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Dear Friends,



Welcome back to Cedar Cove! Theres been lots going on in town since your last visit. Olivia, Jack, Grace, Maryellen, Jon and everyone else are eager to fill you in. Youre probably curious about who started the fire that destroyed The Lighthouse restaurant  and are you in for a surprise. So many of you wrote to tell me who you thought was responsible  and only one person guessed right.



In addition to the solution of that mystery, youll get an update on all the characters. Im also going to introduce you to someone new, a chess player I loved the instant he turned up on the page. Bobby Polgar is one of my most unusual male characters. But wait  theres more! (I love it when I get to say that.) If youre interested in further updates on the characters, log on to my webpage and click on the Cedar Cove button. The characters themselves have written letters and as a bonus have included favourite recipes. (Thats because the author loves to cook and to eat  so the characters do, too!)



If youre not online, you can contact me at my office, PO Box 1458, Port Orchard, Washington 98366, USA. I really enjoy hearing from my readers; I read and value every one of your letters.



Now relax and step out of your own world for a few hours and into the world of Cedar Cove. Were so glad you stopped by. I hope you have a good time and that youll want to come again.
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To Martha Powers

My walking partner, fellow career dieter and best of all
My friend






Some of the Residents of Cedar Cove, Washington

Olivia Lockhart Griffin: Family Court judge in Cedar Cove. Mother of Justine and James. Married to Jack Griffin. Lives at 16 Lighthouse Road.



Jack Griffin: Editor of the Cedar Cove Chronicle. Recovering alcoholic. Married to Olivia. Recently suffered a heart attack.



Charlotte Jefferson Rhodes: Mother of Olivia and of Will Jefferson. Now married to widower Ben Rhodes.



Justine (Lockhart) Gunderson: Daughter of Olivia. Married to Seth Gunderson. Mother of Leif. The Gundersons live at 6 Rainier Drive.



Seth Gunderson: Justines husband. Co-owner, with Justine, of The Lighthouse restaurant, which was recently destroyed by fire.



James Lockhart: Olivias son and Justines younger brother. In the Navy. Lives in San Diego with his wife, Selina, and daughter, Isabella.



Stanley Lockhart: Olivias ex-husband and father of James and Justine. Now lives in Seattle.



Will Jefferson: Olivias brother, Charlottes son. Married and lives in Atlanta.



Grace Sherman: Olivias best friend. Librarian. Widow of Dan Sherman. Mother of Maryellen Bowman and Kelly Jordan. Now married to Cliff Harding. Lived at 204 Rosewood Lane.



Cliff Harding: Retired engineer, now a horse breeder living in Olalla, near Cedar Cove.



Cal Washburn: Horse trainer, employed by Cliff Harding.



Maryellen Bowman: Oldest daughter of Grace and Dan Sherman. Mother of Katie. Married to Jon Bowman. Pregnant with their second child.



Jon Bowman: Photographer, married to Maryellen. Father of Katie.



Joseph and Ellen Bowman: Estranged father and stepmother of Jon.



Zachary Cox: Accountant, married to Rosie. Father of Allison and Eddie Cox. The family lives at 311 Pelican Court.



Anson Butler: Boyfriend of Allison Cox. Suspect in The Lighthouse fire.



Cecilia Randall: Navy wife, living in Cedar Cove. Accountant, working for Zach Cox. Married to Ian Randall. Mother of Aaron.



Rachel Pendergast: Works at the Get Nailed salon. Friends with widower Bruce Peyton and his daughter, Jolene. Romantically involved with sailor Nate Olsen.



Bob and Peggy Beldon: Retired. Own a Bed & Breakfast at 44 Cranberry Point.



Roy McAfee: Private investigator, retired from Seattle police force. Two adult children, Mack and Linnette. Married to Corrie, who works as his office manager. The McAfees live at 50 Harbor Street.



Linnette McAfee: Daughter of Roy and Corrie. Moves to Cedar Cove to work as a physician assistant in the new medical clinic.



Gloria Ashton: Police officer on Bremerton force. Linnettes friend and neighbour  recently discovered to be her sister, adopted at birth.



Troy Davis: Cedar Cove sheriff.



Pastor Flemming: Local Methodist minister.



Teri Miller: Hair stylist at Get Nailed. Friend of Rachel Pendergast.





One

Justine Gunderson woke suddenly from a deep sleep, with the vague sense that something was wrong. A moment later, she remembered, and an intense sadness pressed down upon her. Lying on her back, she stared up at the dark ceiling as the realization hit her yet again. The Lighthouse, the restaurant she and Seth had poured their lives into, was gone. Gone. It had burned to the ground a week ago, in a blazing fire that lit up the night sky for miles around Cedar Cove. A fire started by an unidentified arsonist.

Without bothering to look, Justine knew her husband wasnt in bed with her. Only a week had passed since the fire, but it felt like a month, a year, a lifetime. She didnt think Seth had slept more than three or four hours at a stretch since that shocking phone call.

Folding back the sheet, she climbed slowly out of bed. It was barely four, according to the digital readout on the clock radio. Moonlight filtered through a gap in the curtains, creating patterns on the bedroom walls. Justine slipped her arms into the sleeves of her robe and went in search of her husband.

As shed suspected, she found him in the living room, pacing. He moved ceaselessly, his angry strides taking him from the fireplace to the window and back. When he saw her, he continued to walk, looking away as though he couldnt face her. She could tell he didnt want her near him. She barely recognized this man her husband had become since news of the fire.

Cant you sleep? she asked, whispering for fear of waking their four-year-old son. Leif was a light sleeper and although he was too young to understand what had happened, the child intuitively knew his parents were upset.

I want to find out who did this and why. Fists clenched, Seth turned on her as if she should be able to tell him.

