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Dear Reader,
I love the Christmas season. I also love babies, and God has blessed me with two wonderful daughters and six beautiful grandchildren, all of whom have grown up much too fast. I suppose it isn’t necessary to also mention that I’m a romantic. So blending romance and Christmas and the promise of a new life in Bundle of Joy was particularly fun. I hope reading Alicia and Joe’s story has lifted your spirits and given you pleasure.
Alicia and Joe first “introduced” themselves to me in 1998, and I was quickly enchanted by the possibilities for their love story. Now, ten years later, I’m delighted that Steeple Hill is bringing their story to life again in Bundle of Joy.
As I write this note, I am working on a couple of new romances that I hope you will soon enjoy. I invite you to visit my Web site at www.robinleehatcher.com to keep up on the latest releases as well as to learn about my backlist.
In the grip of His grace,
[image: image]


Don’t you see that children are God’s best gift?

the fruit of the womb his generous legacy?

Like a warrior’s fistful of arrows

are the children of a vigorous youth.

Oh, how blessed are you parents,

with your quivers full of children!

Your enemies don’t stand a chance against you;

you’ll sweep them right off your doorstep.
—Psalms 127:3-5
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Prologue

Instant Message

November 6, Midnight
Alicia: I don’t know what I’ll do.
Joe: May I make a suggestion? You could tell your grandfather the truth.
Alicia: I can’t do that. It would break his heart. I lied in the first place to protect him. He was so sick. No one thought he would survive his heart attack. And when he did, I never *dreamed* the doctor would allow him to travel. I thought I would have more time.
Joe: “Oh, what a tangled web we weave, when first we practice to deceive!”
Alicia: Very funny.
Joe: Sorry.
Joe: :-\
Joe: Thought Sir Walter Scott had a good point.
Alicia: Not in this circumstance. Grandpa’s from the old school. There’s never been a divorce in the Harris family. And he warned me not to be hasty. If he finds out the truth, he’ll worry about me. That’s not good for his heart. It might kill him. Oh, how did I get myself into this mess?
Joe: What you need is rent-a-husband.
Joe: ;-)
Alicia: Ha! You applying for the position, Joe?
Joe: Six weeks pretending to be your husband? Sounds like pretty gruesome work to me.
Alicia: So much for the rent-a-husband idea. I think I need a good cry. Ought to last about a week.
Joe: Hey! Don’t cry. It wouldn’t be *that* gruesome. As I recall, you were a pretty cute ten-year-old. I suppose I could stomach it if I had to.
- - -
Joe: Alicia?
- - -
Joe: Alicia? Are you there?
- - -
Joe: Hello?
Alicia: I’m here. I was just thinking about what you said. Maybe this could work.
Joe: What could work?
Alicia: You pretending to be my husband for a few weeks. Just while Grandpa is here. Maybe it’s the perfect solution. You want to move back to Idaho, and you’ll need to find a position. That takes time, especially during the holidays. This would give you somewhere to stay. I’ve got extra bedrooms. By the new year, you’d be employed and have a place of your own.
Joe: I hope you’re not serious.
Alicia: But I *am* serious. Not just serious. Desperate!
- - -
Alicia: Joe?
Joe: My turn to think.
Alicia: Will you do it?
- - -
Alicia: Joe?
Joe: Tell you what. I’m flying up next week anyway. We’ll meet and talk while I’m in town. Then if you still want to go through with this crazy idea of yours, I’ll consider it. But no promises.
Alicia: It was *your* crazy idea.
Joe: I know. But I was kidding.



