boxes you’re delivering, aren’t they?”
He paused a moment, his expressive features warming with a slow smile of understanding.
“I am Dr. Harding.”
Molly opened her mouth to reply, then abruptly shut it. Then she said, “Oh, I thought you were a delivery man. Actually I didn’t know who you were.”
He looked as if he were about to laugh, but he was too polite to embarrass her. She felt her cheeks grow warm and red. Then she felt like laughing at herself, too.
“One false move and I was going to brain you with the vacuum-cleaner pipe.”
“I had a feeling that was your plan.” He smiled again and then leaned forward to offer his hand. “Nice to meet you. I’m Matt Harding.”
“Molly Willoughby.” She met his gaze as they briefly shook hands, and she felt her knees get rubbery. She quickly looked away.
He’s either really good looking, or I don’t get out much, Molly thought, clearing her head.
“The real-estate agency hired me to clean the house for you,” she said in a more professional tone.
“Right. They said they were sending someone over. You must have been working hard. It looks a lot better than when I was here last time.”
“That’s my job.” She forced a smile. “I’m sorry for the mix-up. Someone told me you were a friend of Dr. Elliot. I guess I pictured you . . . differently.”
He laughed. “Old and cranky, you mean?” When Molly didn’t reply, he added, “I’ve known Dr. Elliot since I was a boy. He and my father are good friends.”
“I get it.” Molly nodded, feeling silly.
“I guess I’ll go down and get the rest of the boxes.”
“Sure. See you later.” Molly looked away, suddenly engrossed in the contents of her cleaning bucket. But once she heard his footsteps disappear, she ran into the small bathroom that adjoined the bedroom and shut the door.
She stared at her reflection and gave a silent shriek. Her ponytail had exploded, and long, dark curls sprung out in all directions. A streak of oven grease marked her cheek and the tip of her nose. The mess trailed down her worn-out sweatshirt, which would not have been an entirely bad thing, Molly thought, if only the stains had blocked out the ridiculous saying printed across her chest: Save a Chicken’s Life. Eat a Lobster.
Unfortunately, they did not.
For heaven’s sake, he must think I’m a complete idiot, she thought mournfully. And why did I wear these jeans today? They look terrible. She surveyed her rear view and yanked the sweatshirt down over her hips, only to watch it immediately rise up again.
I’ve got to lose some weight. Get back in shape. I just never seem to have the time. . . .
A long dark curl flopped across her face, and she blew it away like a feather.
Oh, well. What’s the point? He’s a doctor, not a delivery man. He isn’t going to be interested in someone like me.
Molly wearily pulled out her hair clip and quickly combed out her hair with her fingertips, then rinsed the grime off her face and patted it dry with some tissues.
That will be enough primping for Dr. Harding, she decided.
The room had darkened with late afternoon shadows. She couldn’t wait for spring to come. She was so tired of the short, dark winter days. Molly checked the time. A quarter past four. She considered staying longer, but her surprise meeting with the new tenant had thrown her off. She decided to ask if she could finish the rest of the work tomorrow and hoped he wouldn’t mind.
As she came downstairs, she saw Matthew struggling through the front door with a stack of boxes. She ran down the last few steps and plucked a package from the top of the pile to help him.
“Oh, you don’t have to do that.” He set down his load and looked up at her.
“That’s all right. It looked like it was about to slip. Is there anything else out there?”
“That’s the last of it.” Molly followed his glance to an impressive stack of boxes piled against one wall of the living room.
“The movers have the rest. There were some fragile things I didn’t trust in the truck. Some medical instruments. And some family china that my daughter Amanda already has her eye on. I’d never hear the end of it if any of that turned up broken.”
The tender note in his voice made her smile. “How old is she?”
“Fourteen . . . going on forty,” he noted with a wry smile.
“I have one of those at home myself.” He looked surprised, but Molly was used to that reaction. She had Lauren less than a year after graduating high school, and some people said she looked even younger than her age, which was now thirty-two. She kept talking, hoping he wouldn’t make the usual comment. Gee, you look too young to have a teenager. . . .
“Lauren is my fourteen year old, and I have another who’s eleven, Jill.”
“Amanda is my one and only. I have it easy, I guess.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t say that. I think in some ways one is harder. With two, they have each other for company, so they go off on their own, and they’re not always bugging you. And you have the older one to practice on, so you know what to do when the second one acts out.”
He nodded. “A practice child. That’s an interesting theory. I don’t think I’ve ever heard that one before.”