Tucking her long, straight hair behind her ears, Justine sank into the rocker in which shed once nursed their son. I do, too, she told him. Shed never seen Seth this restless. Her strikingly blond husband was of Swedish extraction, a big man, nearly six-six, with broad shoulders to match. Hed been a commercial fisherman until soon after their marriage. That was when theyd decided to open the restaurant. The Lighthouse had been Seths dream, and with financial assistance from his parents, hed invested everythinghis skill, his emotions, their finances-in this venture. Justine had been at his side every step of the way.

In the beginning, while Leif was an infant, shed kept the books and handled the payroll. When their son grew old enough for preschool, shed assumed a more active role, working as hostess and filling in where needed.

Who would do this? he demanded again.

The answer eluded her just as it did him. Why anyone would want to hurt them was beyond her comprehension. They had no enemies that she knew of and no serious rivals. It was hard to believe theyd been the target of a random firebug, but maybe that was the case. So far, thered been little real progress in tracking down the arsonist.

Seth, she whispered gently, stretching her hand toward him. You cant go on like this.

He didnt respond, and Justine realized he hadnt heard her. She longed to ease his mind, to reassure him. Her fear was that the fire had destroyed more than the restaurant. It had stolen Seths peace of mind, his purpose and, in some ways, his innocence. Hed lost faith in the goodness of others and confidence in his own abilities.

Justines innocence had been devastated one bright summer afternoon in 1986, when her twin brother, Jordan, had drowned. Justine had held his lifeless body in her arms until the paramedics arrived. Shed been in shock, unable to grasp that her brother, her twin, was gone. Hed broken his neck after a careless dive off a floating dock.

Her entire world had forever changed that day. Her parents divorced shortly afterward and her father had quickly remarried. To all outward appearances, Justine had adjusted to the upheaval in her life. Shed graduated from high school, finished college and found employment at First National Bank, then risen to branch manager. Although shed had no intention of ever marrying, shed been dating Warren Saget, a local builder who was the same age as her mother. Then shed met Seth Gunderson at their ten-year high-school reunion.

Seth had been her brothers best friend. Shed always felt that if Seth had been with Jordan that day, her brother might still be alive, and her own life wouldve been differentalthough she wasnt sure exactly how. It was ridiculous to entertain such thoughts; she recognized that on a conscious level. And yetit was what she believed.

All through high school shed barely spoken to Seth. He was the football hero, the class jock. She was the class brain. And never the twain had met until that night nearly six years ago, when shed run into him at the reunion planning meeting. Seth had casually mentioned that hed had a crush on her during their high-school days. The look in his eyes told her hed found her beautiful then and even more so now.

They hadnt experienced an easy courtship. Warren Saget hadnt wanted to lose her and made a concerted effort to pressure her into marrying him. Hed instinctively understood that Seth was a major threat. Warren bought Justine the largest diamond shed ever seen, promising a life of luxury and social prominence if she agreed to be his wife.

All Seth had to offer Justine was a twenty-year-old live-aboard sailboatand his love. By that time, she was so head-over-heels crazy about him that she could scarcely breathe. Still, she struggled, unwilling to listen to her own heart. Then, one day, she couldnt resist him anymore

Im calling the fire marshal this morning, Seth muttered, breaking into her thoughts. I want answers.

Seth, she tried again. Honey, why

Dont honey me, he snapped.

Justine flinched at the rage in his voice.

Its been a full week. They should have some information by now, only theyre not telling us. Theres something they dont want me to know and Im going to find out what. If I have to bring Roy McAfee in, I will! He looked directly at her then, probably for the first time since shed entered the room.

Seth, I like and trust Roy, she said, referring to the towns only private investigator, but the fire departments already investigating. So is the insurance company. Let them do their jobs, Justine said in a soft voice. Let the sheriff do his.

Splaying his fingers though his hair, he released a slow breath. Im sorry, I dont mean to take my frustration out on you.

I know. Justine got up and walked into his arms, pressing her body against his, urging him to relax. Come back to bed and try to sleep, she said.

He shook his head. I cant. Every time I close my eyes, all I can see is The Lighthouse going up in smoke.

Seth had arrived a few minutes after the fire trucks and stood by helplessly as the restaurant, engulfed in flames, had quickly become a lost cause.

I cant believe it was Anson Butler, Justine said, thinking out loud. Shed liked the boy and had trusted himwhich, according to her friends and neighbors, had been a mistake.

You dont want to believe its him, her husband returned, the anger back in the clipped harshness of his words.

That was true. Seth had hired Anson several months earlier. The teenager was paying off court expenses because of a fire hed set in the city park. Hed had no explanation for why hed burned down the toolshed. All Justine really knew were the few details Seth had divulged at the time hed taken the boy on.

To his credit, Anson had turned himself in to the authorities and accepted full responsibility for his actions. That had impressed her husband, and on the recommendation of their accountant and friend, Zachary Cox, whod become something of a mentor to the boy, Seth had agreed to give Anson a job.

At first the teenager had made an effort to prove his worth. Hed shown up early for his shifts and put in extra hours, eager to please his employer. Then within a few weeks, everything had fallen apart. Tony, another dishwasher, had taken a dislike to Anson and the two had exchanged words. From what she understood, theyd also gotten into a shoving match once or twice. As a result of their animosity, the tension in the kitchen had increased. Seth had talked it over with Justine and shed suggested they separate the two boys. Seth decided to make Anson a prep cook. Tony didnt like the idea of Anson getting a promotion, while hed been on staff longer and remained a dishwasher.

Then money had gone missing from the office and, although others had access to the money box, both Tony and Anson had been seen entering the room. When questioned, Anson claimed hed been looking for Seth because a supplier had a problem. Tony insisted he needed to talk to Seth about his schedule. Both boys were suspects, so Seth felt he had no choice but to lay them both off. The money was never recovered. Seth blamed himself because hed left the safe open, lockbox inside, while he was briefly out of the office.

A week later, The Lighthouse had burned to the ground.

We dont have any proof it was Anson, Justine reminded her husband.

