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    One


    “Beverly, where would I find room in my one-bedroom apartment for Mother to stay?” Melissa Wilabee stood with her palms propped on the butcher block in her sister’s kitchen. Leaning forward slightly and lowering her voice, she added, “Besides, Mother would never agree to such an arrangement.”


    “It doesn’t matter what Mom wants.” A pout marred Beverly’s beautiful face. With a defiant swipe, she ran the dishrag across the already spotless counter.


    What Mother wants does matter! Melissa wanted to shout. It had mattered all her life. She remembered the first time she’d heard the term “unplanned pregnancy,” and she set her teeth in a tight clinch. She was the child Mother never wanted. And when she reached five foot ten inches tall, Mother’s words, “At least you could have been a boy,” cut deeply into her soul.


    Melissa suddenly realized a truth: Beverly had no idea what being unwanted meant.


    With a rueful smile, she recalled the name she’d dubbed her sister on Beverly’s eighteenth birthday, Beverly the Perfect. From her sixteen-year-old perspective, it seemed Beverly was perfectblond hair with a hint of red framing her oval face. It made Melissa’s dark complexion and hair seem dull. Of course, they both had blue eyes, but the difference was long lashes versus stubby ones. Beverly was chosen cheerleader. Beverly made 4.0 grades. Beverly won the lead in the school play.


    But most enviable of all in her sixteen-year-old opinion, Beverly had womanly curves in contrast to Melissa’s slender, girlish figure.


    “I’m not talking about forever. Just a month.” Beverly’s voice cut into Melissa’s thoughts. “Charles and I need this time alone. There probably won’t be another opportunity for me to go along when the company sends him to England.”


    “You’re right. You deserve this trip. I know it hasn’t been easy taking care of Mother these last six months. Having her live with you must be difficult.”


    “It’s not just Mom. It’s that bird.”


    As though on cue the parrot in the bamboo cage began squawking. The volume grew, and he ended his discourse with, “Not now, not now.”


    Melissa looked at Petey with dismay. “I can’t have pets in my apartment.”


    “You remember Sandy, the eight-year-old next door. She loves Petey. I’ve tried to get Mom to give the bird to her. It’s not like Mom is attached to the bird. She never takes care of Petey. I’ve asked Mom to put the bird in her bedroom.” Beverly shook her head. “She just says a bird doesn’t belong in a bedroom. Obviously this is the perfect time to tell Mom the bird has to go.”


    Melissa could see there was no getting around her own responsibility. “Maybe I can find an adult day care willing to keep Mother while I’m working. She can’t stay by herself. I can sleep on the sofa so she can have the bedroom.” Melissa moved to the breakfast nook and slumped onto a kitchen chair. “The timing’s rotten though. Fall term starts a week from Monday.” She rubbed her neck where tension heralded the beginning of a headache. “I can’t possibly take time off. As registrar, this is my busiest time.”


    “Mom can stay by herself for a few hours.” Beverly placed the last of the lunch dishes, along with detergent, into the dishwasher and pushed the start button. “She only gets confused in strange surroundings.”


    “Yeah, like my apartment.”


    “Are you girls arguing?” Darlene Wilabee shuffled into the kitchen, leaning heavily on her cane. “I can hear you all the way into the living room.”


    “We weren’t quarreling, Mom,” Beverly said with patient resignation.


    Melissa again felt the shock seeing how fast her mother’s health had deteriorated. How could she change so much in the two months since she’d last come to see her?


    “Bicker, bicker, bicker. That’s all you girls do. Why don’t you run outside and play?”


    Melissa’s head jerked up, and she looked at Beverly for an explanation. So far this weekend Mother had seemed lucid, although Beverly’s phone calls lately had hinted at deterioration of her mental faculties.


    Beverly shook her head slightly. “We’re just talking about how nice it would be for you to visit Melissa in Seattle.”


    “What’s Melissa doing in Seattle?”


    “You remember.” Beverly guided her mother to a chair and stood close while Darlene slowly lowered herself onto it. “She works at North Sound Christian College.”


    Watching her mother’s eyes narrow, Melissa felt like she was being stared at through an out-of-focus lens. Then the veil lifted; she was back.