He seemed amused, and the way he kept gazing at her made her feel nervous again. She smiled, controlling the urge to tug on her sweatshirt.
“I guess I would have liked more kids myself,” he admitted, “but life doesn’t always turn out the way you plan.”
“I know what you mean.” She remembered he was a widower and guessed from his serious tone that his thoughts had suddenly turned to his loss. She glanced away, thinking of her own disappointments. “I hope coming to Cape Light works out for you. We’re a little off the beaten track. But it’s a nice place once you get used to it.”
“Have you lived around here long?”
“All my life. That sounds horribly boring, doesn’t it?”
“Not at all. I grew up in Worcester—which isn’t nearly as scenic, I must say—and only left for medical school.”
“But now you’ve come here.”
“I have a sister in Newburyport, and I’ve always liked the area. Then word came through Ezra that he’d retired and the village needed a general practitioner, so here we are. It was time for a change, I guess.” Matthew smiled but didn’t say anything more.
Molly sensed that the decision to move had been hard for him, and he’d come with mixed emotions. She didn’t know what to say. Then her phone emitted a long, shrill beep, saving her from having to make a reply.
“Excuse me. I think that’s mine.” She found her big black tote bag at the bottom of the staircase and dug out her cell phone.
Matthew turned his attention to the boxes on the other side of the room, sorting them into two piles.
“Molly! Thank heavens I caught you! I’m in a total panic. I had a closing today that was absolutely endless and now everyone will be here in two hours and I haven’t even set the table or taken a shower and the mousse is a disaster—”
“Calm down, Betty. It’s going to be all right,” Molly said, soothing her.
It was her friend Betty Bowman, the town’s leading real-estate broker and foremost female entrepreneur. Molly admired her tremendously, but Betty was easily the most domestically challenged person Molly had ever met. Their friendship had grown primarily from their common ground as single mothers and from episodes of Betty begging Molly to rescue her from some cooking or entertaining catastrophe.
Betty had a dinner party planned for that night for just four people, including herself. But that was more than enough to throw Betty, even though Molly had already cooked most of the meal and Betty was buying the rest prepared. All Betty had to do was fix the dessert, chocolate mousse. Betty was set on making that herself to impress her new suitor, Richard Corwin, since she knew it was his favorite.
“I followed your instructions exactly, but it looks like, well, like brown clay. I can move the spoon through it. That can’t be right.”
“Um, no. You shouldn’t be able to stir it.” Molly tried not to laugh.
“Could you run over for a minute and take a look? I don’t even have time to run up to the bakery. . . .”
“Sure. Just for a minute. I’ll be right over.” Molly said good-bye and glanced over at Matthew.
“Something wrong at home?” he asked politely.
“No, thank goodness.” Molly shook her head and smiled. “But I do need to run, if it’s okay with you. A friend of mine is having a little crisis with some chocolate mousse—”
“—And you have to make a house call?” he finished.
“Something like that.”
“You must be a great cook. I mean to get emergency calls on your cell phone.”
Molly felt a warm flush creep into her cheeks again.
“I have my moments,” she said lightly. His smile encouraged her, and she continued, suddenly wanting him to know she wasn’t just a housecleaner. “I actually have a cooking business. Well, sort of a business. I’m just starting out really. But I bake for some restaurants in town and for private parties. Things like that . . .” Her voice trailed off quietly.
It didn’t sound like much, she thought. Not very impressive compared to, say, saving someone’s life.
Still, he nodded at her thoughtfully. “Sounds like you keep yourself busy.”
Was he really impressed or just trying to be nice, she wondered.
“Your husband is a lucky guy, being married to a professional chef,” he added in a teasing voice.
“He was a lucky guy . . . until I divorced him.” She laughed at her quick reply but also heard the subtle note of anger there. “It was a long time ago,” Molly added with a shrug.
She started to pull on her jacket and felt Matthew politely helping her. He met her gaze for a long moment, then stepped back. The room was dark enough now that she could barely read his expression.
She pulled out her bright blue wool gloves and matching hat and tugged them on.
“I’d better get going. I’ll come back early tomorrow and finish up. You won’t even know I’ve been here.”
“Don’t rush. Come whenever you like. Why don’t you bring your girls? I know Amanda would love to meet Lauren. Then she’ll have a familiar face in school on Monday.”
Molly appreciated his offer. Most clients didn’t welcome her children, and she hadn’t quite figured out what she’d do with them tomorrow. Lauren sometimes watched Jill on her own, but it wasn’t Molly’s ideal arrangement, especially on a Saturday.