Chapter One

The streets of downtown Boise were busy on this second Saturday in November. People walked briskly along the sidewalks, their coat collars turned up and their heads leaning into the wind as they hurried from store to store. Shops and restaurants were crowded. A good sign for retailers, since the Christmas shopping season hadn’t begun in earnest.
Alicia Harris sat at a table in Espresso Heaven, a coffee shop on Main Street, waiting anxiously for someone who looked like Joe Palermo—thirty-six years old, six foot two, black hair, brown eyes—to walk through the door. It wasn’t much of a description, but it was all he’d given her. It didn’t matter. She was certain she would recognize him, even after all these years.
No, it wasn’t the description—or lack thereof—that made her anxious. It was wondering whether or not he would agree to her outlandish suggestion. If he didn’t…
“Care for some coffee while you wait?” the waitress asked, drawing Alicia’s gaze from the street scene.
“No, thanks. But I would like some herbal tea, if you have any.”
“Sure thing. Whole selection. Be right back.”
Alicia laid a hand on her extended abdomen. “Maybe this is a crazy idea, Humphrey.” Humphrey was her pet name for her unborn child. “He could be an ax murderer.”
Joe had suggested that possibility last night when they’d spoken by phone. He’d called from the motel near the airport shortly after checking in.
“You’re taking quite a risk, Alicia,” he’d said. “You don’t know much about me really. Just old memories and some instant messaging. I could be criminally insane. I could be an ax murderer.”
She didn’t believe he was dangerous. She’d known the entire Palermo family when she was a girl, had made mud pies in the backyard with Joe’s younger sister, Belinda. In fact, she’d had a major crush on “Joey” when she was ten and he was seventeen. But the Palermos had moved to California before she could grow up and make him notice her.
No, Joe was no ax murderer. There were plenty of things she didn’t know about him, nineteen years later, but she was certain the boy who used to fix her bicycle chains and search for her missing cat was no monster.
A blast of cold air signaled the opening of the coffee shop’s door. Alicia glanced up…and stopped breathing.
She was over seven months pregnant and already as big as a barn. She hadn’t had a good hair day in at least fifteen weeks. Before leaving the house, she’d hidden the mess under a black and red Cat-in-the-Hat-type knitted cap. It probably didn’t look much better than her hair. To top it all off, three pimples had appeared on her forehead this morning and now glowed as bright and red as Rudolph’s nose.
And then there was Joe Palermo.
How did an Adonis at seventeen become even more handsome nearly two decades later? Shouldn’t he have wrinkles or a receding hairline or a middle-age paunch or something?
He found her with his eyes, and he smiled.
Good grief! They could light the Capitol Christmas tree with that smile.
She swallowed hard, then smiled in return, watching as he made his way toward her.
Get a grip, Alicia. It’s only Joe, and he’s just here to consider doing you a favor. He’s off-limits.
He stopped on the opposite side of the table. “You must be Alicia.” His gaze dropped to her abdomen. “Although you look a little different from the last time I saw you.” He glanced up. “You’re taller, right?”
“Right.” She chuckled nervously.
“It’s good to see you again, Alicia.”
“You, too, Joe.”
He pulled out the chair and slid onto the seat. The waitress appeared before he had time to remove his coat.
“Can I get you something?” she asked, sounding breathless.
“Large coffee. Black. Thanks.”
“No frills,” Alicia said as the waitress hurried away.
He smiled again. “No frills.”
Now she could see she’d been wrong. He did have a few wrinkles. Tiny smile lines around his eyes and the corners of his mouth. And mighty attractive they were, too.
Oh, her wacky pregnancy hormones were doing a major number on her. She hadn’t given a man the time of day since Grant walked out three weeks after their wedding. She wasn’t going to start now. Playing the fool once per decade was her limit.
“Popular place,” Joe said, intruding on her thoughts.
“Yes. I usually come about nine in the morning, before I open my store. It’s a little more quiet in here then. The eight-to-fivers have come and gone, and I can sit in the corner and sip my tea while reading the paper.”