Well get proof. Whether hes the culprit or somebody else is. Well find whoever did this. Seths hard mouth was set with determination and his body tensed.

Try to sleep, she urged again. Despite his reluctance, she led him back to their bedroom.

Together they slipped under the sheets and she moved her body close to his. Seth lay on his back, eyes open, as she slid her leg over his and draped her arm across his powerful chest. He held her tight, as if she were the only solid thing left in a world that had started to crumble. Kissing his neck, Justine purred in his ear, hoping that if they made love, the restlessness in him would ease and hed be able to relax. But Seth shook his head, rejecting her subtle offer. She swallowed down the hurt and tried not to take it personally. All of this would be over soon, she told herself; soon everything would be back to normal. Justine had to believe it. Without that hope, despair would encroach, which was something she had to avoid at any cost. She fought to maintain a positive outlook, for her husbands sake and for the sake of her marriage.

When Justine woke again, it was morning and Leif was climbing onto her bed, wanting breakfast. Penny, their cocker spaniel-poodle mix, followed him, eyeing the bed.

Wheres Daddy? she asked, sitting upright, rubbing her hand tiredly over her face.

Her son dragged his teddy bear onto the bed, blue eyes soulful. In his office.

That wasnt a good sign.

Its time we got you ready for school, Justine said briskly, glancing at the clock. Quarter to eight already. Leifs preschool class was held every morning, and even though their own schedules had fallen apart, Justine and Seth had done their best to keep Leifs timetable consistent.

Daddys mad again, the four-year-old whispered.

Justine sighed. This was almost a daily occurrence, and she worried about the effect of so much tension on their son, who couldnt possibly understand why Daddy was mad or Mommy sometimes cried.

Did he growl at you? Justine asked, then roared like a grizzly bear, shaping her hands into make-believe claws. With Penny barking cheerfully, she crawled across the mattress after her son, distracting him from worries about his father.

Leif shrieked and scrambled off the bed, racing for his bedroom. Justine followed and laughingly cornered the boy. Leifs eyes flashed with delight as she set out his clothes. He insisted on getting dressed on his own these days, so she let him.

After saying a perfunctory goodbye to her husband, Justine delivered Leif to preschool. When she pulled back into the driveway, Seth came out the door to greet her. The April sky was overcast, and rain was imminent. The weather was a perfect reflection of their mood, Justine thought. A sunny day wouldve seemed incongruous when they both felt so fearful and angry.

I talked to the fire marshal, her husband announced as she got out of her car.

Did he have any news?

Seths frown darkened. Nothing he was willing to tell me. The insurance adjusters taking his own sweet time, too.

Seth, these things require patience. She needed answers as much as he did, but she certainly didnt want the fire marshal to rush the investigation.

Dont you start on me, he flared. Were losing ground every day. How are we supposed to live without the restaurant?

The insurance

I know about the insurance money, he said, cutting her off. But we wont get anything for at least a month. And it isnt going to keep our employees from seeking other jobs. It isnt going to pay back my parents investment. They put their trust in me.

Seths parents had invested a significant amount of the start-up money; Seth and Justine paid them monthly and she knew Mr. and Mrs. Gunderson relied on that income.

Justine didnt have any solutions for him. She recognized that he was distressed about more than the financial implications of the fire, but she had no quick or ready answers. What would you like me to do? she asked. Tell me and Ill do it.

He glared at her in a way shed never seen before. What Id like, he muttered, is for you to stop acting as if this is a temporary inconvenience. The Lighthouse is gone. Weve lost everything, and youre acting like its no big deal. Justine recoiled at the unfairness of his words. He made it sound as if she was some kind of Pollyanna who wasnt fully aware of their situation. Dont you realize the last five years are in ashes? he railed. Five years of working sixteen-hour days and for what?

But we havent lost everything, she countered, hoping to inject some reason into his tirade. She didnt mean to be argumentative; she simply wanted him to see that although this was a dreadful time, they still had each other. They had their child and their house. Together theyd find the strength to start overif only Seth could let go of this anger.

Youre doing it again. He shook his head in barely controlled frustration.

You want me to be as angry as you are, she said.

Yes! he shouted. You should be angry. You should want answers just like I do. You should

More than anything, she cried, her own control snapping, I want my husband back. Im as sick as you are about everything thats happened. Weve lost our business, and to me thats horrible, its tragic, but it isnt the end of my world.

Her husband stared at her, incredulous. How can you say that?

Maybe youre trying to lose your wife and son, too, she yelled, and before she could change her mind, she slipped back inside the car, slamming the door. Seth didnt try to stop her and that was fine with Justine. She needed to get away from him, too.

Without waiting for his reaction, she backed out of the driveway.

With no real destination, Justine drove into town, a few blocks from where Leif attended preschool classes. Her son would be in school for another two hours, and she had nothing urgent to do, no one to see, so she walked down to the marina.

Struggling to find meaning in the disaster that was battering her marriage, she sat down on a wooden bench in Waterfront Park and gazed out at the cove. The sky was even darker now, and the water crashed against the rocks near the shore. She needed to think. Everything would be all right when she got home, she told herself. Seth would be sorry for what hed said, and she

Justine, is that you?

She glanced up to see Warren Saget coming toward her. She offered him a weak smile. She didnt welcome his companydidnt want to see anyone right now, but especially Warren, whod let it be known that he still had feelings for her. When shed declined his proposal, he hadnt taken it with good grace, and she tended to avoid him.

Without waiting for an invitation, he sat down beside her. I was sorry to read about the fire.

The Cedar Cove Chronicle had published a front-page spread about the arson, and everyone in town had been talking about it all week.

It wasa shock, she mumbled, suddenly cold.

Youre going to rebuild, of course?

She nodded. She couldnt imagine Seth not wanting to rebuild. Within a few months, all of this would be behind them, she told herself again. Everything would be all right. There was simply no other option.