“Okay, I will, if you really don’t mind,” she said brightly as she pulled open the front door. “Thanks for the offer.”
“Not at all. I’m looking forward to meeting them. See you tomorrow, then.”
“See you.” Molly smiled and walked quickly down the path to her car. He stood in the doorway and watched as she got into her aged hatchback. As she pulled away from the curb, she saw him wave and she waved back.
He was a nice man. An attractive man. Easy to talk to, she thought. Not at all what she’d expected. They seemed to have something in common, too, once they’d started talking about raising teenage girls.
And attractive, she noted again. No doubt about that. I wonder when his wife died? Fran said a few years ago. I wonder why he’s still single? He must have somebody, she decided. But if he does, why did he move here all the way from Worcester? Maybe he is unattached.
But it could never work. He’s a doctor and I’m just a jill-of-all-trades, master of none.
Don’t even give it another thought, Molly, a sour little voice advised her. He’s out of your league.
Ten minutes later Molly pulled up to Betty’s house and parked in the driveway. Betty had a lovely home, a classic Federal-style Colonial on one of the best streets in town. Originally built for a ship’s captain in the early 1800s, it was now a registered historic site. Molly secretly dreamed that one day she, too, might own a house like this. It wasn’t just that the house was beautiful and spacious. More than that, it was a symbol to her of Betty’s independence and success, the essence of what Molly aspired to.
Betty greeted Molly at the door dressed in a pale blue silk bathrobe with hot rollers sprouting from her short blond hair.
“I followed your directions exactly,” Betty declared as she led Molly into the kitchen. “Maybe the chocolate was stale or something.”
Molly peered into the makeshift double boiler and prodded the brown, sticky mass. “Looks like water from the boiler got into the chocolate. We have to toss it.”
“Oh, drat. Is there time to make more?”
“We’ll manage. I stopped at the store just in case.” Molly opened the shopping bag and took out a box of chocolate, then found a clean pot.
“You’re a pal, Molly. I owe you one.” Betty stood at the counter and watched as Molly started cooking. “What can I do to help?”
“Just stand over there.” Molly pointed to the far side of the room. “I don’t want you anywhere near this stuff until it’s time to eat it.”
“Oh, you’re mean.” Betty laughed, shaking loose a roller. “Where were you when I called before?”
“At a cleaning job. Fran Tulley’s rental on Hawthorne Street.”
“Oh, right. The new doctor. Fran said he’s quite good looking. And single,” Betty said.
Molly slowly stirred the melting blocks of chocolate, vigilantly searching for lumps. “He’s not bad,” she finally offered.
“You saw him? He’s not due to move in until tomorrow.”
“He stopped by the house to drop off some boxes. I didn’t know who he was. I almost hit him on the head with a vacuum-cleaner pipe.”
Betty sighed. “Sounds about right. Go on.”
Molly shrugged. “There’s not much to tell. He sounded a little sorry to be moving but said he needed a change. He has a sister in Newburyport and a daughter who’s fourteen.”
“Same age as Lauren,” Betty pointed out.
“Yes, we covered that.” With a deft twist of her wrist, Molly cracked an egg, separating the white from the yolk with one hand, then picked up another and cracked it.
Betty looked on in fascination. “I just love the way you do that thing with the egg.”
“It’s not hard. I’ll teach you sometime.”
“Deal, but let’s get back to this doctor. He sounds like a possibility to me.”
A romantic possibility, Betty meant. Betty had somehow deemed herself Molly’s relationship coach, determined to find Molly a man despite her complaints of not having time to date. Molly always gave her a hard time when she slipped into this mode, but she had to admit, Betty often had some good advice.
Concerning Matthew Harding, Molly thought it best to shut Betty down from the start.
“He’s not my type. Honestly.” She beat the egg yolks with a fork and added a dash of vanilla.
“He sounds like anybody’s type to me.” Betty gave her a puzzled look. “What’s going on with that guy Micky, your brother Sam’s friend? Still seeing him?”
“No, thank goodness.” Molly rolled her eyes. “He’s nice enough, I guess. But he’s just so dull. All he ever wanted to do was call out for pizza and watch sports on TV. One night he lost the remote, and I had to dial nine-one-one.”
Betty started laughing. “He did not. You’re making that up.”
“How could I make up something like that? It was the end of the Super Bowl and the channel switched somehow, and he couldn’t find the remote. He got so upset, he started getting dizzy and short of breath. I thought he was having a heart attack. The fireman said it was just a mild panic disorder.”