    “Of course, I remember. You confused me with this talk of visiting Seattle. When Melissa wants to see me, she can come visit me here. She knows where I live.”


    Over Darlene’s head, Melissa mouthed the words “What did I tell you?” But inwardly she winced. Her mother’s words had been addressed to Beverly, as though she were too stupid to understand. This isn’t an effect of her disease. Mother’s treated me this way all my life.


    ❧


    Sunday afternoon, Melissa sat in the porch swing, gently keeping it in motion with the tip of her toe.


    “You out there?” The call was followed by a shuffle-thump, shuffle-thump as her mother reached the doorway. “Don’t get cold.”


    “No, Mother, I won’t.” Melissa looked at the heavy sweater covering her mother’s dress. It had been an unseasonably warm day, and the temperature still hovered in the low seventies.


    “Mother, you know this trip is a marvelous opportunity for Beverly.”


    Darlene sat in the wicker chair facing the swing. “Bunch of foolish gadding about.”


    Melissa repressed a sigh. That approach won’t work. Nothing that’s been said all day has budged her.


    “I don’t know what all the fuss is about. Beverly can go traipsing off if she wants to. I’ll be perfectly fine right here. I’ve taken care of myself for more than sixty years.” Darlene, staring off across the porch railing, didn’t seem to be speaking to Melissa.


    “You won’t stay alone in my house.” Beverly came out onto the porch, slamming the screen door behind her.


    Melissa hadn’t realized Beverly was within hearing distance. She tried to catch Beverly’s eye, but Beverly was ignoring her. It reminded Melissa of the stand-offs between her mother and her sister when Beverly was a teenager. Why is it Beverly always argues with Mother, yet Beverly is the one Mother loves?


    “I have my own house, thank you very much.”


    “Yeah, and you’ll leave the stove on and burn the house down over your own head.”


    They glared at each other.


    Years of habit brought Melissa to her feet. The tension tied her stomach in knots. She headed for her favorite retreat down by the creek six blocks from the house.


    “What do I do, Lord?” she asked as she came to the small stream and sat on the bank. A pair of mallard ducks swam by, and she wished she had breadcrumbs to toss to them.


    This was her favorite summer spot as a kid. Wild blackberries grew along the bank. She remembered returning home with juice stains on her lips, hands, and clothing. The summer she was five, Dad had made her a fishing pole from a willow branch, and they’d sat together on the bank. The scene came back so forcefully Melissa wiped tears from her eyes. It was the only thing she could remember about her father, except the bitter things her mother told her.


    Darlene had confronted the two young girls as they sat at the kitchen table eating their supper. “Your father has decided he doesn’t want anything to do with us. He’s left.”


    “Daddy’ll be back.” Melissa’s confidence never wavered. Day after day she took her fishing pole to the creek bank and waited.


    Now, having celebrated her thirty-first birthday only weeks ago, she looked at the rushing water and realized how dangerous it was for a five-year-old to be alone by the river. Had Mother known where I was? Didn’t she care?


    It was surprising how little Turner, Oregon, had changed in twenty-five years. The new suburb where Beverly lived had sprouted up, but the old part of town with the house she’d grown up in remained the same. “How can it still hurt so much, Lord? Will I ever forgive him?”


    She remembered the summer day when she was eight. In a fit of anger she broke the willow pole and shouted at the creek that ran through town: “I don’t care if you never come back!”


    He never did.


    “I’ve tried to forgive him. I know all the psychobabble. I can help others overcome their anger and grief. Lord, why can’t I?”


    ❧


    Monday morning Melissa pushed the last of her belongings into the suitcase. She glanced around the room to see if anything remained.


    Beverly tapped on the open door. “We’ll bring Mom up in two weeks.”


    Melissa nodded. She couldn’t think of any alternatives. Neither of them could afford to put Mother into a nursing home. And Mother had never been one to save for a rainy day.


    “Just what does the doctor say about Mother?” Melissa had meant to talk to Beverly earlier but the time never seemed right.