A chill raced up and down her arms as she remembered that this was exactly what shed believed the day theyd buried Jordan. It was over, shed thought then. All the relatives would go home and school would start and everything would go on the same as before. Only it hadnt. How naive shed been, a thirteen-year-old girl whod trusted her parents to maintain the steady course of her life. They hadnt; they couldnt. Their own suffering had made them unable to cope with hers, destroying their marriage and tearing their family apart. Far from being over, the grief had barely begun.

Warren, she said, panic rising inside her all at once. She reached for his hand, gripping it hard. She was hyperventilating; she couldnt get her breath. She heard herself gasping for air. The world began to spin.

Whats wrong? he asked, and his voice seemed to come from a long way off. Are you ill?

Idont know, she said on a choked whisper, the panic settling in. Suddenly she felt an overwhelming need to find her mother.

What should I do? he asked, placing his arm protectively around her shoulders. Should I take you to the clinic? Call for an Aid Car?

She shook her head, feeling small and lost and childlike. II want my mother.

Warren didnt hesitate. He leaped to his feet. Ill get her.

No. She tried not to sob. She was an adult. She should be more capable of dealing with the events in her own life. Looking at Warren, she forced herself to take deep, even breaths. She forced her heart to stop racing.

I think youre having a panic attack, Warren said, brushing damp hair from her temple. My poor Justine. Wheres Seth?

H-home. She couldnt, wouldnt tell him anything more.

Should I phone him?

No! IIm fine now, she said shakily.

Warren slipped his arm around her and held her head against his shoulder. Dont worry about a thing, he whispered soothingly. Ill take care of you.







Two

Clutching her textbooks, Allison Cox rushed from her first-period American History to her French class. She slid into her desk and ignored the whispers that ceased abruptly as soon as she entered the room.

No one needed to tell her the topic of conversation. She knew. Everyone was whispering about Anson. Her friends assumed he was the one whod burned down The Lighthouse. He wasnt! She refused to believe he was in any way responsible for the fire. Anson wouldnt do anything so underhanded to the Gundersons. Not only had they been good to him, he wasnt that kind of person. He wasnt cruel or vindictive. Allison didnt care what anyone thought or saidshe wouldnt lose faith in Anson or the love they shared.

Turning, she glared over her shoulder at Kaci and Emily. According to her so-called friends, she was walking hand in hand with denial. Fine, they could think whatever they wanted; it had nothing to do with her. They could condemn Anson, but she wouldnt.

The class bell rang, and she slowly turned around, ignoring the flow of gossip. Yes, Anson had disappeared right after the fire. Yes, hed burned down the shed in the park. But she just couldnt accept that hed had anything to do with what had happened at The Lighthouse.

Shed convinced herself that Anson would return to Cedar Cove soon. With all her heart, she believed hed be back by graduation. She clung to that hope, focused on the dateJune fourthand refused to doubt him.

The afternoon dragged by. Every day had since shed seen him the night of the fire. After her last class she couldnt get away fast enough. She hurried off the school grounds to her part-time job at her dads accounting firm. As she walked to the building owned by her father and his partners, she reviewed the facts as she remembered them. She did this often; she went over and over every detail she could recall. Logically, she understood why someone who didnt know Anson might conclude that he was an arsonist. Okay, so hed made that one mistake last fall, with the park shed. But hed owned up to it, taken his punishment and moved on.

Itd been a week since shed seen himthe longest week of her life. She remembered how hed come to her that night. Shed been asleep and hed tapped against her bedroom window, waking her. It wasnt the first time hed appeared in the middle of the night, only now he wouldnt come inside. Hed explained that the only reason he was there was to tell her goodbye.

Shed argued with him, but hed been adamant, insisting he had to leave. So many questions remained unanswered, including the issue of the missing money. Anson swore he knew nothing about that and she believed him. Mr. Gunderson was wrong to blame Anson for a crime he didnt commit.

Worse, according to the terms of his plea agreement, the agreement Anson had made with the court after the first arson, hed pledged to stay in school and make restitution.

But Anson hadnt been in school the week before the fire, and Allison had been worried sick, wondering where he was and what he was doing. No one seemed to have any idea, and no one seemed to care, either. Not even his mother.

Anson had said he was leaving and wouldnt tell her where he was going or when hed be back. Hed kissed her goodbye and although shed pleaded with him to stay, to talk things out, hed disappeared into the night.

The next morning, on one of the worst days of her life, Allisons mother, Rosie, woke her and said Sheriff Troy Davis needed to ask her a few questions. That was when shed learned about The Lighthouse. As best she could, Allison answered the sheriffs questionsexcept she didnt tell him everything.

She couldnt.

Not even her parents knew the full truth.

She dared not tell her dad for fear hed lose his trust in Ansonand in her.

Allison was grateful for this job at her fathers office. Even though it was only part-time, it distracted her from her troubles for at least a few hours a day.

Her father had tried to help Anson. Allison appreciated the way hed stepped in and stood at Ansons side after that fire in the park. Her father had been the only one, too. Ansons own mother had turned her back on him; Cherry Butler had as much as said that her son deserved whatever he got. Nor did she seem terribly concerned that Anson had now disappeared. According to Cherry, hed come back when he was ready, and until then, she wasnt wasting any time worrying about him. Allison was horrified by his mothers attitude.

If Allison had run away, she knew her parents would never stop looking for her. And they wouldnt ever give up on her, like Ansons mother had on him.

But then, that was what Anson had said the night he leftthat Allison was lucky. She had parents who loved her and cared about her. Anson claimed no one gave a damn about him. He was wrong. Allison cared. Her parents, too, were concerned about him, although of course their primary goal was to protect Allison.

Some kids were born lucky, Anson had told her, and she was one of them. He wasnt. He insisted that he had to make his own luck.