Betty could hardly stop laughing. “I can see why that didn’t work out.”
Molly carefully poured the yellow ribbon of egg yolk into the melted chocolate and beat the mixture together with a wire whisk. “I’m glad you agree. My brother Sam thinks we were a perfect match. He claims I’m too picky.”
It stung that Sam didn’t think she could do any better than boring old Micky. But she didn’t confide that part to Betty.
“You’re the one who has to decide if it’s right or not.” Betty patted her shoulder. “It takes courage to drop a nice but boring guy. It’s like clearing out your closet and giving all the dull, old clothes to charity. Now you’ve made room for something new and exciting.”
Molly glanced at her and smiled. “Does that mean if I clean out my closet, I’ll get a new wardrobe and a new boyfriend?”
“You never know.” Betty stuck her finger in the satiny chocolate pudding, then popped it into her mouth. “Mmmm. That’s scrumptious.”
“I think you can take it from here.” As Molly untied her apron, she reviewed the last steps of the recipe with Betty, who looked alarmed to be sent on alone.
“You can do it,” Molly promised her. “Besides, you want to tell Richard you made it. You wouldn’t want to fib about that.”
“Me? I’d never do that. What a thing to say.”
Betty grinned at her. Before they had become such good friends, Betty had often taken credit for Molly’s cooking with dinner guests. They were close enough now to laugh about it.
“Who else is coming over?”
“Just Emily and Dan. Things are moving along for those two. I have a feeling they may have a big announcement soon. Emily doesn’t say much, but I think they’re going to get married.”
“Wow! I didn’t realize it was so serious. How nice.”
Molly felt odd, even a little shocked, though she didn’t know why the news should matter. She knew Dan by sight and Emily only slightly better. Dan had run the local newspaper most of his life and recently handed it down to his daughter. Emily Warwick was the town’s mayor, and she was now related to Molly by marriage, as the older sister of Sam’s wife, Jessica.
If there was ever a woman who seemed content with a solitary life, it had to be Emily. But now she was in love and might soon be married. Molly felt happy for her . . . and for some strange reason, sad for herself.
She picked up her bag and hitched it over her shoulder. “Got to run, Betty. Don’t worry. The party will turn out fine.”
“Oh, I hope so.” Betty nervously plucked a few rollers from her hair and stuck them in her bathrobe pocket. “Thanks again, Molly. I owe you one.”
“I’ll collect.” Molly was sure it wouldn’t be long before she was asking Betty for some advice or favor. It was good to know she had a friend like Betty.
Molly left Betty’s house in the village and quickly found her way through the side streets to the Beach Road. Driving beyond the town, she raced along to the turn that marked Sam and Jessica’s house, which was hidden, even in winter, by trees and brush.
Molly had known Jessica Warwick since high school. She had always thought Jessica was Little Miss Perfect and a snob, just like her mother, Lillian, who had acted like a queen in exile since the Warwick family fortune was lost years ago. Jessica had gone away to college and then taken a banking job in Boston. But after Lillian had a stroke, Jessica moved back to town temporarily to help care for her mother. When Sam started seeing her, Molly was sure that Jessica was just using him for a summer fling. Even after the two became serious, Molly urged Sam to break off the engagement.
Okay, so she could be a little stubborn and narrow-minded at times. She’d be the first to admit it. But now that they were married, Molly had to confess Jessica was not exactly what she expected.
Despite her privileged upbringing, Jessica was happily married and content to live in this remote spot in a lovely old house that seemed a never-ending renovation project for her carpenter husband. Jessica also showed a real interest and affection for Lauren and Jill. Her hours at the bank made it easy for her to watch her nieces after school, and Molly had come to depend on her help, which was also a surprise.
As Molly walked up the path, the front door swung open. Jessica greeted her, wearing an apron over her office clothes, a satin blouse, slim-fitting skirt, and heels. An appetizing cooking smell drifted in from the kitchen.
“Lauren and Jill are upstairs getting their things together. Sam isn’t home yet, though. Want to come in and wait for him?”
Molly was relieved to hear she’d miss her brother. She had escaped defending her decision to dump his friend Micky. This time, at least.
“Thanks but we’d better get going. I promised the girls a movie at the mall tonight, and I want to make the early show.”
“Yes, I heard all about it. They can’t wait.” Jessica turned and called up the stairs. “Girls, your mom is here.”
“Lauren, Jill, I’m waiting,” Molly added in her “Commander Mom” tone. “Thanks again for minding them. I was in a pinch today.”
