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This book is dedicated with love and gratitude to my aunt,

Marion Giordano—

her beautiful, loving heart encourages and inspires all who know her.

 

—KATHERINE SPENCER




DEAR READERS

I am so pleased that we are again celebrating another Christmas together in Cape Light. But this year, Christmas may not feel like Christmas to many of our friends there. A crisis prevents Reverend Ben from presiding over the Christmas season as he has done for so many years. In his place is Isabel Lawrence, a young woman who seems so very different from their beloved minister. Meanwhile, Reverend Ben, who has always been the one to comfort and counsel others in their time of need, is finding that he may be the one in need of spiritual guidance.

And then there are the Rowans, who come to Cape Light looking for a chance to rebuild their broken lives. Richard and Regina have lost their home and their jobs. Now they’re on the verge of losing each other. Can they find the time and peace necessary to celebrate the birth of the Lord—and give their children a joyous Christmas? And can they heal old scars and rekindle the love that once drew them together?

We also meet the widower Jacob Ferguson and his teenage son, Max. Max is a good, smart kid but his mother’s death has left him hollow andvii



  aching. Like many kids, he acts out, but Max makes the mistake of acting out in the church and damaging its beloved interior. It’s up to Reverend Isabel to find a way to reach an angry teenager and soothe an outraged congregation.

Certainly we can all relate to those moments when troubles weigh us down and seem overwhelming, times when it is hard to look for the divine inspiration that is always there. Perhaps that’s why the good Lord has given us the annual miracle of Christmas—a season filled with the spirit of hope and renewal.

The people of Cape Light will discover as we all do that, despite hardships, Christmas has the unique ability to open our hearts with its many treasures. We share them with you now, and hope that you, too, will be blessed by the joys of the holiday season.

 

Share the Light,

Thomas Kinkade




CHAPTER ONE

BEN PULLED BACK THE BEDROOM CURTAIN SUNDAY MORNING to find the world covered with snow, as if some unseen hand had lovingly draped a sleeping child with a soft white blanket. The lawn and garden behind the parsonage, the stone walls and the roof of the old barn, all snugly tucked in.

He stared out at the veil of flakes that continued to fall, drifting through the bare branches. It was the first snow of the winter, just a few days after Thanksgiving. The forecast had predicted only a few inches, but it looked as though more than a foot had piled up out there already.

Winter had arrived, a New England winter, which was not for the fainthearted. He often wondered if he and Carolyn were getting too old for this merciless kind of cold.

But this morning, instead of fantasizing about tropical vacations or retiring in year-round sunshine, Ben was caught up in the perennial thrill that always came with the first snowfall. It was the same wonder he had felt as a boy staring out his bedroom window down in Gloucester.
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Sixty winters later, here I am, still amazed by the sight, the glory of God’s handiwork. The flakes fell so slowly, such a long journey down from the clouds. How many millions or billions of tiny, intricately shaped flakes did it take to make those drifts? How long did it take them to travel all the way down here?

He was still awed by the deep quiet of the morning and the pearly light that reflected into the room, a special light that told him what he would find outside before he had even pulled back the curtain. He was still humbled in his heart by this ordinary, extraordinary miracle.

He glanced over at Carolyn, fast asleep, the quilt curled over her shoulder. He felt the urge to wake her. But they’d been on babysitting duty last night for their grandchildren—two well-behaved but active kids—and she deserved another hour or so of sleep before she followed him to church that morning. Sunday was a workday for him, the most important of the week, and he had to get to church early, well before the service started.

Ben trudged off to shower and dress, his thoughts turning to practical matters. He didn’t look forward to shoveling out his driveway and cleaning off his and Carolyn’s cars, then at church, clearing a path from the parking lot to the sanctuary. He didn’t feel awed or humbled by that expectation.

Carl Tulley, the church sexton, was away for the weekend. The deacons would do most of the job, he knew, but there still had to be a clear path in case an older congregation member came to church early for the Bible study class or to help set up the coffee hour or flowers. Ben would never forgive himself if someone took a bad fall, so even the job of snow removal fell to the minister at times at so small a church.

Ben was used to serving at both the highest and lowest posts by now. As it should be, he often thought. He had never been the type of minister to put himself above the congregation. Though he sometimes wondered how long he would be able to keep up the pace, to have the stamina needed for this multifaceted job. He wasn’t a young man or even a middle-aged one anymore.

Ben was reminded of that fact once again soon after arriving at church.  Prepared with a snow shovel from the trunk of his car, he industriously began to dig his way from the parking lot to the big wooden sanctuary doors.

About halfway to his goal, he straightened up and rubbed his back, then took a deep breath. Or tried to. The ice-cold air pierced his lungs and he felt choked, as if he could hardly take in enough air. He was breathing so heavily from the exercise that he opened his overcoat and even loosened his scarf and tie. Silly to get so winded after just a little shoveling, he thought. It’s never bothered me before. Clearly, I need more exercise.