The waitress arrived with Joe’s coffee.
“Thanks.” He flashed the young woman one of his million-watt smiles. Then he looked at Alicia, giving the waitress no excuse to linger. “Okay, let’s talk about why I’m here.”
“No-nonsense. Is that the attorney in you?”
“I guess so.”
She sat a little straighter, drew a deep breath and let it out. “Joe, I know this is a huge favor to ask of anyone. Especially since you haven’t seen me in years. If there was someone else I could ask…” She sighed. “But there isn’t.”
“Are you sure this is the best way? I remember your grandfather as the sort of man who would forgive your faults and lend a helping hand when needed. I think he could handle the truth, whatever it is.”
“If you’d seen him in the hospital, you’d understand. We came so close to losing him. If he knew I was about to become a single mom, he would worry about me. Worry is the last thing he needs right now.”
A frown drew Joe’s black eyebrows together. “Proverbs says that truth stands the test of time and lies are soon exposed. I’m thinking that’s good advice.”
“Is it so terrible to want to protect someone you love?”
“No,” he answered softly. “It isn’t terrible. Misguided, maybe, but not terrible.”
Alicia looked out the window at the scurrying Saturday shoppers. “I never meant for things to get out of hand. I never meant to tell even the first lie. It just sort of…happened. It’s a long, stupid story.”
Joe had come to the café to tell Alicia he couldn’t agree to this charade, not even for an old childhood friend. He wasn’t a great actor in the best of circumstances. He feared that pretending to be someone’s husband—considering his low opinion of wedded bliss—would be beyond his meager capabilities. Besides, he had this troublesome feeling that God would prefer honesty.
But when he opened his mouth to tell her he couldn’t do it, out came different words. “Tell me a little more—” he motioned toward her stomach “—about what happened. You haven’t gone into detail when we’ve had our chat sessions.”
Still staring toward the window, she released a deep sigh. “It’s bad enough my friends and employees know.”
“I’m your friend, Alicia. You can tell me.”
That drew her gaze back to him.
“Hormones,” she whispered with a pitiful wave of her hand toward her tear-filled eyes. Then she grabbed her purse, opened it and withdrew a packet of tissues. “Sorry.”
“No problem.” He sipped his coffee.
After a lengthy silence, she began speaking in a low voice, so low Joe had to lean forward in order to hear her.
“I met Grant Reeves last March at a party. He was an acquaintance of one of my employees and was in town for a few weeks. He was from Reno where he worked as a carpenter. Grant was charming and charismatic. He had a way about him that made all the women take notice. But it was me he paid special attention to that night. And every night after that, too. He wined and dined me, showered me with flowers and gifts. It was all new to me, and I fell hard. He asked me to marry him two weeks later. He wanted to get married right away.”
Joe whistled softly, which drew a wry look and a nod from Alicia.
“I called Grandpa Roger. He’s the only family I have left since my parents died. I wanted him to be happy for me.” As she spoke, she lowered her gaze to the napkin in her hand and began shredding its edges. “But he wasn’t. In fact, it brought out the pastor in him.” A brief smile curved her mouth, then vanished. “He reminded me that marriage is a holy estate and not to be entered into lightly. He asked questions about Grant’s character and wanted to know if he was a Christian. Questions I couldn’t answer because I didn’t know. Because I hadn’t asked them myself.”
Joe saw the glitter of tears in her eyes and felt a tug in his heart.
“I got angry and said some very unkind things to Grandpa. And I didn’t listen to his words of caution, either. Grant and I were married four days later.”
Marry in haste and repent at leisure. Whoever said that knew what he was talking about. But Joe would have shortened it to: Marry and repent. Period.
“I knew it was a mistake almost from the first day,” she continued, “but I wouldn’t admit it. My pride was involved. I told myself things would improve. We just had to get used to living together, to each other’s idiosyncrasies. I tried not to complain that he spent too much money and that he came home late so often.”