    “It’s dementia. They’re not calling it Alzheimer’s. And the trouble walking is Parkinson’s. They have her on medication, but it doesn’t seem to help much. The doctor says it should keep her calm, although we can still expect times of great agitation. Sometimes you’d never know anything was wrong with her mind. Then she’ll say the strangest things.”


    “Isn’t there any medication they can give her to make her better? She’s not old. Not even seventy yet.”


    “No. She’ll just have a progressive decline in mental ability.”


    “What do you do when she gets agitated?”


    “Mostly she walks around mumbling to herself, and there isn’t anything you can do.”


    “She may forgive you for sending her to Seattle by the time you get back.” Melissa picked up the suitcase. “On the other hand, I doubt she’ll ever forgive me.”

  


  
    Two


    Melissa got down on her hands and knees and looked under the bed. She knew the pair of shoes wouldn’t be there, but she looked anyway. What did I do with them yesterday when I finished rearranging the closet?


    She looked around the bedroom. Almost everything that said “this room belongs to Melissa” was gone. Well, it had to be. Mother wouldn’t appreciate her collection of Snoopy posters or the dozen stuffed toys from the Peanuts collection. After wrestling with the decision most of last Friday night, Melissa came to terms with the idea of overhauling her room.


    The one exception to the complete revamping was her three-foot Snoopy plush toy. He just wouldn’t fit into her storage unit. Everything else, she figured she could do without for a month. Stacking boxes as high as she could reach, she stuffed her belongings away.


    She looked at the clock and gasped. “Seven forty-five!” The black flats would have to do. She couldn’t spend any more time looking for the wayward shoes.


    Wind off Puget Sound gusted in the morning chill, tossing drizzly rain into Melissa’s face. Trying to avoid a puddle, she misstepped, and the resulting splash sent dirty rivulets racing down her nylons and into the black flats.


    She hurried up the administration building steps. Of all the days for Seattle to have a real deluge, why does it have to be today? The freshmen will be lining up at my office to receive their registration packets in less than half an hour. There isn’t time to go back and change clothes. And could I find anything to change into if I did?


    She pushed open the outside door with a hint of irritation and dashed through. Momentum hurtled her into the path of a man coming out of the president’s office. She barreled into him. With wet shoes skidding on the tiles and arms flailing, she landed in a heap. Sheets of paper floated down around her like giant snowflakes.


    “Anything broken?” The stranger leaned over her in a solicitous manner.


    Melissa rubbed her knee. She’d have a nasty bruise by tonight, but it didn’t feel broken. “I seem to be in one piece.”


    “Good.” In one motion, he picked her up and set her on her feet. “Steady?”


    She felt anything but steady. But she couldn’t stand there in the hall with a stranger holding her up. “I’m fine. Thank you.”


    She tried to straighten her skirt, but it clung wetly to her legs. A drop of water rolled off her bangs, landed on the bridge of her nose, and slid to the end, where it trembled indecisively. She closed her eyes. What a mess! She reached for her nose then halted as she felt a warm hand wipe away the droplet. Her eyelids flew open. The most charming smile greeted her, and a pair of dark brown eyes looked into hers. She couldn’t look away.


    “Miss Wilabee.” The approaching student broke the spell. “There’s a foul-up with the gym. The team’s supposed to have it for practice this afternoon. Now the dean tells me something else is scheduled. They can’t do that. We need the practice.”


    “I’ll look into it. But now I have to get to my office to begin registration.” Thank you, Carol. Your timing was perfect.


    The man still stood by her side, but she refused to make eye contact again. Melissa took a step backward and heard the rustle of paper. She glanced down at the tiles, where sheets of white paper lay soaking up dirty blotches of water. “Oh, look what I’ve done!” She bent down to gather up the papers and shuffle them into a pile.


    He was beside her, down on one knee. As they reached for the same elusive paper, their hands brushed. “This is no big deal.” His bass voice struck a chord in Melissa’s heart. “Nothing here’s been ruined,” he assured her.


    She held out the bedraggled sheets. “I’m terribly sorry.”


    He stood and took the offered papers. The right corner of his mouth tipped up in a lopsided grin. “Maybe if they’re unreadable, I won’t have to do all this work.”