Carolyn was so much better at that. She went for power walks every morning, rain or shine. He did admire her dedication—usually while seated comfortably in the kitchen, enjoying a second cup of coffee and scanning the newspaper headlines and sports pages.

Too much coffee this morning, he decided. It was catching up with him. His forehead felt clammy; he even felt light-headed. He took a wheezy breath and leaned heavily on the shovel.

“Morning, Reverend.” Ben turned at the sound of heavy boots crunching on the path. Tucker Tulley, the church’s head deacon, walked toward him. “You didn’t have to do all that work. I called around. A few of us are coming early to shovel.”

“I knew you’d have it covered, Tucker. I just wanted to clear a small path to the front doors. Just in case. There’s that early Bible study class now. Sophie Potter and Digger Hegman both belong,” he added, naming two of the church’s senior members. “And it is the first Sunday of Advent. There should be a large attendance today.”

“Usually,” Tucker agreed, “though some people will stay home in this weather.”

“Yes, that’s true,” Ben said. Not too many, he hoped. He had prepared a special sermon, the first of a new theme for the season of Advent. It was such a relief to move into the Christmas season. He got tired of preaching the long stretch of Sundays after Pentecost. Ordinary Time, it was called in the church calendar. Ordinary indeed. Not too much happening in the  months from June to November, no holidays like Easter and Christmas to hang his preaching on.

He loved the Christmas season for many reasons, not the least of them being that it was an easy time to come up with meaningful, relevant themes for his sermons.

“You leave the rest of this to us.” Tucker reached over and took the shovel out of his hands. “You ought to go inside now, Reverend. You look like the cold is getting to you.”

Tucker stared at him curiously and Ben felt self-conscious. He took off his cap and mopped his forehead with his handkerchief, though the temperature was below freezing.

“Are you all right, Reverend?”

Ben pocketed his handkerchief. “I’m fine, thanks. Just overdid it a little. I have to get in better shape. It will be my New Year’s resolution . . . as usual,” he murmured.

“I know what you mean. Two steps forward, three steps back. Now that the holidays are coming—watch out, diet!” Tucker shook his head and patted his middle. He was impressively fit for a man in his fifties, Ben thought. As a police officer, he was obliged to keep in shape. Unlike a minister.

“Thanksgiving was the kickoff,” Ben agreed. “Maybe that’s it. That extra slice of pumpkin pie has slowed me down.” Ben’s tone was light, but the truth was, he hadn’t felt quite right since the family’s Thanksgiving Day feast, held at his daughter Rachel’s home this year. He had gone to bed that night with a tight feeling that had persisted now for days. Almost as if a weight pressed down on his chest. It would abate for a while, then return—sometimes in the middle of the night, waking him from a sound sleep. He felt that way this morning, too. He must have taken half a bottle of antacids by now.

I’ll eat very lightly today, he promised himself. Just soup and crackers for lunch and dinner. That should set me right.

“Good luck, Tucker. It’s all yours.”

Ben headed into the building, where he was greeted by a blast of warm air. He quickly made his way to his office, feeling as if he couldn’t shed his coat and muffler fast enough. He hung both on the coatrack, then sat down heavily in the chair behind his desk. He did feel dizzy. The room was spinning.

Guess I overdid it out there. I was working too quickly, worrying about getting the job done.

What was it you were supposed to do if you felt faint? Put your head between your knees? Ben stared down at his knees for a moment. He would feel silly doing that. He took a few deep breaths and waited until the mild spell of vertigo passed.

Then he took out his reading glasses and opened the folder on his desk that held his sermon. He typed out his notes every week, though he usually didn’t deliver the sermon exactly as it was written. He jumped around at times or embellished certain sections.

There was an art to delivering a sermon that moved your listeners both emotionally and spiritually. You needed to catch their attention using humor or drama, bringing in stories from real life, from history, and from the Bible, of course. But you needed to relate the Bible stories so that they seemed real and relevant, so that the audience could feel themselves standing in the place of Job or the Good Samaritan. Or even Jesus. Facing the challenges, making the hard decisions of conscience, suffering the consequences or reaping the rewards.

Sometimes events in the news helped bring the message home, or even statistics and surveys. Ben had learned to draw from many sources, weaving it all together into a cohesive design.

One would think that after all these years, writing a sermon would come automatically. But it was still a challenge, a moment of anxiety before he began, knowing what he wanted to say but not quite the best way to say it. Wondering if the idea was complex and meaningful enough—or too superficial or obscure.

Sometimes you struck a home run without even trying. Sometimes—not often, but there were still rare occasions—Ben could tell he’d totally struck out. The expressions on the faces of his congregation said it all.