Alicia fell silent. Her unshed tears swam before her blue-green eyes. She looked fragile and vulnerable.
All of Joe’s protective instincts flared to life. But those instincts weren’t good ones, he reminded himself. Better to ignore them.
He took a sip of his lukewarm coffee.
“I found Grant with another woman three weeks after we were married. He seemed surprised I was upset by it. Apparently we had very different ideas of what marriage meant.”
“Apparently.”
She took a quick breath and let it out. “We got a divorce in Nevada. It only took a few weeks, since Grant was still a resident. It was all relatively painless and civilized. I was relieved I hadn’t told Grandpa I’d gotten married.” She sighed again.
Joe wondered if she realized how often she did that. The deep breath and audible sigh. The rise and fall of her shoulders. The worrying of her lower lip between her teeth.
“And then I discovered I was pregnant.”
“Did you tell Grant?”
“Yes. He said I’d have to prove it was his and accused me of marrying him for child support.” She released a self-deprecating laugh. “This after he nearly cleaned out my savings account in three weeks’ time.”
If Grant Reeves had lived within a hundred miles of this coffee shop, Joe would have sought him out and taught that charming, charismatic ne’er-do-well a thing or two.
“I had him sign something where he gave up all of his parental rights. He didn’t even hesitate.” She sat a little straighter, a spark of determination in her eyes that hadn’t been there a moment before. “I don’t need anyone to take care of me and the baby. I have my store, and it’s doing well. I can support us when the time comes without any help from him or anyone else.”
He wondered if she was as independent as she sounded. “Why didn’t you tell your grandfather the truth after you discovered you were pregnant?”
“I was going to. I was waiting for the right moment. A time when the truth wouldn’t make me look like an idiot.”
“You’re not an idiot.” Misguided, maybe, but not an idiot.
“No. But I felt like one. Anyway, I knew I couldn’t keep putting things off. I mean, he was going to know something when I went to Arizona for a visit and had a baby with me.” She gave him a wry smile. “Grandpa isn’t senile.”
Joe returned the look.
“He had his heart attack before I could tell him.” Her expression sobered. “I rushed down to Arizona to be with him. No one thought he was going to live. Not his doctors. Not his friends. No one. I couldn’t very well tell him then.”
“And he didn’t notice you were pregnant?” He couldn’t keep the skeptical note out of his voice.
“He was too sick to notice. I was careful how I dressed. Besides, I wasn’t very big at the time.” She glanced down. “Not like now.” She placed both of her hands on her abdomen. “And Humphrey’s still got two months to grow.”
“Humphrey?”
“That’s what I call him. Or her.”
“You don’t know the sex?”
“I didn’t want to. I’d rather be surprised.”
He could have told her she sounded as old-fashioned as she thought her grandfather was.
She raised her eyes again. “So…here I am. I didn’t tell Grandpa Roger I was married, let alone divorced, because I didn’t want him to be disappointed in me. I can’t tell him I’m pregnant and alone, because I don’t want to worry him and put stress on his weak heart. And now he’s coming for an extended holiday visit, and I need a husband. Just for pretend. Just for the holidays.”
Joe gave his head a slow shake. “I don’t see how this could work. Your grandfather will be staying with you. Right? Won’t he think it odd if your husband doesn’t share your bedroom? And I’m guessing sharing your bedroom wasn’t part of the pretense you have planned.”
Embarrassment rose in her cheeks like a fire. “No, of course not. You won’t stay in my room. But I know how to get around it. My room has a door that leads onto the back porch and so does the nursery, which is the room next to mine. That’s where you’ll sleep at night. When it’s time for you to appear, you can go onto the porch, enter through the porch door, and then come out of my bedroom.”
He should turn her down. He should tell her how crazy this harebrained scheme sounded. It wasn’t as though he owed her a favor. Her family had been good to him, but still—
“It’s only for five and a half weeks.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Please, Joe. There isn’t anyone else I can ask.”
He must have lost his mind.
“Okay, Alicia. I’ll do it.”