    She couldn’t help smiling back. Another drop of water started down her forehead from the wet strands of hair. She swiped at it. “If you’ll excuse me, I must dry off.” She hurried to the stairs at the end of the hall and made her escape.


    “What happened to you? You’re soaked!” Nancy Olson, the academic secretary, surveyed her as she stepped into the washroom. Her graying hair curled around her face like a halo.


    “I started from my apartment in a light sprinkle. You know, the usual September moisture. But halfway down the block the skies opened.” Melissa finished drying her face with a paper towel. “Look at this.” She raised the hem of her broomstick skirt to show the brown streaks left from the mud puddle. “And my hair.” The glance in the mirror showed black hair plastered to her scalp. “A lot of good it did to use the curling iron this morning.”


    “Hey, I have a hair dryer in my office,” Nancy said. “Would you like to use it?”


    “That would be great. Is there any contingency you’re not prepared for?”


    “Oh, I hope not. Back in a sec.” In less than a minute Nancy returned.


    Melissa marveled that someone who looked so much like a cuddly grandmother could be so efficient and put out perfect copy at 120 words per minute.


    “Anything else I can do for you?”


    “No, thanks. This will have to do for now. I’ll dry off a bit and hope to get to my office before the freshmen descend on me.”


    “How’d your vacation go?”


    Melissa paused, the plug to the dryer in her hand.


    “That good, huh?” Nancy’s questioning look made Melissa grin.


    “Mother’s not doing well.”


    “It’s good you have Beverly to take care of her.”


    “Beverly’s going to England. Mother’s coming to stay with me.”


    Nancy’s arched eyebrows shot up under her bangs. “In your dinky apartment?”


    Melissa nodded. “I’ll bring this back to your office when I’m finished.” Melissa waved the dryer as Nancy stepped out the door.


    “By the way,” Nancy said, sticking her head back in. “Have you met Tyce Nelson, the new business manager?”


    “No. Is he on campus now?”


    “Yes. Dr. Allen’s been introducing him around. You can’t miss him. He’s built like a tank. Must be those years he played soccer.”


    The image of smiling brown eyes flashed before Melissa. “Does he have blond hair and dark brown eyes?”


    “Yes. I thought you hadn’t met him.”


    “I’ll retract that statement. Let’s just say we haven’t been formally introduced.” Melissa turned on the dryer, bent, and flipped her hair over her head. You’re so right. I couldn’t miss him.


    When she felt presentable, Melissa raced to her office. She had the new students’ packets stacked on a table and her forms strewn haphazardly on her desk when the office door opened.


    Ready or not, here they come. She looked up, but instead of students she saw Tyce Nelson’s smiling face.


    “Miss Wilabee? I’m Tyson Nelson.” He stretched his hand across the desk and shook hers. “My friends call me Tyce.”


    “Welcome to NSCC. I need to apologize for crashing into you earlier. I felt a bit shaken and rather foolish. I’m afraid I didn’t even thank you properly for your assistance.”


    “Are you all right now?”


    “I’ll probably have a couple bruises, but, yes, I’m fine.”


    “I noticed you were limping a bit on your right foot as you went up the stairs.”


    It gave Melissa a strange feeling to know that he had watched her walk the length of the hall and up the stairs. “I just landed on the right knee a little hard. That’s where one of those bruises will show up.”


    “Sure you don’t need to have a doctor check it out?”


    Melissa shook her head. His concern was so obvious she was almost embarrassed. She hadn’t done any real damage, only to her pride.


    Melissa looked at Tyce’s broad shoulders and strong chest and had to agree with Nancy’s description. His navy blue knit shirt showed off both to advantage. She remembered how effortlessly he’d lifted her from the floor. The total package was charming: sparkling brown eyes; honey blond hair; full, smiling lips. A most kissable mouth.


    She dropped her gaze to the papers on her desk. She hoped her thoughts didn’t show on her face. She felt a red flush creep up her neck. “What can I do for you?”


    “Nancy in the academic office needs a registration”


    “I knew it.”


    “You already knew she needed a registration packet?”


    She shook her head. She should have known from the look in Nancy’s eyes. Nancy was up to matchmaking again. Since when did you send the business manager to pick up paperwork?