Some ministers had changed the course of history with their sermons—sparked revolutions, overturned despots, and helped to free the oppressed. Ben felt honored to march in those ranks, even as a lowly foot soldier, bringing up the rear. But each week he tried earnestly to introduce some fresh new ideas to the little stone church on the green. It was a serious responsibility. And a privilege.

Delivering a sermon every Sunday was the most obvious and perhaps most important part of his job. Though there was much more to the job, for better or worse, ministers were often judged solely on that ten or twelve minutes in a Sunday service when they stood behind the pulpit.

He did enjoy hearing other preachers and had even gone to seminars to sharpen his style. He might be more emphatic, more dramatic. Tell more jokes or serious, true-life stories. Weave in more personal experiences, a confessional, soul-baring style. He might do a lot of things up there.

Finally, he just did the best he could, speaking to the congregation as he would a circle of friends: from his heart. He’d been preaching at this church for more than twenty-five years. Seminars or not, he wasn’t going to change much at this stage of the game. Ben felt pretty sure that most of the congregation wouldn’t want him to, either.

He settled himself again in his seat and took a deep breath, forcing himself to focus on the pages, practicing his delivery in his mind’s eye. He usually rehearsed at least once in the sanctuary, but this morning he decided that reading it through silently would suffice. He felt too tired for a full-blown dress rehearsal. The service began at ten, and now it was just a few minutes before nine.

He could hear the Bible study class discussing the day’s reading in the room next to his office. The sound was music to his ears. It told him that his church was thriving, the members intellectually and spiritually seeking  to grow their relationships with God. A minister could lead them, even inspire them, but he couldn’t do it all for them. Sometimes Ben felt as if that’s what people did expect of him. It was a heavy burden, feeling responsible for the spiritual lives of so many.

Maybe that’s why I feel this heaviness in my chest. It was the workload, which got even heavier during the holidays. His responsibilities as minister were catching up with him.

Or perhaps he had a chest cold coming on? He had to laugh at his own choices.

Then he did something he had rarely done in his entire tenure. He took off his suit jacket and stretched out on the couch in his office. He’d rested on this couch from time to time to let his mind wander while he wrote or sorted out some sticky problem. But never on a Sunday morning before a service.

He suddenly felt so depleted, his arms and legs weak, almost limp. There seemed to be no other choice but to rest. Just a few minutes, Ben told himself, before I put on the cassock and get out there.

He closed his eyes but felt unable to take a deep, calming breath. His chest felt tight again, that squeezing feeling. He was definitely coming down with something. What a bother. He didn’t have time to get sick right now.

There was a meeting of the Christmas Fair committee after the coffee hour. The women who ran it, like Sophie Potter and Vera Plante, knew exactly what to do, but he was still obliged to sit in, at least at the start. After that, another short meeting with the parents and children involved in the annual Christmas pageant. An exercise much like herding cats. But somehow the children always learned their parts and songs on time, and everything came out just lovely.

After those obligations, he promised himself, he would go home, put his feet up, and watch a football game. He wouldn’t even pick up the phone unless it was an emergency.

Ben closed his eyes and drifted off for a few minutes, but he was too  uncomfortable to fall asleep completely. He still felt a bit short of breath, though he had finished shoveling nearly an hour ago.

He rose slowly and put on his white robes and scarf. The color of his scarf this Sunday was a blue-purple, marking the start of Advent. He checked his appearance in the full-length mirror on the back of his office door, then smoothed his beard and hair—what was left of it, he noted wryly—with a comb.

Out in the hallway, he heard the familiar sounds of Sunday morning activity: the choir rehearsing, children laughing and chasing one another, friends greeting each other as they entered the building, commenting on the snow, of course. Was that Carolyn’s voice he heard? Possibly. She was going to play some special music during the offertory, part of a piano concerto by Mozart.

The voices on the other side of the door beckoned, tugging him into the flow of this sacred day, but he held himself back a moment. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, sending up a silent prayer, the prayer he said every Sunday morning before he left his office.

“Lord, please bless all who gather to worship and hear your word this morning. I thank you for allowing me to be your instrument and humbly ask that you let your wisdom and love speak through me, so that I may bless and comfort the troubled, seeking hearts here today. Please help me to lift the spirits of the faithful and spread your message of peace and love. I ask this in the name of your son, Jesus Christ. Amen.”

Then Ben opened his office door and stepped out into the hall. The snow had stopped and bright sunlight streamed through the corridor windows. He squinted and smiled at familiar faces.

“Some snow, huh, Reverend? They said two or three inches, not two feet.” Sam Morgan was walking by with his family, his older son, Darrell, and younger son, Tyler, by his side. His wife, Jessica, was not far behind with their little girl, Lily Rose.

“A few people at our house were begging me to take them sledding,”  Sam reported, glancing at his two boys. “But I managed to hold them off until this afternoon.”