As she opened the front door of Smith, Cox and Jefferson, Allison noticed that the reception area was full of clients whod waited until the last minute to file their taxes. With only four days to go until April fifteenth, she sensed the uneasiness in the room. It was like this every year.

Mary Lou, the receptionist, returned Allisons smile. Theres someone to see you in the kitchen, she said.

For a fleeting moment Allison thought it might be Anson. It couldnt be, though. The minute he showed up, the sheriffs office would become involved. Her father would be duty-bound to call them. Because Sheriff Davis suspected Anson would try to contact her at some point, her parents had discussed the possibility and the action theyd have to take. The matter was out of her hands and her fathers, too. Allison had no choice but to accept that.

Who is it? she asked.

Another smile appeared on the receptionists face. Youll just have to check it out for yourself.

Allison was puzzled, since it wasnt like Mary Lou to be so mysterious.

The kitchen, located behind the office, wasnt a real kitchenmore of a lunchroom, with a microwave and a small refrigerator, plus a table and four chairs. Most days, Allison stuck her schoolbooks and purse in a cupboard there. As she walked into the room, she saw a baby carriercomplete with baby-resting on the table.

Cecilia! she cried, delighted beyond words. Her fathers assistant had been a good friend to Allison, a better friend than either of her parents would ever know.

Three years earlier, Zach and Rosie Cox had divorced. It had been a terrible time for their family, especially Allison. Shed rebelled, hanging out with the wrong crowd. Her grades had slipped drastically and shed stopped caring about much of anything.

When her father offered her a part-time job, she wasnt fooled. Shed been well aware that the only reason he was willing to hire her was to keep an eye on her after school. Shed taken the job, but shed gone into it with a bad attitude.

Then she discovered she wouldnt be working for her dad. Hed assigned her to assist Cecilia Randall, and the young navy wife had helped Allison understand her own behaviorwhat she was doing and why. Cecilias parents had divorced when she was ten and she understood the pain Allison was feeling. Cecilia had guided her out of the self-destructive rut into which shed stumbled.

As soon as Cecilia saw Allison now, she opened her arms wide for a hug. I decided Aaron could do with a day out in the sunshine, her friend said, wrapping her arms around Allison and pulling her close. The baby was only three weeks old, so Cecilia hadnt been out of the office long. It felt like an eternity, though, because so much had happened.

Clasping Allisons shoulders, Cecilia leaned back and studied her. You look

Dreadful, Allison muttered. With everyone else, including her parents, she could pretend, but not with Cecilia. She wasnt sleeping nights, and shed grown so weary of carrying this burden of worry and fear.

Anson, Cecilia whispered.

Allison nodded.

The baby began to cry, demanding attention. He was loosely covered with the blanket Allison had knit. At first glance she thought Aaron resembled Cecilias husband, Ian, but as she studied the baby, Allison saw plenty of his mother in him, too.

Oh, Cecilia, hes adorable, she whispered, giving Aaron her finger to hold. The infant immediately clutched it with one tiny hand, and she was surprised by the strength of his grip.

Hes already spoiled, Cecilia said, smiling fondly down on her son. Its bad enough that Im at his beck and call, but you should see Ian. Youd think the sun rose and set on this baby.

Because Cecilia and Ians first baby had died shortly after her birth, Allison knew how precious this child was to her friend. Aaron started to fuss again, more loudly this time. Cecilia lifted him out of the carrier and sat down at the table. I think Id better nurse him for a few minutes, she said, draping the blanket over her shoulder while she unfastened her blouse and expertly arranged her son.

Sit, she ordered Allison, gesturing with her head at the chair beside her.

Allison willingly complied. Ive wanted to talk to you so badly, she said. Thankfully, no one had come in search of her. Busy though the staff was, they seemed to know that Allison needed this time with Cecilia, just the two of them.

You can call me whenever you need to, Cecilia assured her. I worried about you when I didnt hear anything.

I couldnt

I know, Cecilia said as she nursed her infant son. Her gaze was focused on Aaron. With her free hand, she stroked the wisps of hair at his temple.

Do you remember that when we first met, I was going out with Ryan Wilson?

The kid with the paper-clip earring? Cecilia asked, grinning down at her son as if to suggest she dreaded the day hed become a teenager. I believe your father mightve have mentioned him.

Allison felt embarrassed now to recall how foolish shed been. Ryan was trouble, and getting involved with him had been a blatant attempt to pay her parents back for their selfishnesswhat she saw now as their temporary insanity. Soon after that, her parents had reconciled, and before the summer was out theyd remarried.

Anson isnt anything like Ryan. She shook her head. People might think he is, but Ansons a much better person. Hes smart and loyal and kind. Ryan isnt any of those things. He isnt even in school anymore. I have no idea where he is. But she had no idea where Anson was, either

I know that, Cecilia said calmly, and the reason I do is your father. He would never have gone out of his way to help if he thought Anson would hurt you.

He has hurt me, Allison protested, clenching her fists. I dont understand why he ran away. She wondered if Anson considered what a terrible position hed put her in. She realized that he didnt have the luxury of thinking about anyone but himself. He had to escape, had to run. However, hed left Allison to face his detractors, alone, and she was afraid.

Sometimes people dont know how to deal with pain, Cecilia said, her gaze still on her baby. The only way they can react is by running.

That only makes things worse, Allison said.

Youre wise to recognize that, Cecilia told her. But unfortunately, Anson hasnt figured it out. My guess is hes hurt and confused, and taking off was kind of a knee-jerk reaction to pain.

Where would he go? As far as she knew, Anson didnt have any family. His mother was a sorry excuse for a parent, and hed never known his father. Not once had Anson mentioned grandparents or uncles or aunts. Shed racked her brain, trying to work out where he could possibly find a hiding place. She hoped he was safe and had enough to eat.

Mom and Dad said the minute he contacts me I need to call Sheriff Davis.

And theyre right.

Allison agreed, although she didnt like it. Anson is what the sheriff called a person of interest. She was interested, too, darn it. She had questions of her own.