    “No, excuse me for interrupting. You say Nancy needs a packet?”


    “Yes. A kid just dropped in off the street wanting to register. She’s busy, so I volunteered to come get it for her.”


    “That happens so often I don’t know why I’m surprised each time. People think they can come in the day of registration and be enrolled. No transcripts, no references, no reserved housing.” She reached into her files and pulled out the necessary papers. “Don’t mind me. This day hasn’t gotten off to a very good start.” She handed him the papers.


    “On the contrary. Any day I make a new friend has to be a good day.”


    She looked into his smiling brown eyes and almost agreed.


    ❧


    Tyce Nelson rolled over and squinted at the clock. The illuminated red numbers said two a.m. Groaning, he pulled the covers up around his chin and willed his mind to turn off.


    There were a number of changes he wanted to make to the business office. He’d written some down but kept thinking of others. The filing cabinets would be more accessible if they were against the left wall instead of crowded between the door and desk.


    Just when he figured he could put his mind at rest, Melissa Wilabee intruded into his thoughts again. When he’d picked her up off the floor and set her on her feet, he’d been surprised to see her eyes almost on a level with his own. He liked that. Small women made him feel like an oaf. Of course Melissa was slender, almost boyishly so, but still he found her appealing.


    Whoa! Don’t go there, Tyce. He twisted and gave his pillow a good thumping. If I’d been a bit quicker, I could have kept her from falling.


    But his mind had been on all the information he’d just received from the college president. This new job wasn’t going to be easy. Running the business office of a nonprofit organization never was. Depending on financial support from churches and individuals was an iffy proposition.


    He was tackling this new opportunity not just as a job but also as a ministry. If enthusiasm counted, he figured he’d make a good showing.


    His mind switched back to Melissa, and he wondered what she thought when he made the comment about a good day being one in which he’s met a new friend. He said it before giving any consideration to how it would sound. Corny. What did it matter? He didn’t need to impress Miss Wilabee anyway.


    The poor pillow received a few more blows just for good measure.

  


  
    Three


    Melissa opened the oven door, and the aroma of baking lasagna filled the apartment. The timer said it would be ready in twenty minutes, and Beverly and Mother hadn’t shown up yet.


    She left the kitchen, walked to the bedroom, and surveyed the bare walls staring back at her. She’d purchased a plastic storage unit on wheels and emptied the chest of drawers’ contents into the new container. The unit fit behind the chair in the corner of the living room. She told herself no one would notice it there, especially after she draped a scarf over it and set a silver candleholder on top. Her clothes from the bedroom closet hung in the entryway coat closet.


    With a nod of satisfaction she returned to the kitchen. The small cooking area opened to the living room across a tiled countertop. The window at the far side of the living room opened onto a grassy area with flowerbeds.


    The maintenance man kept the grass mowed but never weeded around the flowers. After complaining to management a couple of times, Melissa gave up and spent an hour each Saturday weeding the beds. Actually, she enjoyed the gardening, and when she quit grumbling she found it a great source of relaxation after being in an office all week.


    She was still gazing at fall chrysanthemums when the doorbell rang. Melissa breathed a silent prayer as she hurried to answer the bell. Lord, this may be the most difficult month of my life. Help me to put Mother’s needs first. Take away my anger.


    She threw open the door. “Welcome.” She stopped, embarrassment coloring her cheeks.


    “Surprise, surprise!” The male voice was high with a tinny ring. “Guess I found the right place.”


    Melissa stared at the man in front of her. He still sounded like Gomer Pyle, and he still had the same scrawny chicken neck he had in junior high. “Gilbert?”


    “Yep, it’s me. Didn’t know if you’d remember.”


    How could she forget? He’d been a source of embarrassment all through grade school. He’d lived next door and followed her around like a lost puppy.


    “What are you doing here?” After the words were out, she realized how ungracious they sounded.


    “I drove your mom. Beverly was just too swamped with packing for her trip.”


    “But you don’t live in Turner anymore.”


    “I’m back.” His wide grin showed a row of perfect teeth.


    “Gil-l-l-bert?” her mother’s voice called from the parking lot. Suddenly everything fell into place. Somehow Beverly had managed to avoid driving Mother to Seattle. She pushed past Gilbert and headed toward the loaded car.