“I was tempted myself,” Ben replied with a smile.

“I was, too. The sleds are already in the trunk,” Sam admitted.

Sam had grown up in the church and had raised his own family here as well. His wife Jessica’s mother and sister were also longtime members of the congregation, though Jessica and Sam had spent their childhoods on very different sides of town. But all had turned out well, unlike the original Romeo and Juliet, Ben reflected as he watched Jessica gathering her Sunday school class.

A little girl, about six years old, Ben guessed, was seated on a bench, tugging off her large, red snow boots. She looked up as Ben approached and tugged on Jessica’s sleeve. “Would you ask him, Mrs. Morgan? You said that you would,” she whispered.

Jessica bent to help with the boots. “You can ask Reverend Ben, Christie. It’s your question,” she said gently.

Christie shook her head, the braids on either side flipping around like rotary blades.

“All right, I’ll ask,” Jessica said. “Christie has a question for you, Reverend. I didn’t know the answer.”

“Really?” Reverend Ben smiled and readied himself. Children came up with some very provocative theological queries. Some real stumpers had come his way through the years, ranging from “Does God eat and sleep?” to “Does He have any pets?”

“Some older kids were talking about making snow angels,” Jessica explained. “Christie thought that meant that there are angels who fly around when it snows and help people. She says you can’t see them because they’re all white and glimmery and have lacy dresses. Like the snowflakes. She said we should ask you. You’d know.”

Reverend Ben considered the theory. “Snow angels, huh?”

Christie nodded. She stared straight ahead, afraid to meet his eyes.

“I’ve never heard of those kind of snow angels, Christie. But that doesn’t mean they don’t exist,” he hurried to add. “The Bible tells us that angels are messengers, sent to do God’s work here on earth. God is watching over us all the time and sending helpers. You never know who they might be or how they might look. Old or young, rich or poor, some might be snow angels. I can’t say that’s impossible.”

Christie looked pleased by his answer. Jessica did, too. “Thanks, Reverend. I’m sure she’ll bring it up in class this morning. Now I have an answer for the other children.”

“Sounds like the makings of a lively discussion. Let me know how it goes,” Ben said lightly.

Maybe the snow angels will help me this morning, he thought as he headed for the sanctuary. He could use a little extra spirit to help him through the service. He just didn’t feel like himself today.

But ministers couldn’t call in sick. Especially not on Sunday. In all his years at this church, he had never once missed a service due to illness. Why, he’d stood up at the pulpit with toothaches and backaches and a fever of 103°. One summer, covered with blackfly bites after a camping trip; another time with poison ivy. He’d even preached wearing a cast on one leg after a fall down the stairs, and with a patch over one eye after an unfortunate poke with the end of a fishing pole.

No, sir, this minister did not call in sick, and he was not about to start this morning.

Once I get up there and hit my stride, I’ll be fine, Ben coached himself as he followed the choir down the main aisle of the sanctuary. They were singing “My Heart Sings Out with Joyful Praise,” and he sang along, forcing a smile.

Carolyn was seated in her usual spot, in the second row on the right side of the pews, not far from the pulpit. He caught her eye and smiled. She smiled back, and he felt better. They would sit together in the family room this afternoon, reading the paper and watching a football game, and she would make a fuss over him. He looked forward to it.

But it was not too long after Ben stepped up to the pulpit and was delivering the day’s reading from the New Testament that the symptoms returned. Full force this time.

“This morning’s Scripture reading is from Mark 13, verses 35–37,” he announced.

Then he began to read from the Bible, the words swimming in and out of focus. He read very slowly and carefully, hoping no one noticed how he faltered.

“‘Therefore, keep watch because you do not know when the owner of the house will come back—whether in the evening, or at midnight, or when the rooster crows, or at dawn. If he comes suddenly, do not let him find you sleeping. What I say to you, I say to everyone: Watch . . .’”

Ben’s words broke off. He swayed on his feet as a wave of nausea and dizziness washed over him. He clung to the pulpit, his chin dropping down to his chest.

But worst of all, a fierce, sharp pain pierced his chest, as if a spear had been driven straight through his heart.

Ben grimaced and gasped, unable to get his breath.

What was happening? He felt awful; he could barely hold himself upright. He couldn’t breathe. The pain in his chest was horrific. He grabbed at his chest as he felt himself swaying. He made a fumbling grasp at the pulpit, but only succeeded in pulling down a microphone stand, a jagged edge of metal scraping against his face as he fell to the floor.

“Ben? Oh, dear God!” Carolyn was the first to stand. She shouted his name as Tucker, Sam, and Emily all ran toward the pulpit.

Tucker and Sam reached him first and gently rolled him over, so that he was staring up at them. “He cut his face. He’s bleeding,” he heard Emily say. She took a soft white handkerchief and pressed it to Ben’s cheek. “Just stay still, Ben. You’ll be okay,” Emily whispered.