“No problem. I love having them.” Jessica smiled, and Molly felt her words were sincere.
As if on cue, Lauren and Jill galloped down the stairs, carrying their jackets and knapsacks. Jill jumped off the steps, hurling herself at Molly in a flying hug.
Molly grunted in reply. “Thanks, honey. I needed that.”
“Hi, Mom.” Lauren came down the last few steps more sedately. Molly kissed her on the cheek. Lauren was too old now to act so uncool, Molly thought with a secret smile. She watched as they both showed good manners, thanking Jessica, and each gave their aunt a hug.
“Sam will be sorry he missed you. But we’ll see you on Sunday, right?”
Molly had almost forgotten. Jessica and Sam were taking the girls ice skating so she could work. Looked like she would have to face complaints about Micky and more advice about her life then.
“That’s right.” Molly nodded. “Well, thanks again. Tell Sam I’ll call him.”
“Bye, girls, see you soon.” Jessica watched them from the doorway and waved as they all walked to the car.
VISITING HOURS HAD OFFICIALLY ENDED LONG AGO. THE HOSPITAL rooms were dark and the corridor nearly empty. Reverend Ben Lewis stood beside Gus Potter’s bed. Gus gripped Ben’s hand, his head resting on a pile of pillows. His skin was as pale as the white pillowcase, and it appeared almost translucent.
His blue eyes were bright, though, and his grip still surprisingly strong. He looked far happier than a man in his condition ought to, Ben thought. Far calmer, too, though he must realize what’s happening to him. His wife, Sophie, knew only too well, and Ben could see her struggling to keep up a brave front.
“Thanks for coming, Reverend,” she said. “You didn’t have to trouble yourself. You’d better get home. Carolyn must be wondering what’s keeping you.”
“Carolyn is used to my late hours by now.”
“How is she feeling?” Sophie asked with interest. “Is she still in therapy?”
A few weeks after Christmas, Carolyn had suffered a stroke and gone into a coma. That was over two months ago now, Ben calculated. He had nearly lost her. But she’d finally woken with few ill effects and was coming along with the help of medication and physical therapy.
“She’s doing very well,” Ben reported. “She still has some weakness in her left arm, though, and can’t play the piano yet. But she wants to get back to her students soon. Maybe at the end of next month.”
“Glad to hear it,” Gus said. “Tell her we were asking for her.”
“Yes, I will. Maybe she’ll come with me next time I visit. I guess you’ll be home again by then.”
“The doctor said I can take him home in a few more days. Monday or Tuesday,” Sophie said brightly.
She met Ben’s gaze a moment, then rested her hand on her husband’s shoulder. An array of tubes and monitors was attached to Gus’s body, and Ben averted his gaze from the tangled paraphernalia.
“These doctors don’t know anything.” Gus waved his hand weakly. “Listen to them, and you’d be working on my eulogy right now, Reverend.” Ben forced a smile at Gus’s quip but swallowed hard. He knew he’d face that task soon enough.
“I’ll spring right back. Always do. This is just another false alarm. I’d get up out of this bed and walk home right now if they’d let me.”
“He must feel better. He’s getting rambunctious,” Sophie said with false cheer.
“Yes, very,” Ben agreed wistfully.
They all knew the truth. The prognosis was grim. Gus’s great and generous heart was finally giving out, his other vital organs rapidly failing. All the doctors in the world couldn’t do much more for him. Sophie and Gus had decided that he would spend his last days at home on the orchard, in his own bed, rather than in a sterile hospital room.
Ben gave Gus’s hand a final pat. “Bless you, Gus. I’ll keep you in my prayers.”
“Thanks, Reverend,” Gus said. Sophie’s eyes misted over. She nodded and blew her nose on a tissue.
A nurse briskly entered the room and picked up Gus’s chart from the end of the bed. “How are you doing tonight, Mr. Potter?”
“Just fine. And yourself?” Gus sounded genuinely interested in her reply, Ben noticed. As if he was in the middle of a church picnic instead of a critical-care unit. Some people were just born with a certain buoyant spirit that didn’t desert them, no matter what. Sophie was the same. They were made for each other and had lived together happily for nearly fifty years. They had that to look back upon at the very least.
“I’m just going to walk the reverend to the elevator, dear,” Sophie told her husband. Gus, who had a thermometer in his ear, nodded and waved good-bye.
Sophie walked beside Ben, lost in thought. Ben waited for her to speak first. At times like this it was imperative for him to hold his peace and listen. Offering comforting words was important, of course. But listening, that was paramount.