As soon as Aaron was finished, Cecilia buttoned her blouse and placed the baby over her shoulder, rubbing his back. Everythings going to work out, Allison. If Anson is innocent

He is, she said vehemently.

Cecilia raised her head abruptly, staring at Allison. Her dark eyes seemed to burn straight through her. Theres something youre not telling me, isnt there?

Allison swallowed convulsively.

I can see from the look in your eyes. Cecilia paused, waiting. Allison? Have you heard from him?

No.

Allison? she asked again, her voice calm. Youd better tell me.

IIm not sure

Why are you afraid?

Lowering her head, Allison bit her lip. No one else knows, she murmured. Last week, when the sheriff had come to speak to her, shed answered all his questionsto the letter. But he hadnt asked about this particular thing, and Allison hadnt volunteered the information.

You can trust me, Cecilia added. You know I want only the best for you.

Allison nodded. You wont tell anyone? She tried to keep the pleading out of her voice.

If you ask me not to say anything, I wont.

Not to anyone, she insisted.

I promise.

Okay. Allison took a deep breath. If I tell youyou might thinkyou might believe Anson set the fire.

Youre not withholding evidence, are you? Cecilia asked urgently. Because that would change everything.

No! I couldnt do that.

Cecilia sighed with relief. Good, because that would make you an accessory.

Sheriff Davis and her parents had already explained this. I answered all his questions truthfully, she said.

Cecilia frowned. This was a sin of omission, then?

Allison slowly released her breath. That nightwhen Anson knocked on my bedroom window.

She glanced up and Cecilia nodded, encouraging her to continue.

We talked, andand then he came into my room. Her mother had been really upset when Allison admitted that; she could only imagine what Rosie would say if she knew the rest.

Yes?

Allison hesitated again. Hehe was in my room for a few minutes and then he left and when he did She nearly choked on her words.

Cecilia leaned closer.

Allison could hardly make herself say it. II could smell smoke. Her throat was painfully dry. Not at first, I didnt, because all I could concentrate on was not letting him leave. I noticed a smell but I didnt think about it. Later I did, and when I realized what it was, I cried myself to sleep.

Anson smelled of smoke? Cecilia whispered the question.

Like that other time, Allison said shakily. As ifas if hed been standing close to a bonfire.

Cecilias shoulders sagged and she closed her eyes.

It was just as Allison had feared. Now even Cecilia believed Anson had burned down The Lighthouse.







Three

Arching her back, Maryellen Bowman shifted positions on the sofa, her temporary bed. The family living room had become her prison as the pregnancy moved into its final trimester. Jon was gone for the afternoon with Katie, their three-year-old daughter, so the house was quiet, peaceful. Maryellen knew she should try to rest. The problem was, she couldnt.

Worries assailed her from all sides. She worried about her unborn baby and this difficult pregnancy. She worried about the pressures her husband was under as he struggled to support their family now that The Lighthouse, where hed once worked as chef, was gone. She worried about his photographic career, her marriage and all the mistakes shed made. The worst one had come from the best intentions. Maryellen had tried so hard to heal the rift between Jon and his parents, and it had nearly destroyed her relationship with her husband.

She found it impossible to rest, and yet that was what the doctor had orderedbed rest for the remainder of this pregnancy. She was forbidden to climb stairs or exert herself in any way.

Yet how could she lie around when so much needed to be done? Leaning against the sofa, she closed her eyes and fought back depression. Itd never been like this when she carried Katie. That pregnancy had been normal in every respect.

Then shed miscarried their second child. The emotional costs of this third pregnancy had yet to be calculated. Still, they both desperately wanted their child. All Maryellen could do was follow her doctors instructions, try not to worry and pray that the baby would be born healthy and whole.

Because she was bedridden, everyone had pitched in. Her mother, especially, helped as much as she could, coming by twice a week with dinner and looking after Katie as often as her own busy life would allow. This gave both Jon and Maryellen a much-needed break. She hated to intrude on her mother, since Grace and Cliff were newly married and just now setting up house together. Grace had her own adjustments to make without taking on Maryellens problems.

The phone rang and Maryellen grabbed it, eager for any distraction.

Hello, she said, hoping her voice disguised the self-pity shed fallen into.

Its Ellen Bowman. Is everything all right?

Her mother-in-laws sympathy nearly overwhelmed her, bringing her close to tears. Maryellen felt dreadful, about as low as shed been in her entire life, other than during her brief first marriage. Im okay, she managed to tell her.

And Jon? Ellen asked hesitantly.

Hes Maryellen was willing to stretch the truth about her own state of mind and health, but she couldnt lie about her husbands. Not well, Ellen. Hes not doing well at all.

Her mother-in-law grew quiet. Joseph and I thought that might be the case. I know Jons angry. Hes made it abundantly clear that he doesnt want anything to do with either of us. His attitudes killing his father. But I know youve tried to talk to him, and we both appreciate your efforts more than we can say.

Maryellen had paid a high price for interfering between Jon and his parents and she dared not do it again. She and Jon had actually separated for a time, just before the miscarriage, because of her attempts to effect a reconciliation. Afterward, theyd sidestepped the whole issue. But earlier in the month, soon after shed begun her regimen of bed rest, Jon had conceded that they didnt have any choice other than to ask his family for help.

Yet he hadnt made the phone call, hadnt contacted them in any way, at least not that Maryellen knew about. Instead, they struggled from day to day until she feared their lives were about to implode. Neither Jon nor Maryellen could continue living with this constant, unrelenting stress.

Jon was going to phone you, Maryellen said. He told me.

He was? Hope elevated Ellens voice.

He hasnt, because, well, because hes afraid, I think, and proud. Too proud.

Ellen laughed softly. Hes like his father in that regard.