Ben met her glance. Emily—always calm and in control—looked very worried. Ben was about to reply but felt another sharp pain in his chest. He  squeezed his eyes shut. The pain was so excruciating, he could barely breathe.

Tucker stood on his other side, speaking into his cell phone. “It’s Tulley. We need an ambulance at the church. Right now. Looks like a heart attack . . .”

A heart attack? Ben heard the words and stared at Tucker. His old friend smiled back grimly. “An ambulance is on the way, Ben. Hang in there.”

“Ben, can you hear me? Do you have pain in your chest? Is that what it is?” Carolyn crouched down next to him and gripped his hand. She stared at him, her expression pale and panicked.

He met her gaze, willing himself to answer. But he couldn’t speak. His vision blurred, the stained-glass windows spinning in his sight like the colored bits of glass inside a kaleidoscope.

He heard his wife gasp and everything went black.

 

 

“HERE IT IS, TWENTY-THREE.” RICHARD ROWAN POINTED TO THE NUMBER on the snow-covered mailbox. It tilted on its post at an odd angle, Regina noticed. As if it were tired of standing and longed to fall down.

He parked the car and they both stared through the brush at the old house, set back from the road behind a gap-toothed picket fence. “Not much to look at, is it.”

“No, but that’s pretty much what I expected,” Regina replied evenly. “And it’s all ours,” she reminded him. “No landlord, no mortgage. At least we have a roof over our heads.”

“What’s left of it. I’m surprised it hasn’t caved in under all that snow,” Richard said, squinting out at the house that was the very definition of disrepair. “How did you say this uncle was related to you again?”

“Not my uncle. My father’s cousin. Or second cousin? Something like that.”

She had told Richard about Francis Porter several times, but he never seemed to remember the details. He didn’t listen to her that closely anymore, always distracted, his mind focused on something else. Distracted and impatient. Lately, anyway.

Regina had never met Francis Porter. The letter announcing that she had inherited this distant relation’s property was the first she had ever heard of him. Warren Oakes, the lawyer handling the estate, had told her that Mr. Porter had been an old man who spent his last days studying his heritage. Obsessed, really, with his family tree, he had tracked down all of his ancestors using a website and discovered that Regina was his only living relation on the Porter side of the family. Which he obviously favored.

Porter was her maiden name. She and Richard had been married for nearly fifteen years, and she had grown used to the name Regina Rowan, especially after their children came and it was “Mrs. Rowan this,” and “Mrs. Rowan that.” Lately she wondered if she would be returning to the surname Porter soon. Perhaps sooner than she had ever imagined.

“He must have been some kind of nut, living alone out here in this falling-down wreck.” Richard stared out at the house and shook his head.

“Maybe it’s not so bad inside,” Regina said, though she guessed the interior was even worse. The fresh snow hid a lot of the outside of the house and made it look a bit better. “We’ll probably have to do some cleaning before we bring the kids over.”

Their two children were waiting back at the motel, instructed not to open the door for anyone, not even housekeeping. Madeline was twelve, a little young for babysitting, but Regina had little choice at times but to rely on her to watch her brother, Brian, who was six.

Warren Oakes would be here any minute, she reminded herself, and he’d promised it wouldn’t take long at all to sign the final papers and give her the keys.

“If we can bring the kids back here,” Richard said, cutting into her thoughts. “What if it’s not livable? Then what?”

Paying for even one more night in the motel would be a stretch. If it were just the two of them, they could sleep in the car. But they couldn’t ask that of the children.

They couldn’t go into a shelter, either, Regina thought. That would be too much. Richard would never recover. Not after that.

Dear God, please don’t let it come to that. Please?

“Mr. Oakes said he thought we could move in today—if we didn’t mind roughing it.”

“‘Roughing it’? Is that what he calls it? I’d call it being flat-out broke. He really thinks we can fix this place and sell it? He must be crazy, too.” Richard turned away and gave a sad, defeated laugh. It was a characteristic he’d developed only recently. He’d never sounded like that when she first met him. She would never have married a man who laughed like that.

Regina didn’t answer. She didn’t answer him a lot lately.

It was the only way she could manage. It did little good to try to stay positive, to be encouraging and hope their situation would improve. Richard would manage to poke holes in those thin flags of hope as well. She was better off keeping those thoughts to herself.

But hopeful or not, the plain truth was that they had no other place to go. Besides, they had agreed to this plan. They’d been on the verge of splitting up. They were fighting all the time, arguing over every little thing. It was awful for them and even worse for the kids. Then, less than a month ago, she got the letter from Warren Oakes telling her that she had inherited the house. So they’d made a truce to stop fighting, come up to this house, and live here, just until it was fixed up. Then they would sell it, split the profits, and go their separate ways. At least they would stay together for one last Christmas as a family.