Chapter Two

Eight days later, at ten minutes after three on a Sunday afternoon, Joe steered his vehicle off the freeway. Every spare inch of the SUV was packed with his possessions. What he hadn’t been able to bring with him from California would be shipped later, after he got a place of his own. For now, it was in storage.
He pulled into the parking lot of a convenience store, then reached for his cell phone, flipped it open and dialed Alicia’s number. She answered on the third ring.
“It’s Joe,” he said after her greeting. “I’m in Meridian. Care to give me directions to your place again?”
She did so.
“Sounds easy enough. I ought to be there in about ten, fifteen minutes. If I get lost, I’ll call again.”
“I’ll be watching for you.”
“See you soon.” He flipped the phone closed.
Undeniably, certifiably insane.
During the past eight days, he’d analyzed why he agreed to her scheme and had come up with a number of answers: She was an old childhood friend. He would be looking for employment in Idaho and so would have time on his hands until he was hired. Her grandfather was a nice guy, and Joe wouldn’t want to see anything happen to him because of worry or stress over Alicia.
But the answer he always returned to was this: She was cute. Even big with child and wearing a ridiculous red-and-black hat, she was cute. Not a very good reason to pretend to be her husband for the next five or six weeks.
Yes, he was certifiably nuts.
With a shake of his head, he pulled out of the parking lot and drove south.
The farmland that had once surrounded tiny Meridian, Idaho had been consumed by urban sprawl. Joe had grown used to that in Southern California, but he hadn’t expected it here. Not this much.
He took a couple of wrong turns, but eventually he found the big old farmhouse with its screened front porch and half a dozen sixty-foot-tall trees standing like naked sentinels on all sides. Despite its age, the house looked well cared for.
He turned his vehicle into the drive and shut off the engine.
Yeah, he must be crazy.
Taking a deep breath, he opened the car door and stepped out. About the same time, the screen door to the porch screeched a warning, and Alicia came into view. She smiled, waving a greeting with her right hand. He waved back, then grabbed his duffel bag off the car seat and headed toward the house.
“You found me,” she said.
Her short-cropped light brown hair looked as if she’d raked her fingers through it moments before; it stuck out in all directions. She wore an oversize sweater that had lost whatever shape it once had, baggy gray sweatpants, and fuzzy pink bunny slippers, complete with floppy ears.
Cute.
“I found you,” he replied.
“Come in.” She held the door open wider. “I was about to have some herbal tea. Or I’ve got orange soda and root beer in the fridge, if you prefer, or I can make coffee.”
“Tea’s fine, but I prefer the regular stuff if you’ve got it.”
“I’ve got it.”
He followed her through a large living area with hardwood floors and an eclectic collection of furniture, including an upright piano and a bronze sculpture of a horse and rider that was reminiscent of a Remington.
The kitchen had the same high ceiling as the living room, but it was cheerier due to large windows framed by lacy curtains instead of heavy brocade drapes, and yellow paint on the walls and cabinets instead of dark paneling and wallpaper. The kitchen was filled with homey little touches, the likes of which Joe hadn’t seen since he’d watched Happy Days as a kid.
Alicia motioned toward a Formica and chrome table against the far wall. “Have a seat.” Then she turned to the stove, lifted a copper teakettle from the back burner and filled two mugs with steaming water.
“How long have you lived here?” Joe settled onto one of the vinyl-upholstered chairs.
“Since the summer after I graduated from high school.”
“You were able to buy a house when you were eighteen?”
She smiled. “Of course not. It was my grandparents’. When Grandpa Roger retired and they relocated to Arizona, they gave this place to me. I had about eight roommates living with me during my college years. It helped pay the power bill.” She set his mug on the table, then sat on the chair opposite him.
“You never wanted to leave Idaho?” he asked.
“What for? Everything I want is here.”
“Guess I can’t argue with that or I wouldn’t be moving back myself.” He lifted his mug and took a sip.
That was the precise moment the chair viciously attacked his right leg.
 
The instant Joe vaulted out of his chair with a yowl, his mug clattering to the floor, spilling tea everywhere, Alicia knew what had happened.
“Rosie!” she scolded, leaning down—not an easy thing to do these days—to peer under the table.
The orange tabby cat sat in the corner, looking pleased with herself.
“Rosie?” Joe followed Alicia’s example, bending over to see his assailant for himself.
Alicia shook her finger. “Shame on you, Rosie Harris.”
The cat looked at Joe and hissed.
“What sort of demon is that?”
“She’s not a demon. Strangers make her nervous.”
Joe straightened. “They make her nervous? She’s the one with claws.”
Alicia sat up. “She’ll be okay once she gets used to you.”
“She’d better.” He scowled. “Got a mop? I’ll clean up this mess.”
“I’ll do it. She’s my cat.” She started to rise, but he stopped her with a hand on her shoulder.
“No, I’ll do it. Just tell me where the mop is.”
“In the utility room.”
“Any more cats lying in wait to take pieces out of me?”
She shook her head. “No more cats. But there’s an overly friendly sheepdog in the backyard. I’ll introduce you to Rags later.”
“Great,” he muttered as he turned away. “Just great.”
Alicia bit her lip to keep from laughing out loud.
“Go ahead,” he said without looking at her. “Laugh all you want. What goes around comes around.”
“So I’ve heard.”
 