    “Hi, Mother. Welcome.”


    “Where’s Gilbert?”


    “I’m right here.”


    Melissa jumped at the sound of Gilbert’s voice almost in her ear. He reached around her and offered Darlene a hand in getting out of the car.


    Melissa took her mother’s other arm, but Darlene shook it off. “I’m not completely helpless yet.”


    “Of course not.” She watched as Gilbert led Darlene to the apartment. To her surprise, a tear formed at the corner of her eye. Now wasn’t the time to get misty-eyed over her mother’s rejection. Reaching into the car, she gathered her mother’s purse and a small box that sat on the floorboard. Then she hurried after them.


    “Here, Mother. Take this chair.” Melissa pointed to a platform rocker she’d picked up at a garage sale and reupholstered. “Would you like a cup of tea?”


    “Not now. Just bring in my luggage before someone steals it out of the car.”


    “Don’t worry,” Gilbert said, heading for the door. “I’m on it.”


    “Don’t just stand there. Help the poor boy.”


    “Yes, Mother.” Melissa’s insides were churning, and her mother hadn’t been there fifteen minutes. A month, Lord? It’s going to be the longest month of my life.


    Gilbert had the trunk open and handed her a medium-sized suitcase. “This one’s not too heavy. I can get the rest.”


    “That’s all right. I’ll help. I see she’s brought enough stuff to set up housekeeping.”


    Gilbert’s laugh startled her. She’d forgotten the laugh. Kids in school had said it sounded like a mule braying.


    Two more loads emptied the trunk, and Gilbert reached into the backseat and came out with another box. Melissa took it and trudged back to the apartment. The pile of stuff filled the center of her living room. Where was she going to store it all?


    “And here’s Petey,” Gilbert said, coming in the door.


    Melissa stared at the parrot in its elaborate bamboo cage as Gilbert whipped off the cloth cover. “Oh, no, the bird.” She shook her head. “There are no pets allowed in these apartments.”


    Gilbert plunked the cage down in the middle of the table, scattering birdseed onto the tablecloth.


    “You be careful with Petey.” Darlene Wilabee rose from the chair, stepped close to the cage, and whistled a few notes. “If he gets upset, he’ll molt.”


    “If my landlord gets upset, he’ll toss us all out of here.”


    “It’s been a long trip. I’m going to my room and rest. Where is it?”


    “This way. Let me take Petey in with you. He can sit on the dresser.” Melissa reached for the cage.


    “No, no. If he starts squawking, he’ll disturb me. Petey stays out here.” Darlene looked around the small bedroom then closed the door in Melissa’s face.


    Melissa raised her shoulders in a helpless shrug. “Beverly said she would find someone to take care of the bird. What happened? I thought she was going to give it to the little girl next door.” She looked at Gilbert, who just stood there with a silly grin on his face.


    Melissa rolled her eyes. “Mother doesn’t even like the bird. I’m going to be stuck cleaning the cage.”


    “Beverly said to remind you it’s only for a month.”


    Melissa shut her mouth tight. Of course Beverly had known what an imposition it would be. She probably hadn’t even tried to find another home for Petey. “It’s against the rules,” she repeated more loudly than necessary, then immediately felt bad for taking her temper out on Gilbert.


    “Thanks for bringing Mother up.”


    “Sure. Glad to. I wouldn’t miss this opportunity to see you again. You look great.” The admiration in Gilbert’s gaze made her squirm.


    “I guess if you’re going to get home before dark you want to be on your way?”


    “Nah. I’m not heading home yet. Thought I’d stick around a couple days and take in the sights. Haven’t been here in Seattle since I was a kid.”


    Does he expect to stay here?


    “Do I smell something burning?”


    “The lasagna!” Melissa grabbed the oven mitt and yanked open the oven door. The lasagna bubbled with a nice light brown crust. Tomato sauce dripped over the pan edge onto the heating element, where it smoked to a charred ember. “Good. It’s still edible.”


    “Smells more than edible. Smells delicious.” Gilbert peered over her shoulder as she moved the pan to the top of the stove.