Regina stared at the small, snow-covered house. They had a place to rest for a while, rent-free. That was enough for her. She just wanted a place to catch her breath and get her bearings. To get the kids settled down a bit. Their lives had been so unsettled lately, a living nightmare.

Now the holidays were coming, and they would spend them here, in this house. Regina silently vowed she would make it as comfortable and cheerful as she could manage. She would give the children a good holiday. And after that, well . . . She wondered if she could manage to hold this family together much longer. She really wondered about that.

She heard the sound of a car approaching on the snowy road. A black Camry pulled up just behind their car, a mild-looking, middle-aged man at the wheel, bundled up against the cold in a coat, scarf, and flat cap. A woman sat next to him, just her eyes peering out from between her woolen hat and the high neck of her down coat.

“That must be the lawyer,” Richard said. “Let’s get this over with.”

“Yes, that must be him.” Regina unfastened her seat belt and pulled on her gloves.

She was surprised to see that Mr. Oakes brought his wife. Maybe they were on their way someplace. The attorney got out of his car and came toward them, moving slowly in the high snow. He carried a briefcase in one hand and waved with the other.

“Good morning. Mrs. Rowan, I presume?” He shook her hand and officially introduced himself and his wife. “I hope we didn’t keep you waiting. These back roads are still full of snow. It was slow going.”

“That’s all right. We didn’t wait long,” Regina replied. Mrs. Oakes had gone back to their car and opened the trunk. Regina saw her pull out a large brown carton and start back toward them, her long down coat dragging in the snow.

“You’d better get the snow shovel from the backseat, Warren. There’s a lot to carry.”

Regina watched, puzzled. She had no idea what Mrs. Oakes was carrying, and there was more of it, besides. Had the attorney taken items out of the house for safekeeping? It was deserted out here, the houses long distances apart. Maybe he had been concerned about break-ins. As the executor, he was responsible for the property.

“Can I help you with that, Mrs. Oakes?” Regina offered.

“I’m fine, dear.” Mrs. Oakes marched toward her with the carton. “And call me Marion, please.”

Regina peered inside, expecting to see old lamps and perhaps some books or dishes. Instead, she saw that it was filled with groceries. Filled to the brim. She hadn’t bought that much at the store at one time in months . . . years, maybe.

“There are a few more boxes. Just some staples we thought you might need to get going.”

A few more boxes? Did they expect to be paid for all this food? Regina swallowed hard. She hoped not. They hardly had any cash left and needed every penny.

“It’s a housewarming present,” Mrs. Oakes added, as if guessing Regina’s thoughts. Perhaps her expression had given her away, Regina realized. She could rarely hide her feelings.

“Thank you . . . That was very thoughtful.”

“We know you have children, and the supermarket is a bit of a ride. You have a lot to organize today without running out to the store to shop, too, right?”

Regina nodded. “Yes, there’s a lot to do. I really appreciate your help.”

“It’s nothing. We hope you feel welcome here,” the older woman said. She turned and headed up to the house. Her husband had gone back to his car and taken out a snow shovel.

“I can do that,” Richard said, offering to take the shovel.

“Why don’t you help your wife with the boxes? I’d prefer the snow detail,” he said honestly.

Regina headed for the Camry and Richard followed. He shot Regina a doubtful, suspicious look. As if this benign-looking couple was up to something.

Regina and Richard each took a box from the trunk. She noticed other  items besides the groceries: a new mop, a broom, and a bucket. A carton with bed linens and towels, and another bag with pillows.

How amazingly thoughtful. Her heart was touched by their kindness. She had mentioned to Mr. Oakes on the phone last night that practically all their belongings, besides clothes and a few other essentials, had been put in storage in Pennsylvania.

“Oh, is that so?” he’d said, then went on to some other legal detail about the property and papers she would sign. She hadn’t thought he’d even heard her, but obviously he had. A total stranger showing such concern.

The lawyer had cleared a thin path up to the house and stood on the porch, riffling through his briefcase. Regina set down the carton she was carrying, and Richard did the same.

“Here they are, your keys.” Mr. Oakes pulled a key ring out of his briefcase and handed it to her. “The large silver one fits the front door. The others are for the side and back doors. And that little one is for the door under the porch that opens into the basement.”

Regina nodded, distracted by a sudden, unexpected rush of excitement. The house wasn’t much to look at, but she felt excited nonetheless, holding the keys in her hand for the first time.

She owned this. The land and house and everything inside, from the basement to the attic. It was a heady feeling, especially in light of the way they had lost their lovely new home to the bank back in Pennsylvania two years ago. So many of their possessions had been sold at garage sales for pennies on the dollar to cover bills, or simply given away when they had to move to smaller living spaces—a series of small, dingy apartments and, finally, a motel room.

