

 
 
 





       ﻿ Make time for friends. Make time for Debbie Macomber.
  

 CEDAR COVE
 16 LIGHTHOUSE ROAD
 204 ROSEWOOD AVENUE
311  PELICAN COURT
  

 BLOSSOM STREET
 THE SHOP ON BLOSSOM STREET
 A GOOD YARN
 OLD BOYFRIENDS
 WEDNESDAYS AT FOUR
 TWENTY WISHES
  

 THURSDAYS AT EIGHT




        
      


      Dear Friends,
  

 Welcome back to Cedar Cove! Olivia, Grace, Charlotte, Jack, Justine and Seth are eager to continue their stories  and introduce you to a few other residents. Like small towns everywhere, Cedar Cove is a mixture of the good, the bad and the unexpected. Thats my way of telling you that a few surprises await you in this story. Yes, youre finally going to discover what happened to Dan. and the Beldons will have a most unusual guest in their bed-and-breakfast
  

 My hope, as always, is that youll feel right at home in Cedar Cove  whether you begin the series with the first or the fifteenth book. Note that youll always be able to tell where the book appears in the Cedar Cove series by the address. Just look at the first number in the address. (for instance, 204 Rosewood Lane is the second book.)
  

 If youre wondering if there really could be a town like this, let me assure you there canand there is. Cedar Cove is based on my own home town of Port Orchard, Washington. Naturally, my characters arent based on anyone in town, despite all the speculation over coffee at the Pancake Palace (not the restaurants real name). You see, ive lived in small towns all my life and ive learned that people really are the same everywhere.
  

 Now, sit back and relax. My friends in Cedar Cove cant wait to fill you in on everything thats been happening. and when youve finished reading this book, please let me know what you think. You can reach me in two ways through my website at www.debbiemacomber.com (write your comments in the guest book) or write to me at PO Box 1458, Port Orchard, WA 98366, USA. Id love to hear from you.
  

 Warmest regards,
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      To Nina Lyman
and
her incredible cats.
What a blessing
your friendship
has been.
September 2002

      
        
      