“He’s had a good day,” she said finally. “His spirits are up. Did you hear the way he was talking?” she asked, shaking her head. “But he knows. He just acts as if it’s all going to be okay. Like he can lick this somehow. Of course, he won’t this time.”
She pressed a tissue to her eyes. “Once I get him home, well, it will be easier for everyone. He’ll have his family around him, and he’ll have the orchard.”
“That will be a great comfort to him,” Ben agreed.
“I’m going to spend every minute with him from here on in. Luckily the TV show people have given me a break until the spring. We taped a bunch of shows right after Christmas, and they told me they’re set for awhile.” Sophie released a long breath and shook her head. “Lucky for me. I wouldn’t have the heart right now to get up in front of a camera. I might not go back after Gus goes,” she concluded.
Ben swallowed hard. Sophie was talking about the cooking show she did for a local cable station, A Yankee in the Kitchen: New England Cooking and Crafts with Sophie Potter. The producer had spotted her at a fair on the village green last fall and the show had been a great success so far. Ben was sorry to hear she might abandon it. It would be a distraction for her after Gus passed on, he thought.
“It’s probably best not to make any decisions about that now,” Ben said gently. “What about the coming days, when Gus gets home. Do you have enough help?”
“My daughter Evelyn’s made all the arrangements for the visiting nurse and home-health aid,” Sophie said, mentioning her oldest child who lived in the area. “She and Una are taking turns helping with the housework. My son, Bart, should be in from Boston for a quick visit this weekend, and his daughter, Miranda, is coming in from New York. It should be a full house on the weekends. I hardly know where everyone’s going to sleep.”
It sounded like the typical Potter family reunion. But this time the gathering was for the most serious reason of all. If Sophie’s entire family was coming together to spend time with Gus, she clearly didn’t expect him to last long. Ben felt a sharp pang in his heart, and he reached out to take Sophie’s hand in both of his own.
His gaze met hers, and her eyes filled with tears. “You’ll get through this, Sophie. One step at a time. You have your family and all your friends. You have me,” he reminded her. “Most important, you have the Lord.”
She nodded. “Yes, I know. I’m grateful for our time together. Our blessings. I just wish sometimes . . .” Her voice caught and she couldn’t go on. “It might be wrong to say it, Reverend, but I’m older than Gus. I always thought I’d go ahead. I didn’t imagine living on without him. I know it’s wrong to second guess, but I wish the good Lord had taken me first.”
Ben didn’t answer immediately. “I felt the very same way when Carolyn was sick,” he said finally.
When Carolyn had been in her coma, there were a few days when it seemed unlikely she would survive, and Ben had entered the chilling dark places where Sophie now wandered. But of course, not fully, since the Lord in his mercy had spared him that irrevocable blow, the loss of his life partner. Barring a miracle, Sophie would not be spared.
“I felt . . . afraid. The greatest fear I’d ever known,” he admitted. She glanced at him, then looked down at her hands. He knew he had voiced her deepest feelings.
“Yes. I am afraid. Terrified.” She nodded her head. “I haven’t said that many times in my life. But this . . . this is different.”
“Very different,” Ben agreed.
“It’s as if my whole world is being pulled out from under me like a rug.” Her voice held a note of amazement mingled with sadness and fear.
Ben didn’t know what to say. Her whole world would be torn away once Gus was gone. Once a widow, she’d probably be forced to give up the orchard.
But first things first. She would face that road when she came to it.
“When Carolyn was sick and I felt the most afraid, there was a certain Scripture that came to mind and helped me through it. ‘Be strong and of a good courage, fear not . . . for the Lord thy God, he it is that doth go with thee; he will not fail thee, nor forsake thee.’ ”
“Yes, I remember.” Sophie nodded thoughtfully. “Deuteronomy. That’s what Moses said to the Israelites when he knew he was going to die soon, and they’d go on without him.”
Ben nodded and squeezed her hand.
“He will not fail me,” she quietly echoed. “I know that’s so. Thank you, Reverend. And thanks again for coming by tonight.”
“No thanks necessary, Sophie. You know that.” Ben hugged her briefly, then stepped back. “Don’t hesitate to call me at any hour, night or day. Even if you just want someone to talk to.”
Sophie nodded. A small smile appeared on her lovely moon-shaped face. “I’ll be all right.”
He prayed that she would be. The elevator bell sounded. He stepped inside and hit L for lobby. Sophie stood watching him, framed like an image in a photograph. Then the elevator doors closed, blocking her from view.