She sensed the others waiting; the older couple, smiling patiently, and Richard, tense and impatient. She put the big silver key in the lock and opened the front door.

It made a creaking sound as she stepped into the foyer and looked around. She had expected a musty odor, but the air was fresh and smelled like furniture polish and floor cleaner.

“I had the place cleaned,” Mr. Oakes said, following her inside. “We left most of the furniture. A few pieces were broken and a few of the lamps looked like fire hazards. A lot of miscellaneous belongings were boxed up. I had someone put it all in the attic and out in the shed. You might want to go through it sometime. The rooms need a coat of paint, but we aired it out and turned on the utilities. I think you’ll find it livable for now.”

Regina wandered farther, staring into a large sitting room on her right and a dining room on the left. An oval-shaped wooden dining table with curved legs and matching chairs stood in the dining room. The seat cushions on the chairs were worn but easy to repair, she thought. The wood was still good and only needed a little polishing; a quality set, the kind hardly made anymore.

A long stairway with a wooden banister led to the next floor. The stairs were bare. She could see where some old carpeting had been torn off. “There are four bedrooms upstairs. And the attic space,” Warren Oakes said.

“How many children do you have?” his wife asked curiously.

“Two, a girl who’s twelve years old and a boy who’s six,” Regina answered.

“They can each have their own room with one to spare,” Mrs. Oakes said. “There are some decent beds up there and a few dressers. I think you’ll be fine until you can bring your own things here.”

“Yes, it sounds like we will be.” Regina was relieved. Beds and dressers were more than she had hoped for. The kids would be thrilled to have their own rooms again. They’d all been living on top of one another for the past few months. It had been very hard on them.

She was eager to go up and investigate, but then realized she hadn’t even seen the entire downstairs yet.

She turned to the sitting room next. A big stone fireplace below a wooden mantel immediately drew her attention. There were bookcases built in on either side; many of the shelves still held books. Regina was glad  to see that. She loved to read, and most of her books had either been given away or put into storage.

That was the high point of the room, she thought. The story got worse the longer you looked around. The wooden floors were bare and the finish dull and worn. A dusty oval rag rug sat in front of a caved-in sofa, and next to that an old armchair, its upholstery faded and torn. Regina felt a sneeze coming on just looking at the ensemble. They would have to get something to replace that soon, maybe in a secondhand store or a Goodwill shop.

“I think I put some slipcovers in that bag with the bed linen and quilts,” Mrs. Oakes said. “I found them in a closet and thought they might fit that couch and chair. Just to start off.”

“Slipcovers would be a good idea,” Regina agreed.

Richard had been silent all this time. He had glanced around the front rooms quickly and then walked back to the kitchen. “That stove must be a hundred years old,” he said to the lawyer. “Are you sure it works?”

“Good question, Mr. Rowan. It’s in excellent working condition. I had it checked by the utility company before they turned on the gas. I didn’t want any accidents with the house empty.”

Richard cast him a doubtful look. “And the fireplace? Has that been checked, too?”

“Fireplace works fine. The chimney is clear. Tested it myself last week.”

“A fireplace can be the heart of a home,” Mrs. Oakes said. “I love the mantel. It’s a wonderful focal point.”

Regina agreed, but before she could reply, Warren Oakes cut in.

“Before we start decorating, ladies, we have some business to cover.” He turned to Regina. “I have all the papers ready for you to sign. It won’t take very long. Let’s go into the dining room. We’ll need the big table.”

Regina followed him into the next room. Mr. Oakes sat at the head of the table, and Regina took a seat next to him. He took several folders from his briefcase, put on his reading glasses, and proceeded to go through the documents slowly, explaining to her exactly what she was signing and why.

Richard sat at the other end of the table and watched, his mouth set in a tight line. She was relieved that he didn’t interrupt with a lot of questions. He had taken on a suspicious, challenging attitude lately, even about the simplest situations—with the mechanic or the kids’ teachers, even with supermarket cashiers, as if everyone were trying to cheat him. He hadn’t always been like that.

It was because they had lost so much, and Richard felt it was all his fault. As if he had been too trusting or too naive and had been tricked, played for a fool. First, by the county that he had worked for, and then by the people at the bank, and later by others who claimed they could help.

It had not been his fault. They were caught in a bad economy, and she had never once blamed him. But that’s how he felt, and no amount of talking to him about it seemed to wash away the stain. Worse, it seemed he lost his trust in people. And in himself, Regina knew. Whether he could ever gain it back was the question.

Warren Oakes explained each document, and Regina signed and signed. Mrs. Oakes stood by and made neat stacks of the signed pages, then tucked the piles in different folders. “I help Warren at his office. I’m his assistant,” she explained.

“Don’t let her fool you. She’s just being modest. She’s the boss.” Mr. Oakes glanced up over his reading glasses for a moment and gave his wife a fond smile.