    
 			One

 	Grace Sherman stared down at the legal form that would start the divorce proceedings. She sat in the attorneys office with Maryellen, her oldest daughter, whod come with her to offer support. Grace reminded herself that this should be straightforward, that her decision was made. She was ready to end her marriage, ready to piece together her shattered life. To begin again But her hand shook as she picked up the pen.
The inescapable fact was that she didnt want thisbut Dan hadnt left her with any other option.
Five months ago, in April, her husband of almost thirty-six years had disappeared. Vanished without a trace. One day everything was perfectly normal, and the next he was gone. Apparently by choice and without a word of explanation. Even now, Grace had difficulty believing that the man shed lived with, the man shed loved and with whom shed had two daughters, could do anything as cruel as this.
If Dan had fallen out of love with her, she could accept that. She wouldve found enough pride, enough generosity, to release him without bitterness. If he was that miserable in their marriage, she wouldve gladly set him free to find happiness with someone else. What she couldnt forgive was the misery hed heaped on their familys shoulders, what hed done to their daughters. Especially Kelly.
Dan had disappeared shortly after Kelly and Paul had announced that after years of trying, they were finally, excitedly, pregnant. Dan had been thrilled, and Grace, too. This baby was going to be their first grandchild. Theyd waited so long.
Kelly had always been close to her father and his disappearance at this critical time in her life had devastated her. Shed pleaded with Grace to postpone the divorce proceedings, convinced that her father would return before Tyler was born. When Dan did return, hed have a logical reason and would explain everything to their satisfaction.
He hadnt come back, though, and thered been no further information. Nothing but doubts, questions and a churning, deepening anger that intensified in the endless weeks that followed.
When Grace couldnt stand not knowing any longer, shed hired Roy McAfee, a private detective and former policeman she trusted. Roy had done an extensive search, certain that Dan had left a paper trail, and hed been right. What Roy had uncovered was a complete shock to Grace. A year earlier, Dan had purchased a travel trailer, paying cash for it. Grace had no idea where hed gotten that kind of money, nor did she know anything about the trailer. Hed never mentioned it, nor had she seen it. To this day she had no idea where hed kept it all those months. Or where it was now.
Given the mounting evidence, she had her suspicions. Grace believed that Dan had used the travel trailer to sneak away with another woman. Thered been one sighting of him and it had come late in May. It almost felt as if her husband had orchestrated this brief reappearance, as if he was taunting her, challenging her to find him. That day had been a low point for Grace.
A co-worker of Dans had spotted him at the marina and Maryellen had hurried to the library to fetch her. But by the time Grace reached the marina, Dan was gone. A woman had pulled up to the curb and Dan had climbed into the vehicle and driven away, never to be seen or heard from again.
In retrospect, shed come to believe that Dan was providing her with the answers she so desperately needed. She could think of no other reason he would mysteriously arrive at the busiest place in town, where he was most likely to be seenand recognized. The library where she worked was less than two blocks away. Clearly, her husband lacked the courage to tell her there was someone else. Instead hed chosen another, crueler way to inform her; hed humiliated her in front of the entire community. Grace knew without being told that everyone in Cedar Cove pitied her.
That sighting had settled the matter in Graces mind. Whatever love she still felt for Dan died that afternoon. Until then, she hadnt wanted to believe there was someone else. Even when the VISA bill showed up with a hefty charge from a local jeweler, Grace had refused to accept that her husband was involved with another woman. Dan just wasnt the kind of man who would be unfaithful to her. Shed trusted him. Not anymore.
Are you okay, Mom? Maryellen asked, touching her arm.
Graces hand tightened around the pen. Fine, she snapped, instantly regretting her tone. She hadnt meant to sound so sharp.
Her daughter looked away. Grace focused on the divorce papers, hesitated a moment longer and then with haste signed her name.
Ill see that this is filed immediately, Mark Spellman said.
Grace relaxed, leaning back in her chair. This was all there was to it? You could end a thirty-five-year marriage simply by signing your name? Thats it?
Yes. Since you havent heard from Daniel in five months, I dont foresee any legal complications. The divorce should be final in a few weeks.