Ben felt a heavy sadness nearly overwhelm him. He wished there was more he could do, more he could say to bring some comfort to Sophie and Gus at this dark hour. And there was so little. He’d counseled many families losing a loved one and knew that only too well by now. But he always wished there were more.
He pushed open the heavy glass doors of the hospital entrance and hurried to his car, feeling the stinging of cold air on his skin and in his lungs. The temperature hovered somewhere around twenty, he guessed. This was the toughest stretch of the winter, especially in New England. The holiday cheer long gone and so much cold and darkness to get through before spring.
But spring would arrive, Ben thought as he began the long drive home. Gus Potter wouldn’t see it, though, his body returned to the earth, his soul hopefully home in heaven, well before the world grew warm and green again.
“DO WE HAVE TO GO WITH YOU?” LAUREN WHINED.
“Yes, you do,” Molly said curtly. Molly somehow managed to get the girls home by nine-thirty after their pizza and movie at the mall. Getting them in bed with the light shut off was another matter entirely.
“We won’t be there long. I just need to finish the second floor. And you’ll get to be the first one to meet Amanda. She’ll be new at school on Monday, but you can tell everyone you’ve already met her.”
Lauren sat back against her pillows, her arms crossed over her chest. The cat, Jasper, jumped on the bed and climbed into Lauren’s lap, but Lauren barely looked at her. “I really need to go to the library and start my science project.”
“Don’t worry, we’ll start the science project. Did you pick a topic yet?”
Nothing too ambitious please, Molly silently wished.
“The effect of electromagnetic fields on mealworms. This kid did it last year. It’s really cool.”
“Yuck! That’s gross.” Jill made a gagging noise.
“Come on, cut that out. It’s science, for goodness’ sake. Now get in bed,” Molly coaxed her.
Worms? She secretly agreed with Jill and hoped she didn’t have to handle any of the subjects.
“We’ll go straight to the library right after Dr. Harding’s house. I promise.” Molly picked up a stray sneaker and set it next to its partner, then bent over to kiss Lauren good night.
Lauren didn’t seem persuaded, Molly thought, but she had given up arguing at least.
Once the light was out in the girls’ room, Molly went into the living room to fold a basket of laundry. When she was done, she peeked in again. They had both fallen asleep, and the cat was curled up in a snuggly ball at the foot of Lauren’s bed.
Molly pulled up Jill’s covers, gave her another kiss as she slept, then did the same to Lauren. They did her heart good, these girls. She loved them so much, sometimes it actually hurt. When she watched them sleeping like this, she didn’t question working so hard and going to the limit to give them a good upbringing. Her daughters were everything to her. Maybe making up for a lot that was missing right now, Molly reflected as she left the room. But what could she do? This was her life. She had to make the best of it.
In the kitchen, she filled a bowl with her favorite ice cream, chocolate chocolate chip, then carried her treat into her bedroom. She picked up a thick paperback and stretched out on the bed. The book was a predictable but satisfying mix of romance and suspense and the ice cream, a guilty pleasure. She knew she shouldn’t have it after promising herself just this afternoon to start dieting. Especially right after eating pizza.
But she was so tired and felt she deserved some reward after such a long day. Besides, she didn’t need to squeeze herself into any Saturday night date clothes this weekend, she reminded herself, thinking of boring Micky and of Betty’s pep talk.
When you got right down to it, Molly decided, men may come and go, but a good romance novel and some premium ice cream never disappoint. With a smile and a satisfied nod, she turned the page and savored another cold, sweet spoonful.
THE DRIVE FROM SOUTHPORT HOSPITAL TO CAPE LIGHT TOOK MORE OR less an hour. Ben found little traffic on the highway and knew the ride would be faster than usual.
In the dark, humming silence he mentally worked on his sermon for Sunday’s service. He often found he got some of his best inspirations driving late at night on empty roads. The trouble was remembering them. His theme for this Sunday was connection, the web of friendships and family ties that supports us throughout our lifetime. He considered using the parable of the Good Samaritan, then remembered he would have that Scripture reading the following Sunday when he was going to talk about compassion. He would find some other Scripture to illustrate this Sunday’s theme. He had noted a few already on a pad in his office. He’d stop off at the church tonight and pick it up so he could finish the sermon at home tomorrow.