Joe knew there was a good reason he’d lived the past two decades without owning a pet. With his left hand grasping the mop handle, he leaned down to check his right calf. He wouldn’t be surprised if he found it bleeding. It wasn’t, but there were a couple of thin red welts.
“This is a mistake and I’m going to regret it,” he muttered.
It wasn’t too late, of course. He could tell Alicia he’d changed his mind. Nothing irreversible had happened yet.
He came out of the utility room door and stopped still, captured by the view before him.
Alicia leaned back in one of those ugly fifties chairs that looked as if they were straight out of a trolley car diner. She stroked her belly with both hands, a tender smile curving her bowlike mouth.
“Humphrey,” she said softly, “you’re gonna have to help teach Rosie some manners when you get here. I don’t seem to be doing much of a job of it.”
Humphrey. What kind of name was that to call a kid? The baby was likely to be born with a textbook full of classic neuroses. It would take years of counseling to straighten him out.
As if she’d felt his gaze upon her, she glanced his way. Her smile vanished.
He was sorry to see it go. “Found it.” He held up the mop. “Is it safe to come out?”
It worked. She smiled again. “Yes. Rosie’s gone.”
“You sure?” He poked his head around the edge of the door, pretending to be nervous.
“I’m sure.” She pushed up from her chair. “While you do that, I’ll make sure everything’s ready for you in the baby’s room. There’s a twin-size bed in there for you to use.”
“Hey, Alicia.”
She stopped and looked over her shoulder.
“I planned on staying at a motel until your grandfather arrives. But I could use a place to store my stuff.”
“I’ve got a room for storage upstairs. You can put most of it there. But you’ll need some things in my bedroom and bathroom.” She blushed the way she had that day in the café. “You know, so Grandpa won’t suspect anything.”
“I have a bad feeling about all of this.”
“Are you trying to back out?”
As everyone in the world knew—judging by the countless jokes he’d heard over the past decade—lawyers were cold, calculating scavengers, the bottom-feeders of society, out to cut whoever’s throat they must. But Joe didn’t feel cold or calculating when she looked at him the way she was now. Instead, he felt like some chivalrous knight riding out to protect the fair damsel in distress.
Which was about the most absurd thing he’d ever thought!
“No,” he answered as he turned away and applied the mop to the floor. “I made a promise and I’ll keep it. But I think this is all one big mistake.”
 
They had three days to learn everything they could about each other. Alicia knew it wasn’t much time.
“We must seem as though we’re in love,” she said as they sat down that evening to a supper of green salad, spaghetti and garlic bread. “If we’ve been married for nearly eight months, we should have some sort of routine worked out.” She reached for the salt shaker. “So tell me. Are you a morning person or a night person?”
“Night.”
“I love mornings. I’m all sunshine and singing.”
“That’s sick.” He tore off a piece of garlic bread. “My turn. Do you drink herbal tea because you like it or because you’re pregnant?”
“Both. But I prefer coffee in the morning.” She twirled spaghetti around her fork. “My doctor’s name is Jamison. Matt Jamison. He’s a general practitioner, and he’s been my doctor for eight years.”
“Why didn’t you take my name when we got married?”
“That’s a good point. Grandpa Roger will ask that, too.” She pondered the matter for a few moments while eating. “I suppose we could use the excuse of all the red tape the store would have to go through.”
“What kind of store is it, by the way? I’ve forgotten what your profile said.”
“It’s called Bundles of Joy, and it’s a maternity and baby shop.”
Joe raised an eyebrow as he straightened in his chair. “You’re kidding.”
“No. Not kidding.”
“How long have you been in business?”
“For five years. I moved the store to the Main Street location three years ago. It’s one block from the coffee shop where we met last week.” She frowned. “Didn’t we cover any of this after we connected on LinkedIn?”
“Some. But we’d better go over it again and again.”
Alicia had a suspicion that Joe was beginning to enjoy himself. Perhaps this was a little like preparing for a trial. She could almost see the wheels in his head turning.
“What’s the story about how we became reacquainted?” he asked. “And what are you telling your grandfather about why you kept the marriage a secret all this time?”
Her appetite, normally robust, was gone. She pushed her plate away, then slid her chair back from the table and rose. She walked to the window. A nearly full moon peeked over the mountains in the east. In a short while, it would be almost as bright as day outside.
She hated the idea of lying to Grandpa Roger, but what else could she do? He didn’t need stress right now, not with his health so fragile. She remembered how he’d looked in that hospital room with machines beeping and fluids dripping through tubes. It was nothing short of a miracle that he was alive today, and he wasn’t out of danger yet.
No, she didn’t have any other choice. She would tell a thousand lies if she had to. She would pretend to be married and happy. To protect Grandpa Roger, she would do anything.
Joe touched her shoulder.
Surprised—she hadn’t heard his approach—she turned quickly.
“You okay?” he asked, his voice gentle and low, his eyes watching her with concern.
She nodded, feeling weepy.
“Maybe we’ve covered enough for tonight. We can start again in the morning.”
“Thanks for doing this, Joe.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “I can’t say it enough. Thanks. I know it’s an imposition.”
He grinned. “I don’t know. Free rent for six weeks. Somebody to talk to over a great supper of spaghetti. What’s an imposition about that?”
“But it is, and we both know it.”
“Hey.” He leaned a little closer, laying the flat of his hand against her cheek. “What’re old friends for?”
Her heart leaped in her chest. Her breath felt short.
Joe’s eyes widened a fraction, then he stepped back from her. Looking over his shoulder toward the table, he said, “I’ll clear up. You go on to bed. I can let myself out.”
“You don’t have to—”
“I’m used to doing dishes, Alicia. I’ve been taking care of myself for a lot of years.”
She should ask him about his own brief marriage. It was something a second wife would know. But that could wait for another time.
“Go on.” He jerked his head toward the doorway. “I’ll make sure everything’s locked up and the lights turned out.” He smiled again. “See you in the morning. I’ll be here bright and early.”
She half wished he would take her in his arms. Then common sense returned.
“Good night,” she whispered and hurried out of the kitchen.
 