    “Bet you didn’t stop for anything to eat on the way here, did you?”


    Gilbert shook his head. “I suggested stopping, but your mother didn’t want to.”


    “She’ll probably rest for at least an hour. Let me dish you up some. Just sit right there.” She pulled a plate out of the cupboard, dished up the lasagna, and set it before him.


    “Won’t you join me?”


    His pathetic look made Melissa relent. “Sure, why not?” As soon as she’d filled her own plate, she sat across from him. He immediately bowed his head and waited while she said a quick blessing.


    For several minutes they ate in silence. Gilbert finally paused. “This is marvelous, Melissa. You sure turned out to be a wonderful cook.”


    “Thank you.” She searched her mind for something else to say. “When did you move back to Turner?”


    “It’s been a couple months now. I dropped by your mom’s place but nobody was home. Didn’t find out she’d moved in with Beverly until a week ago when I met Beverly in the grocery store.” He continued to tell how he ended up driving Darlene to Seattle.


    Gilbert scraped his plate clean and leaned back. “That was great.”


    “Would you care for more?”


    His face lit up. “Maybe just a little.” He pushed the plate toward her.


    While he did justice to the second helping, Melissa learned more of what he’d been doing since high school.


    “And how did you end up here?” he asked, scraping together the last of the pasta and sauce.


    “Long story. I think I better go check on Mother.”


    Darlene Wilabee lay under a soft blue blanket, her shoes neatly lined up beside the bed. Melissa tiptoed to her side and watched the gentle rise and fall of her breathing. “I love you, Mother,” she whispered before turning away.


    Gilbert stood by the front door with his jacket over his arm. “I guess I better get going.”


    “Thanks again for delivering Mother safe and sound.”


    He nodded but made no move to leave. In a nervous gesture he began popping the finger joints on his left hand.


    “Never did break yourself of that habit, I see.”


    “Sorry.” He dropped his hands to his sides, almost losing the jacket. Still, he stood irresolute. “I wondered. . .” The Adam’s apple bobbed up and down in his throat. “Would. . . you. . .and your mother, of course. . .like to go with me to see the Ballard Locks?”


    His embarrassment was so acute it hurt Melissa to watch. He really hadn’t changed since grade school. She realized he was still nursing the same crush. It wouldn’t be wise to encourage him.


    “Thanks for offering, but I doubt Mother would be up to such an outing. The Locks are quite a walk from the parking area.”


    Gilbert’s face brightened. “I could rent a wheelchair.”


    Melissa shook her head. “Mother’s too self-conscious of having to use the cane. I know she’d never submit to a wheelchair.”


    The silence following Melissa’s statement was broken by a loud crash from the bedroom. Melissa and Gilbert raced to the bedroom door, and Melissa flung it open. Darlene sat on the bed looking at the remains of a milk glass lamp scattered across the rug.


    “Mother, are you all right?”


    Darlene raised frightened eyes to stare around the room. She eased toward the bed’s edge.


    “Don’t get up, Mrs. Wilabee, you’ll cut your feet on the glass.” Gilbert grabbed a wastepaper basket sitting beside the nightstand and reached for pieces of the shattered glass.


    “Careful! Don’t cut yourself. I’ll get the vacuum for the little stuff.” By the time Melissa wrestled the vacuum out of the closet, plugged it in, and rolled it over, Gilbert had most of the glass in the basket.


    A few minutes later, they all sat around the kitchen table.


    “Hope that wasn’t an expensive lamp.” Gilbert looked duly sympathetic.


    “Things can always be replaced. I’m just glad Mother wasn’t cut.” Actually, she’d saved three months to buy the antique milk glass lamp from the little shop down in Greenwood. She’d almost cried at the sight of it lying in pieces on her bedroom floor.


    “Are you feeling better, Mrs. Wilabee?”


    “I don’t know what that lamp was doing there. It scared me half to death when it fell.”


    Melissa gritted her teeth. Where else would you expect to find a lamp but on the nightstand?


    “Well, guess I really need to get going now.” He shoved away from the table. “Sure you don’t want to see the Locks?”


    “No, thanks.”