Almost four decades tossed out the window like so much garbage. The good years, the bad years, the lean ones, the years theyd scrimped and saved. Like all couples, theyd had their share of problems, but despite everything theyd held their marriage together. Until now, until this
Mom? Maryellen whispered.
Grace nodded abruptly, surprised at the emotion that choked her. Shed shed all the tears she intended to. In the months since Dans disappearance, Grace had deeply grieved the loss of her marriage and the man she thought she knew. The truth of it was, she no longer had a choice; divorce had become inevitable. It was essential that she protect her financial interests. According to the attorney, she couldnt afford the luxury of doing nothing.
Her legal situation was one thing, and shed dealt with that, but the emotional impact had left her badly shaken. Despite her resolve, the grief hadnt diminished. And the humiliation of what Dan had done was with her constantly. Everyone in town was aware of her circumstances and the fact that her husband had walked out on her.
Slowly, Grace set the pen aside.
Ill wait to hear from you, then, she said to her attorney, rising out of the chair. Maryellen stood with her.
The attorney, a young man closer to Maryellens age than her own, escorted them to the office door. He began to say something, then merely looked down and murmured a brief goodbye.
Outside his small home office, the sky had turned a depressing leaden gray. Grace felt a burden of sadness settle over her; shed known this appointment wasnt going to be easy, but she hadnt expected it to exact such a toll on her self-confidence.
Maryellen glanced at her watch. I need to get back to the gallery.
I know, Grace said. Her daughter had offered to go to this appointment with her for moral support. Although she was grateful, Grace had thought it unnecessary. But Maryellen was right.
Her daughter was divorced, too. Maryellen had married young and unwisely, and the marriage had ended in less than a year. The experience had so biased her against men, shed steered away from relationships ever since. Grace had tried to assure her that shed meet a wonderful man someday, a man waiting for someone exactly like her. Maryellen had considered that naive and refused to listen and now Grace understood why. Divorce hurt, and it was the kind of vicious pain that reached deep inside a person. Grace felt off balance and guilty, as though she had somehow failed. As though it was all her fault. Maryellen knew what it was like because shed experienced these emotions herself when she was much younger and without the wisdom or perspective maturity brings.
Will you be all right? Maryellen asked, obviously reluctant to leave.
Of course, Grace said, forcing a smile. She ought to be feeling a measure of relief, after all. Shed finally taken action. Shed given Dan every opportunity, even issued a series of mental ultimatums and deadlines. He would come back when Kellys baby was born. By the Fourth of July. By their wedding anniversary. First one, then another, until she faced the truth. He wasnt coming back. If she hadnt heard anything from him by now, she shouldnt expect that she ever would. Dan had no intention of being found.
Are you going back to work? Maryellen asked.
No, she said, refusing to allow herself to succumb to self-pity. Im going to lunch.
Lunch? Its after four. You didnt eat earlier?
No. Grace didnt add that her appetite had been nonexistent for days as the appointment with the attorney grew closer. Then, because she knew her daughter was worried, she added emphatically, I am going to be all right, Maryellen.
Maryellen gazed down the steep hill toward the waterfront, where boats gently bobbed in the protected waters of the cove. Vehicles cruised down Harbor Street, so close together they looked like one continuous line. The Bremerton shipyard workers were out, and traffic filled the roads as husbands and fathers hurried home to their families. The same way Dan once had.
Im so furious with Dad I dont know what Id do if I ever saw him again, Maryellen said between gritted teeth.
Grace knew, though. She was convinced that Maryellen would be grateful, that she wouldnt care what hed done as long as he came home. And Kelly, their youngest, would shout with joy and tell them all how wrong theyd been. Shed run to her father with open arms, eagerly awaiting the excuse that would explain everything.
Im fine, Grace insisted. Really.
Still Maryellen hesitated. I hate to leave you.
Ill get over this. Although that was hardly the way she felt. But if Grace had learned anything in life, it was the importance of balance. For each loss, there were compensations, and she reminded herself to keep the good things firmly in sight. I have so much to be grateful for. You and Kelly, and now a grandson. Im so sorry it had to end this way with your father and me, but Im going to come back stronger than ever. Even as she said the words, Grace knew they were true. The sense of loss was profound, but balance would return to her life and so would joy.
 		   