“That went well, Palermo.”
This knight-in-shining-armor gig wasn’t as easy as it looked.
Joe cleared the table, setting dirty dishes on the counter and putting leftovers in the fridge. Then he filled the deep sink with hot sudsy water and washed the dishes, setting them in the drain to air-dry.
All the while he thought about Alicia, her love for her grandfather, and what a predicament she was in because of some jerk named Grant. Of course, that part was her own fault. Nobody with a lick of sense got married three weeks after meeting someone.
He thought of Marlene. His ex-wife. He and Marlene had known each other for four years before they got married, and their marriage hadn’t lasted much longer than Alicia’s. Only six months, but those had been the longest six months of Joe’s life.
He winced. Joe Palermo, hotshot attorney, tops in his class—and major stooge. His ex-wife had taken him to the cleaners. Worse than the financial aspects of the divorce, however, had been the loss of his faith. He’d wanted to be married for a lifetime. Why hadn’t God kept Marlene from leaving and divorcing him? He’d kept up his side of the bargain. Why hadn’t God? He’d stayed angry about it for a long time.
He wasn’t angry with God anymore. He’d come to accept that failures come to everyone, that bad things happen to good people, that even when you want something that is right, it doesn’t mean you’ll get it. He was learning to trust God with his days, with his future.
One thing he believed without question: marriage wasn’t for him. He was content to return to an empty house at the end of the day. Like his dad before him, he immersed himself in work. That wouldn’t change because he relocated from California to Idaho. And, when he wasn’t working, he intended to hit the ski slopes or hike in the backcountry.
No, he wasn’t—and wouldn’t ever be—family man material.
He glanced around the bright yellow kitchen with all its cozy touches. Could he see himself living in a home like this?
Not hardly.
He hung up the dish towel, flicked off the light switch and headed out the door.
 
“Oh, Humphrey,” Alicia whispered, “what’s going on?”
Lying on her bed beneath her warm down comforter, she stared upward, watching as moonlight and shadows danced across her ceiling.
Rags whimpered and laid her head on the bed near Alicia’s side. She ruffled the Old English sheepdog’s ears.
“How about you, girl? You have any ideas?”
The dog plopped both of her front paws on the bed and began wagging her tail.
“Okay. For a little while.”
Rags jumped onto the mattress and plopped down next to her mistress.
Alicia didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. There she was, big, pregnant, single and in bed with her dog.
If that wasn’t a commentary on her life, she didn’t know what was.
Rags flopped her furry head onto Alicia’s abdomen and whimpered again.
“My thoughts exactly,” she whispered to the dog. “My thoughts exactly.”
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