    “Locks? What Locks?” Darlene looked inquiringly from Melissa to Gilbert.


    Melissa didn’t like the expectant look on her Mother’s face. “The Ballard Locks is where boats pass from Puget Sound into Lake Washington. This time of year it can be quite cold.”


    “I’ve never seen boats go through a lock.”


    “Melissa pointed out there’s quite a walk from the parking area, but I can rent a wheelchair for you.” Gilbert looked even more enthusiastic than Darlene.


    “Mother, I don’t think”


    “As long as I’m stuck here instead of back in my own home, I might as well see the sights.”


    “Sure. If you’d like to.” Melissa felt like she’d walked into a time warp. It had been ages since Darlene showed interest in going anywhere. “How about tomorrow after church?” she asked Gilbert. “If you haven’t made other arrangements, you’re welcome to come to church with us.”


    “Sounds great. What time shall I meet you here?”


    ❧


    Melissa settled into her chair, ready for the Sunday school class to begin. Gilbert and Darlene had been introduced to the class members, and people were settling down. Before the teacher could begin, the door opened one more time, and Tyce Nelson walked in. He had the coordinated look, all in becoming shades of brown.


    Melissa’s heart did a quick two-step at the sight of him. All through the class hour she was aware of his presence a couple of rows behind her.


    “Don’t forget to introduce yourself to our visitors if you haven’t met them,” the teacher said as he closed the class. “Mrs. Wilabee, Gilbert, it was good to have you here. And, Tyce, it’s good to see you. Tyce Nelson is the new business manager at NSCC.”


    Gilbert leaned toward Melissa. “That’s where you work, right?”


    “Yes.”


    The teacher closed with prayer. “Hope to see you all next week.”


    People rose, and the volume level lifted as conversations began.


    “Good morning.” The deep voice spoke directly behind Melissa. She wheeled to find Tyce grinning at her.


    “Good morning. Tyce, this is my mother, Darlene Wilabee, and a family friend, Gilbert Reese.”


    “Nice to meet you both.”


    “So you work with my daughter?”


    “We both work at NSCC, but I guess you couldn’t say I work with her. Two different departments.”


    “You know she’s single? Are you single?”


    Melissa’s checks flamed. “Mother, I don’t think that’s our business.”


    “Just general conversation. If he’s married, I wanted to meet his wife.”


    “No, Mrs. Wilabee. There’s no wife.” Tyce was smiling as though he didn’t mind Darlene’s blunt question at all.


    “Gilbert, why don’t we ask Tyce to join us this afternoon? Don’t you think that would be a nice idea? The poor man’s all alone and new to the area.”


    Melissa watched conflicting emotions flit across Gilbert’s face. The afternoon he’d planned to spend with her, he’d now have to share with Tyce. She was sure it was the last thing he wanted to do.


    And what did she want?


    After his momentary struggle, Gilbert smiled and said, “Sure. Tyce, we’re heading for the Ballard Locks after lunch. Won’t you join us?”


    If Melissa weren’t so embarrassed by her mother’s behavior, she might have enjoyed watching the two men size each other up.


    “Thanks. Haven’t been to the Locks. It sounds like fun. Where were you planning on having lunch?”


    Gilbert looked to Melissa. “Did you have any place special picked out?”


    “I thought we’d just go back to the apartment and pop a pizza in the oven.”


    Tyce’s eyes brightened. “Pizza. My favorite food. Tell you what. Since you’ve all been so gracious to include me in your outing, let me treat you to lunch. There’s a pizza parlor just down the street. They have their big feast special on for just a few bucks. What do you say?”


    “I really want to change clothes before going to the Locks. Don’t you, Mother?”


    Darlene scowled but finally nodded her head.


    “Perfect. Gilbert and I’ll pick up the pizza and have it back to the apartment by the time you ladies are ready. How does that sound?”


    “Sounds like a plan,” Gilbert said. The two men continued to chat as they walked ahead of Melissa and Darlene into the sanctuary.


    They hit if off just fine. Maybe they’ll entertain each other this afternoon. The thought should have brought relief. After all, it hadn’t been her idea to spend the afternoon with either one of them. Instead, she felt ignored.
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