Maryellen smiled and tried to relax. This nervous tension was bad for the baby, bad for her, bad all around. At her last appointment, Dr. DeGroot had emphasized the importance of staying calm. When hed said she should try to keep her life stress-free, shed nearly laughed out loud.

Joseph and I ordered the Cedar Cove Chronicle mailed to us here in Oregon, Ellen said, and we read about the fire at The Lighthouse. We know Jon went back to work there.

Yes, its terrible news. Without his job as chef, Jon was left with only his photography earnings to support the family. His work was displayed in a Seattle gallery and sold well, but the money he made wasnt nearly enough to cover their living expenses, particularly now that Maryellen no longer had medical insurance.

Jons not working anywhere else, then?

His photographs are selling nicely, Maryellen felt obliged to tell her. Hes so talented. It was through his art that Maryellen had first come to know Jon Bowman. Hed brought his photographs for display at the Harbor Street Gallery, where she was employed as manager. They were among the most popular in the gallery.

Unlike some of the other artists, Jon preferred to keep a low profile. It wasnt until after Katie was born that shed learned this man she loved had spent time in prison. In order to save their younger son, his parents had lied and Jon had been sentenced for a crime hed never committed.

Joseph and I want to help, Ellen insisted. What can we do?

Im not sure She didnt feel comfortable stating the obviousthat she needed someone here, in the house, looking after Katie, preparing meals, cleaning.

Theres something wrong, Ellen said sharply. What is it?

ImIm having problems with the pregnancy, she admitted. Im on complete bed rest. The baby gave her a hard kick as if to remind her.

What about Katie? You cant possibly be taking care of her if youre confined to bed.

Im not. I cant. Shes with her father, Maryellen said. Jon was doing his best to sell his work and take care of their child, run the household, and everything else.

But how can he do that? Ellen asked, clearly concerned.

He cant. Maryellen was unwilling to explain further.

Were coming, Ellen announced. You both need us.

Maryellen sighed, feeling a surge of relief and simultaneous anxiety about Jons reaction. I cant ask you to do that.

You didnt, Ellen said. Our son will just have to swallow his silly pride. His familys at stake here. As far as Im concerned, this is Gods way of bringing us all back together. Jon cant very well ignore us now. Hes our son, and Katie and this new baby are our grandchildren. Ellen sounded like a force to be reckoned with.

Let me talk to him first, Maryellen urged.

You do that if you want, but it doesnt make the least bit of difference what he says. Joseph and I are coming to Cedar Cove, and thats that. Leave everything to me, Maryellen, she insisted in a determined voice. Ill be in touch.

They ended the conversation and afterward Maryellen did feel better. She didnt know what shed say to Jon. Maybe she wouldnt broach the subject, after all. Maybe she would leave everything to Ellen and Joseph. She was so weary of fighting him on this. Hed relented once and agreed to ask his family for help and then done nothing. She couldnt face that battle again.

Just as she was beginning to think it was time for Jon and Katie to return home, she heard a car pull into the yard. Trying to look rested and relaxed, she attempted a smile, waiting for her husband and daughter to walk into the house.

Instead the doorbell rang.

Visitors? In the middle of the day?

Before Maryellen could move, the door opened and Rachel Pendergast and Teri Miller entered, letting in warm spring air and sunshine and laughter. They worked at Get Nailed, the salon where Maryellen had her hair and nails done. Or used to

Rachel? Teri? Maryellen couldnt have been more surprisedand delighted. What are you doing here?

We are on a mission of mercy, Rachel declared. She set a white take-out bag on the coffee table in front of Maryellen, then reached for her hand. Shaking her head, Rachel gave a disparaging sigh. Just look at those nails, she muttered.

And I was thinking you could do with a haircut, Teri said cheerfully. And since we were coming, we decided to bring lunch for all of us.

Maryellen felt like laughing and crying at the same time. How did you know Ive been longing for some TLC? she whispered, endeavoring not to weep.

A little birdie told us, Rachel said, grinning. She walked into the kitchen and collected three plates.

This place is beautiful, Teri said. Hands on her ample hips, she glanced around. Rachel said Jon did most of the work himself. Mighty talented husband youve got there, my friend.

Maryellen had to agree. She liked both women immensely; Rachel had done her nails for years, while Teri had only recently started cutting Maryellens hair. Teri had a flair for the outrageous and was genuinely entertaining. More than that, she was a kind-hearted and compassionate personas her visit today proved.

Over the years, Maryellen had gotten to know them both pretty well, and at one time had tried to set Teri up with Jon. Now she was astonished that shed ever thought of such a thing. Teri and Jon were completely unsuited, but Maryellen hadnt even considered that. Shed been fighting her own attraction to him and had managed to convince herself that if he turned his attention elsewhere, hed forget about her and vice versa. However, Jon was interested only in her.

We brought you teriyaki chicken with rice and veggies, Rachel said as she pulled containers from the white sack.

Maryellens appetite had been almost nonexistent for weeks. Jon had to coax her to eat at every meal. But all at once she was ravenous.

That sounds fabulous.

Good. Rachel handed her a filled plate and a pair of chopsticks.

Maryellen sat cross-legged on the sofa while her two friends arranged ottomans on the other side of the coffee table. The three of them dug into their lunch as Teri explained that it was from a new take-out place on the outskirts of Cedar Cove. They all proclaimed the food to be delicious and worth getting again. Teri had been considerate enough to leave a menu with Maryellen. For when you guys just want to order in.

I think I should cut your hair short, Teri said next. Really short. Youve got better things to do than fuss with your hair.

Maryellen smiled. It was all she could do to get it combed every day. Jon wont like that.

Hey, he isnt the one who has to wash it and brush it, Teri said. Hell get used to it.

Maryellen could imagine how hed react. The last time shed had more than a trim was soon after Katies birth. Until then, Maryellen had worn her dark hair long and straight, reaching the middle of her back, much as it did now. Jon had never actually said he didnt like her new style, but she could sense that hed been disappointed. He often told her how much he loved her long, glossy hair, how beautiful he found it.