It was Justine Gundersons lunch break, and all she wanted to do was run home and check the mail. She hadnt heard from Seth in nearly a week. All right, five days, but each one of those days felt like a year. Her husband of little more than a month was in Alaska, fishing the crab-rich waters of the Bering Sea. Seth had warned her when she drove him to the airport that hed be working sixteen-hour days. Hed assured her that he was crazy in love with her and would be back before she had time to miss him.
Seth had been wrong. Justine was miserable. Theyd married, as the old western hit said, in a fever, unable to delay the wedding even one minute once theyd made the decision. Without telling either set of parents, theyd raced to Reno, gotten the license, found a preacher and afterward headed straight for a hotel room.
They were young and healthy and very much in love. Justine had known Seth nearly her entire life. Hed been her twin brothers best frienduntil Jordan drowned at age thirteen. Justine and Seth had been in the same high-school graduating class. In the ten years that followed, hed lived in Cedar Cove but they hadnt been in contact until recently, when theyd both reluctantly joined the committee planning their class reunion.
At the time, Justine had been dating Warren Saget, a local developer. Warren was quite a few years older than Justine; in fact, he was just a little younger than her own father. Warren liked having a beautiful woman on his arm and Justine suited him perfectly. It helped that she was willing to keep his little secretwhile he might be successful in the boardroom, his powers didnt extend to the bedroom. When they were together, she often spent the night at his plush hillside house overlooking the cove, but that was more for show than anything. She had her own bedroom in Warrens home. Justine knew very well what people thought, but shed never much cared.
However, her mother did. Olivia Lockhart shared the general assumptions about her arrangement with Warren and had plenty of opinions on the matter. Justine didnt enlighten her because it was none of Olivias business. This disagreement between them had put a strain on the mother-daughter relationship. Her grandmother hadnt been particularly pleased, either, but Charlotte wasnt nearly as open in her disapproval. No doubt hoping to distract her from Warren, her mother had encouraged Justine to date Sethalthough even Olivia had been shocked when Justine phoned to tell her shed impulsively married him.
The marriage was practically as big a surprise to Justine as it was to her family. After a spat having to do with Warren, Seth had walked away from her. Justine couldnt let it end like that, not with Seth, and shed gone to him, hoping to make amends. To say theyd settled their differences was something of an understatement.
After the wedding, theyd only had that one weekend before Seth had to return to Alaska. In the weeks since, shed heard from him intermittently, but he couldnt callor receive callswhile he was at sea, so their communications were few and far between.
Justine glanced at the time and tried to decide whether she should drive home and check the mail or not. If there was no letter, shed feel depressed for the rest of the afternoon. On the other hand, if Seth did happen to send her a message, shed be walking on clouds for days afterward. She needed a letter, a phone call, anything that would remind her shed made the right choice in marrying him. Getting married was the only impulsive thing shed ever done in all her twenty-eight years. She liked her life orderly and precise. The need for control had always ruled her choicesuntil she fell in love with Seth.
This commitment to order was one reason she fit in so well at First National Bank, rising quickly to the position of manager. Numbers made sense; they added up neatly; they were unambiguous. To the best of her ability, that was the way Justine lived her lifewith strong convictions and with exactness, leaving little room for frivolity and impulse.
Out of habit, she looked up when the banks double glass doors swung open and watched as Warren Saget walked in, bold as could be. He moved directly toward her desk, his manner confident. Justine hadnt seen him since her impromptu wedding. Unfortunately they hadnt parted on the best of terms. Warren had been angry when he learned shed married Seth and had made some ugly, spiteful remarks. Frankly Justine wasnt up for a second confrontation.
She rose from her chair. At five-ten, plus her heels, she was as tall as Warren. She wore her straight brown hair long and parted in the middle, just as she had in high school, which emphasized her height. By standing, she sent a nonverbal message that she wasnt about to let him intimidate herand that she intended to keep this meeting short. She absolutely would not allow him to create a scene in front of her staff and customers. Zach Cox, a local accountant, nodded in her direction as he left the bank. Justine acknowledged him and returned her attention to Warren. Hello, Warren.
Justine. He met her eyes and the expression she read on his face told her that her fears were unfounded.
I came to apologize, he said. I owe you that.
Yes, you do. She crossed her arms and shifted her weight from her left foot to her right, conveying impatience.
Can I take you to lunch? he asked, then rushed to add, Its the least I can do. I said some things I shouldnt have, and Ive regretted it ever since.
I dont think being seen together is a good idea.
Warrens pale brown eyes revealed his disappointment. I can understand that, he said, graciously accepting her refusal. To her astonishment, he sat down in the chair across from her desk.
Unsure what to expect next, Justine sank into her own seat.
Hows Seth? he asked. Still in Alaska?
She nodded. He wont be home for a few more weeks. Twenty-eight days to be precise, if everything went according to schedule. She crossed off the days on her calendar every night as she slipped into her bed, alone and lonely. They hadnt discussed the future; there hadnt been time. One thing was certainJustine hated the thought of her husband leaving her for several months each year. Already she dreaded next years fishing season, which would start in May.