Once off the highway, he drove down the Beach Road and into the village. Main Street was deserted, the old-fashioned gaslights casting a glow in the frosty night air. He’d lived here over thirty years but still found his attention captured by the charm of the Victorian homes, vintage storefronts, and the harbor view ahead. It was a timeless place, yet somehow ever changing, reflecting the mood of each season or hour of day. You’d have a hard time finding a prettier place to live—although the picture-book setting gave no one here immunity to life’s challenges and sorrows. That was for sure.
At the end of Main Street, the blue-black water of the harbor stretched to the opposite shoreline. By Memorial Day, the inlet would be so full of boats, one would barely be able to see the waves in between. But the harbor was nearly empty right now, except for a few hardy, unadorned vessels belonging to the fishermen who worked year round. Still in a partially frozen state, the occasional boat stranded out in the ice looked like an odd decoration on the top of a frosted cake.
Ben turned on Bayview Road, which ran along the village green. At the far side of the green Bible Community Church stood, silent and dark, the steeple cutting a sharp silhouette against the clear, starry sky. Ben pulled into the lot behind the church and parked at one of the rear doors.
He unlocked the door and headed down the long dark hallway, past Sunday school classrooms. There was no need to turn on lights; he could find his way blindfolded. But just as he reached his office, he heard a strange sound. A muffled moan, distinctly human. Ben stood stone-still, his body tense and alert. There it was again, coming from the all-purpose room.
He approached cautiously, stopping in the doorway to turn on a light. “Is anybody in here?” he called out.
No one answered, and he glanced around. Then he heard movement coming from the kitchen area, a small room in the corner with a pass-through window. He wondered for a moment if he should call the police. But what if someone was hurt and needed help? Precious time might be wasted.
Ben walked slowly toward the kitchen, not knowing what he would do if the intruder was aggressive or carrying a weapon. He wasn’t scared, though, feeling sure that the Lord would protect him.
“Is there anyone here?” he asked again at the closed kitchen door. “I’m coming in now.”
He slowly pushed the door open and then felt it obstructed. Wedging his upper body through the opening, Ben saw a man’s body sprawled out on the floor. The man was curled on his side, his arms clutching his stomach, his body quaking with chills. A booted foot blocked the door, but Ben managed to squeeze inside.
The man was filthy, his pants torn and his dirty coat ragged. Ben couldn’t see his face, only a mass of long greasy hair and a full beard.
Ben knelt beside him, holding his breath against the stench, and touched the man’s shoulder. Whatever the stranger had found to eat in the kitchen cupboards hadn’t stayed in his stomach for long.
“Can you hear me?” Ben asked.
There was no movement at first, then the man slowly turned his head. His dark eyes met Ben’s. One shoulder lifted, as if the man were trying to get up, but he crumpled back to the floor at once.
“Steady, my friend. It’s okay.” Ben touched the man’s shoulder with his hand. “Don’t be afraid. I’m going to get help.”
Ben rose and removed his overcoat, then placed it over the stranger. He gently rested his open hand on the man’s brow. “Don’t try to move. I’ll be right back.”
The intruder stared up at him a moment, then closed his eyes. His chest rose and fell in a labored effort to breathe.
Ben ran to the phone in the far corner of the all-purpose room, dialed 911, and asked for an ambulance. After checking on the stranger, Ben went outside to wait for the ambulance. Though he was wearing only a shirt and wool vest, he was unmindful of the cold. He stared up at the cross on top of the church steeple, starkly outlined against the blue-black sky, then bowed his head in prayer.
Dear Lord, please help this stranger. Please let him get medical treatment in time.
The ambulance arrived a few minutes later, and the EMS workers followed Ben inside.
“He’s back here. I’m not sure if he’s fully conscious. He’s having trouble breathing.” Ben led them to the little kitchen and then stood to one side while they examined the stranger.
A few moments later, one of the workers opened a portable stretcher while the other spoke to Ben. “Hard to say what’s going on. He definitely needs care. We’re going to take him to Southport. I can’t find any identification. When I asked him his name, I think he said, ‘Carl Jones.’ Are you sure you don’t recognize him, Reverend?”
Ben shook his head. “I don’t believe so.”
He leaned over and took another long look. The room was fully lit now, and the man lay flat on his back. Ben stared at the stranger’s face, just about to repeat that he’d never seen him. Then Carl Jones opened his eyes and looked up at Ben. His dark eyes were filled with anger and fear, like a wounded animal, angry at his captors and at himself for being too weak to get away and fearful of what would come.
Something clicked in Ben’s mind. He knew this man. Or did long ago. Just about everyone in town would remember him.
But no one would ever imagine he’d dare to return.
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