Okay, what do you mean by short? Maryellen asked.

Teris dark eyes twinkled. Wait and see.

I hope you realize I cant afford this, she felt obliged to remind her friends.

Thats not your concern, Rachel was quick to tell her. Its all been taken care of.

And, Teri added, included in the fee was a more-than-generous tip.

Who did this? Maryellen asked, although she could guess.

Your fairy godfather, Rachel told her. Thats all Im going to say.

Cliff. Just as Maryellen had thought. Her new stepfather, Cliff Harding, had arranged this.

Like I said, Rachel scolded, drawing two fingers across her mouth, my lips are zipped.

The next two hours were such a pleasure. Teri washed her hair in the sink, and while she cut, dried and styled it, Rachel worked on her nails. God bless Cliff for thisand so much else. Ever since her mother and Cliff had met, shed been impressed by what a loving, thoughtful man he was.

Tell me the latest gossip, Maryellen said as the two women continued their beauty treatment.

Well, Teri said, sighing deeply, the biggest news is that Nate Olsens back in town.

Nate was the young warrant officer Rachel had been seeing. Her friend had an ambiguous relationship with a widower named Bruce Peyton, which had gone on for threeor was it four?years. Then this navy man had entered her life. Maryellen wondered which one Rachel would eventually choose.

Would you stop! Rachel cried. Nate and I are dating casually, thats all.

Maryellen doubted the casual part but didnt comment.

What about Bruce? she asked, knowing how close Rachel was to Bruces daughter, Jolene.

Were just friends. She brushed off the questions, sounding a bit impatient, but Maryellen suspected Rachels feelings for Bruce went deeper than she realized.

You know what I dont understand? Teri said, expertly wielding her scissors. Rachel has two men on the line and I havent hooked a single one.

You shouldve put in your bid at the bachelor auction, Rachel teased, referring to the charity event at which shed bought Nate.

Those men were far too expensive for my pocketbook, Teri muttered, still clipping. Long pieces of hair fell to the floor.

She bent to gather up Maryellens hair. Want to donate this to make a wig for a cancer patient? she asked.

Sure! Maryellen felt good about giving to someone in needespecially since shed received so much herself. Thats a wonderful idea.

A few minutes later, Teri switched on the television to check the weekend weather. Hey, she said, stepping back from the screen as the local news broadcast concluded. Theres a big chess championship coming to Seattle.

Do you like chess? Maryellen asked.

Teri shrugged. I dont know much about it. Its a lot like checkers, isnt it?

Rachel and Maryellen exchanged looks.

Well, not really, Rachel answered. Its a little more complicated.

Soon after the two women finished, packed up their supplies and left, Jon and Katie got home. He seemed exhausted and Katie did, too. When Jon saw Maryellen, he did a double take.

Do you like it? she asked tentatively, putting her hand to her head. Then she went on to explain how this change in her appearance had come aboutmentioning her satisfaction at donating her hair for a cancer wig.

Jon nodded. Thats great, he said. And I love your new look. Ive always liked your hair long but this isnice. Nice, he repeated. It suits you and I can see that its much more practical.

Maryellen was pleased at his response, which seemed exactly right to her. Katie crawled into her lap then and laid her head against Maryellens shoulder. Within minutes, the little girl was fast asleep. Maryellen settled Katie on the sofa beside her.

She didnt ask Jon how his day had gone. His weary expression told her everything she needed to know. Hed spent the day doing errandsgetting groceries, film, visiting the library.

Sit with me awhile, she urged, sitting upright.

Ive got stuff I have to do.

She patted the empty space next to her. Jon, she whispered. Please.

He hesitated, and she knew he felt torn between the need to work while Katie napped and his desire to be with his wife. Her smile must have won him over because he sank down at her side and slipped one arm around her shoulders.

I love you so much, she said.

Jon kissed her forehead. I love you, too.

In a few months, this will all be over.

It feels like its gone on forever, he murmured.

Getting through these last few weeks of the pregnancyThatll be the most difficult. Things will get worse before they get better.

He released a deep, pent-up sigh. Well be fine.

I think so, too. She turned her head in order to meet his gaze. Your stepmother phoned this afternoon, she said, not bothering with a preamble.

Jon stiffened but said nothing. Then he asked. Did she call or did you?

She phoned, Maryellen assured him, refusing to take offense at the question. They read about the fire at The Lighthouse because they get the Chronicle. She called to see if everything was all right with us.

He didnt respond for a long moment. So they know Im not working? he finally asked. At a job, I mean?

They know, she said. I told her about the problems with the pregnancy, too.

He wasnt happy about that, she could tell, but he didnt say anything.

I didnt ask her to do it, I want you to understand that.

Do what?

Come here and help. Ellen insisted. She said these are her grandchildren and we need help.

Still Jon refused to comment.

Say something, she said, fearing his reaction. On top of everything else, she couldnt bear his anger. It would break her.

They cant stay here.

She nodded.

I dont want them around the house when Im here. The arm that cradled her lay heavily on her shoulders.

Ill make sure they understand that.

He sighed. I dont like this, but Ill do it for you and Katie and for the baby.

Thank you, she whispered.

It doesnt change anything, Maryellen.

I know. She pressed her head against him. A minute later, she felt him relax again.

Love does that to a man, doesnt it?

Hmm? she murmured.

Makes you do things you dont want to for the people you love. Things you never thought youd do.

Maryellen knew what he was saying. Jon had vowed that he would not allow his family back in his life after what theyd done to him. Yet here he was, setting aside his deepest convictions because Ellen and Joseph were willing to help in this impossible situation. Hed agreed to let them into the fringes of his life for Maryellens sake and Katies. There might be no forgiveness in his heart, but hed set aside his anger to serve his wifes needs.

Love makes us put other people first, she said. Isnt that what you mean? Isnt that what love is?
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