Youre looking good, Warren said with a glint of admiration.
Thank you, she said, unsmiling.
He sighed. I know you dont believe me, but all I want is for you to be happy.
Warren had been married and divorced three times and had asked her to be his wife on several occasions. Justine had always refused. Shed never had any interest in marrying Warren.
Aware of her growing attraction to Seth, Warren had purchased a startlingly large diamond ring in the hope of changing her mind. Justine hated to admit that the size of that diamond had briefly weakened her resolve. She knew Warren would have loved slipping the ring on her finger and claiming her as his exclusive property. But the man whod pampered her was hurt and regretful now. He was asking her to forgive his angry reaction to her marriage.
Well, perhaps we could go for lunch, Justine said and knew shed made the right decision when Warrens face instantly brightened. She laughed at the way he bounded out of his chair, not bothering to disguise his eagerness. Seth wouldnt mind her seeing Warren on a social basis now and then; Justine was sure of that. He respected her independence and her good sense, and he realized shed never abuse his trust.
Where would you like to go? he asked. Any place you want, you name it.
D.D.s on the Cove, she suggested, choosing his favorite restaurant.
Perfect. He smiled approvingly.
Justine reached for her purse and followed him toward the front door, which Warren held open for her. Shall we walk? she asked. D.D. s was only a couple of blocks away, but Warren usually preferred to drive.
Sure, he said. He was making a real effort to be accommodating. He stopped himself from taking her hand, she noticed, and was grateful. Shed actually missed Warren. Yes, he had his faults, but he could be a good conversationalist and had a sharp mind. There was a history between them, too, a history that had more to do with friendship than romance. In his own way he loved her and she cared for him, too, although not with the same intensity she did Seth. With her husband, the attraction was physical and powerful, but in the few days theyd spent together before he left for Alaska there hadnt been time for much conversation. Their intense hunger for each other had overwhelmed them both. Justine didnt need words to know how Seth felt. His lovemaking proved it again and again.
That weekend seemed like a dream now, and she wondered if what theyd discovered could possibly be real.
At the restaurant, Warren and Justine were seated outside. The patio wouldnt be open much longer. Already autumn was in the air, but Warren chose to dine alfresco instead of at a table inside, knowing she enjoyed the sunshine.
I hope we can still be friends, Warren said, smiling as the waitress handed them menus.
That would be nice. She told herself again that lunch every now and then wouldnt bother her husband. Seth wasnt the jealous type and for that matter, neither was she.
Justine and Warren had a common interest in the financial world, so there was plenty to discuss. Their conversation over lunch went smoothly and the ache in Justines heart had lessened by the time they finished. She still missed Seth dreadfully, but didnt feel nearly as alone and lost as she had earlier in the day. Warren hadnt asked to see her again, hadnt pressured her at all. After lunch they said farewell outside the bank, she thanked him for the meal and he left.
Later that afternoon, as she drove toward her apartment, Justines spirits were high, higher than theyd been all week. But when she approached the row of mailboxes outside her building complex, she hesitated, afraid to find out if there was a letter from Seth.
She needed to be reassured of his love because her greatest fear was that he regretted their sudden marriage. Her heart pounded as she unlocked the box and slid out the mail.
No letter.
She sorted through the advertisements, junk mail and two bills a second time, just to be sure. Another Friday night alone in front of the television, she thought. She could phone her mother, but Olivia had been dating Jack Griffin from The Cedar Cove Chronicle and was probably busy, anyway. Feeling defeated, Justine walked into her apartment and tossed her mail on the kitchen counter, kicking off her heels.
A few weeks ago, she wouldve relished a Friday night to herself. Warren almost always had plans for them. But all of that was irrelevant now, and feeling sorry for herself didnt serve any useful purpose. If she missed Seth, then she should do something that would make her feel close to him.
His sailboat came immediately to mind. The Silver Belle was moored at the marina and Seth had given her the key. When he wasnt fishing in Alaska he lived aboard the vessel. Or at least he had until their marriage. They hadnt even talked about where theyd live when he got back. That could wait, but right now, she needed the comfort of being in his home, among his things. If she spent the night there, she could wrap herself in his blanket, sleep in his clothes, breathe in his scent. Shed slept there several times and always felt better.
Pleased with the idea, Justine changed out of her business suit and into jeans and a sweatshirt. She collected a novel, a new CD for her Walkman and fresh clothes for the morning. Shed pick up dinner on the way to the marina.
Shed just reached the parking lot when she realized shed left her cell phone behind. If Seth phoned, hed call that number. Heading back to the apartment, she unlocked the door and opened it to hear the muted peal of her phone. She lurched for it, pushing the talk button with a sense of urgency.
Hello, hello! she shouted. Seth? Seth, is that you?
Only a dial tone greeted her question. Quickly she checked Caller IDthe number was unfamiliar, although prefaced by 907, the Alaska area code. She punched it in, letting the phone ring ten times before finally giving up.
Grinding her teeth with frustration, Justine sagged onto the edge of the sofa and rammed her fingers through her hair. It was Seth; it had to be. He mustve called her from a pay phone on the wharf.
One minute away from her phone and shed missed talking to her husband.
 		   