Marion Oakes just shook her head.

The older couple seemed in perfect harmony, exchanging looks and anticipating each other’s needs with hardly a word. Regina couldn’t imagine running a business with Richard. They would bicker so much, they wouldn’t last a day.

“Last but not least, the deed to the property,” Mr. Oakes announced. “You just sign the back, and it’s transferred to your ownership.”

Regina knew that. They had owned their home in Pennsylvania until the bank foreclosed on the mortgage.

“What about my husband? Doesn’t he sign, too?”

Richard turned, suddenly alert. “It’s your inheritance, Regina. I don’t have to sign.”

They had talked about this. Or at least she tried to. She couldn’t really understand why Richard didn’t want his name on the deed. Unless he planned on leaving her sooner than they had discussed and thought it would be less complicated that way. That was the only reason Regina could come up with, though she hadn’t dared to say it straight out to him.

“Can we have my husband’s name on the deed also?” she asked the lawyer.

“Yes, you can. That’s no problem. It’s safer for your family. In the event that anything were to happen to you, the property would go directly to your husband without any probate. I’m sorry, I thought I asked you about this during one of our phone conversations—”

“I’m sure you did,” Regina quickly cut in. “I just didn’t follow up with a clear answer.” She turned to Richard, willing him with her eyes to comply. “This is safer for the family, Richard. For the kids, in case something happens. You never know,” she reminded him.

He stared at her for a moment, then sighed. “Nothing’s going to happen to you, Gina. But okay, I’ll sign if you want me to. You know what this means, right? We own it together, fifty-fifty. You sure that’s what you want?”

Regina was surprised he would be so blunt in front of Mr. and Mrs. Oakes. But the lawyer and his wife were apparently used to witnessing such private conversations; they immediately took on well-practiced blank stares.

“Of course, I’m sure. It’s not much, but . . . what’s mine is yours, Richard. We’re married, aren’t we?”

Still married, she could have said. For as long as it might last.

She saw a flicker in his gray eyes and knew that her husband had picked up on her unspoken meaning. And had the grace to look moved by it.

He just shook his head. “What a question.” Then he moved down to her side of the table and sat in the seat next to her.

Warren Oakes cleared his throat, marked a few more Xs on the pile of papers before him, and then passed them along.

“So you both print your names here”—he pointed out the lines—“then sign down there and on the back. Right there.”

Regina signed first, then passed the documents to Richard. Then she sat back and rubbed her hand. She actually had a cramp between her thumb and index finger from all the signing.

“Well, that’s that,” Mr. Oakes said finally. “It’s officially yours. Congratulations, Mrs. Rowan, Mr. Rowan.” The attorney handed Regina one of the folders. “These are your copies. Put them in a safe place.”

“I will. Thanks very much for all your help—and for all the groceries and everything you gave us. We’d like to pay you back,” she added. She knew they didn’t have the money right now, but felt obliged to offer.

Richard nodded firmly, his jaw set. “It was very generous of you, Mr. Oakes, but we can’t accept it. Not without giving you some repayment.”

We won’t accept charity. We’re not that badly off yet, was what her husband was really saying.

“Nonsense,” Mrs. Oakes said briskly. “We won’t take a penny. This is just what neighbors do for one another, at least around here. We know that you’ve come a long way and have a lot to do, moving in here today,” she added. “Really, it was no trouble at all.”

“My wife is correct, as usual. I do receive adequate payment for the legal services. Anything further is totally unnecessary.” Warren Oakes stood up and slipped a few more papers into his briefcase. “This is our gift to you and your family. To welcome you to Cape Light. We’re happy to make this small gesture.”

He shrugged into his heavy coat and picked up his hat and muffler. His wife already had her coat on and her purse in hand.

“We appreciate it. We’ll make it up to you sometime,” Richard added.

The lawyer reached out and patted his shoulder. “I’m sure if the opportunity arises, Mr. Rowan, you definitely will.”

Regina walked the couple to the front door.

“Good-bye, dear. Good luck.” Mrs. Oakes pulled her hat down over her forehead. “I know it doesn’t look like much now, but this house has loads of potential. And you seem just the type of person to do things with it.”

Regina wasn’t sure how the older woman could know that after so brief a meeting, but she was touched by the compliment.

“I’m going to give it my best shot,” Regina promised.

“Invite me back sometime to see your progress. I enjoy those before-and-after home improvement shows.”

Regina had to smile at her reply. “Oh, I will.”

“Good luck, Mrs. Rowan.” Warren Oakes extended his hand and shook hers heartily. “If you have any further questions about the estate or the property transfer, or anything at all, please give me a call. I know your family has been through a lot the last few months. I hope this new home works out for you.”

“So do I, Mr. Oakes,” Regina said honestly. “So do I.”
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