Im home. Zach Cox let himself in the back door off the garage and stepped into the kitchen. His jaw tightened at the mess that greeted him. The sink was piled high with breakfast dishes, and the milk from this mornings cereal was still on the countertop.
Who left out the milk? he demanded.
His two childrenconvenientlydidnt hear him. Fifteen-year-old Allison was sitting at the computer in their home office, cruising the Internet, and Eddie, who was nine, lay prone on the family-room carpet in front of some mindless television program.
Wheres Mom? he asked next, standing directly over his son.
Eddie lifted one arm and pointed wordlessly toward the sewing room.
Zach ambled in that direction on his way to the bathroom. Hi, Rosie, Im home, he told his wife of seventeen years. Whats for dinner?
Oh, hi, honey, Rosie said, glancing up from the sewing machine. What time is it, anyway?
Six, he muttered. He couldnt remember when hed last come home and found dinner in the oven. The milk was left out again, he said, thinking it would need to be dumped after sitting for ten hours at room temperature.
Eddie fixed himself a bowl of cereal after school.
Okay, he figured, the milk might be salvageable.
She lined up the shiny black material and ran it rapidly through the machine, pulling out pins as she went.
What are you sewing? he asked.
A Halloween costume, she mumbled with four or five pins clenched between her lips. By the way she paused and removed the pins Eddies school is having an open house tonight. Can you go?
Open house? he repeated. You cant be there?
No, she said emphatically. I have choir practice.
Oh. Hed had a long, trying day at the office and had hoped to relax that evening. Instead, he was going to have to attend this event at his sons school. Whats for dinner? he asked again.
His wife shrugged. Call for a pizza, okay?
It was the third time in the last two weeks that theyd had pizza for dinner. Im sick of pizza.
Doesnt that new Chinese place deliver?
No. He should know; hed had Chinese just that afternoon. Janice Lamond, a recently hired employee, had picked up an order of sweet-and-sour shrimp for him. Besides, thats what I had for lunch.
What do you want then? Rosie asked, busying herself with the cape that was part of the Harry Potter costume Eddie had requested.
Meat loaf, mashed potatoes, corn on the cob and a fresh salad.
Rosie frowned. I think theres a meat loaf entre in the freezer.
Homemade meat loaf, Zach amended.
Sorry, not tonight.
When? he asked, cranky now. It wasnt too much to ask that his wife have dinner ready when he came home from workwas it? As an accountant, Zach made enough money to ensure that Rosie could stay home with the kids. This arrangement was what theyd both wanted when they started their family.
At one time, Zach had assumed that when Allison and Eddie were in school, Rosie would come and work in the office with him. The firm of Smith, Cox and Jefferson often required additional staff. Rosie had always intended to get a job outside the home, but it just never seemed to happen. The school needed volunteers. Then there was Brownies when Allison was eight or nine, and now Cub Scouts for Eddie. And sports, after-school clubs, dance lessons It soon became obvious that the demands on Rosies time wouldnt be alleviated as the kids grew older. Because they both believed their childrens needs should come first, theyd decided Rosie shouldnt re-enter the workforce.
Im tired, Zach told his wife, and Im hungry. Is it unreasonable to expect dinner with my family?
Rosie took a deep breath, as though she was struggling to hold on to her patience. Eddies got open house at school tonight, Allisons coming with me to practice with the junior choir and Ive got to finish this Halloween costume before Friday. Eddie needs it for his soccer teams party. I can only do so much.
He could hear the annoyance in his wifes voice and resisted asking her what shed been doing all day while he was at work.
Rosie glared at him. If you want me to stop everything right now and fix you dinner I will, but I have to tell you, I think you are being unreasonable.
He considered her words, and then feeling defeated and a bit guilty said, Fine. Ill order pizza.
Be sure and tell them no green peppers, she said, refocusing her attention on the costume.
I like green peppers, he muttered, not realizing Rosie could hear him.
Eddie and Allison hate themthey prefer black olives. You know that. Now stop being difficult.
All right, Ill order sausage with olives on one half and green peppers on the other.
His wife rolled her eyes expressively. Im not all that fond of green peppers myself, you know.
So, in addition to being unreasonable, he was selfish. Well, at least he was batting a thousand. Sausage and black olives, then, he said.
Great. He walked over to the kitchen phone, having memorized the number for Pizza Petes. He placed the order and made his way to the master bedroom.
Where are you going now? Rosie asked as he passed the sewing room.
To shower and change.
Do you have to? she muttered.
Whats wrong with that? he demanded.
She pushed away from the sewing machine and stood up. I thought you might wear your suit to the open house.
Why? Hed been waiting all afternoon to remove his tie.
Itll make a better impression if you meet Eddies teacher wearing a suit. Mrs. Vetter will know youre a professional. She coaxed him with a smile, then brushed a piece of lint off his shoulder and smoothed away a wrinkle. You look so handsome in your suit, she said, smiling. Maybe you should shave, though.
Zach ran his hand down his face, feeling the bristle scratch against his palm. She was right. If I shower and shave, then Im changing out of this suit.
Rosies frown deepened. I dont know why you have to be so difficult.
If I had a decent dinner every once in a while, maybe Id be more inclined to do as you ask, he snapped. He couldnt help remembering how pleasant lunch with Janice had been. Shed joined the staff the first of the month and had already proved herself as far as Zach was concerned. She was a quick learner, competent, cooperative. Twice shed gone out of her way to make sure he had what he wanted for lunch. Only that afternoon shed insisted on driving over to Mr. Woks for the shrimp dish.
Sitting on the end of the king-size bed, Zach yanked off his jacket and laid it beside him. Unfastening the buttons at his wrist, he rolled up his shirtsleeves and headed into the bathroom.
He was running hot water for a shave when Rosie came into the room. Do you have enough cash for the pizza guy?
I think so, he said. Check my wallet.
His wife met his gaze in the mirror. Im sorry about dinner.
Youre busy.
It was crazy today, Rosie said, sitting on the edge of the Jacuzzi tub. Theyd special-ordered it when the house was built three years earlier and itd taken months to arrive. Rosie had wanted it badly enough to give up using tile on the hallway and kitchen floors. Zach would have opted for the tile floors but he hadnt been able to refuse his wife this small luxury. Yet he couldnt remember the last time Rosie had actually used the tub. Like him, she was in and out of the shower, rushing from one obligation to the next.
She went on to tell him about her day, the committee meetings, Allisons dental appointment and some library function shed agreed to coordinate. I dont know how mothers who work outside the home get everything done.
I dont, either, Zach said, although he suspected that his associates wives put dinner on the table at night and still managed to work forty hours a week. He also suspected those other wives were better organized than Rosie.
Ill cook dinner tomorrow night, she promised.
Zach spread shaving cream across his face. Meat loaf and mashed potatoes? He didnt hold out much hope, but it sounded good to hear the promise.
Whatever you want, big boy.
Despite his irritation, he grinned. Maybe he was just being difficult.

    




    
      
        
      

       			Two


      The credit card must belong to the woman whod sat across the restaurant from him last Monday, Cliff Harding decided. Hed noticed her. It wasnt like he could have missed her; they were the only two people in the Pancake Palace that afternoon. The lunch crowd had left and it was too early for dinner.

      She was attractive and about his age, but she seemed distracted, caught up in her own thoughts. Hed be surprised if she even remembered he was there. Theyd paid for their meals at about the same time and that was when it must have happened. His bill was correct, but it was Grace Shermans credit card hed slipped back inside his wallet. She apparently had his.

      All week hed gone about his business, oblivious to the fact that he was carrying someone elses VISA card. If an attentive clerk at the pharmacy hadnt pointed it out, he might not have noticed for that much longer.

      As soon as he was home, hed looked up Grace Sherman in the phone book with no luck. However he did find a listing for a D & G Sherman at 204 Rosewood Lane, Cedar Cove. The voice on the answering machine was that of a woman, so he left a message and waited for her to return his call. Thus far, no one had phoned and he suspected he had the wrong Sherman. What he should probably do was give the credit card to the manager at the Pancake Palace and request a replacement for his own.

      Lately Cliff had found plenty of reasons to drive into Cedar Cove. Charlotte Jefferson had called him in June regarding the grandfather hed never known. Cliff certainly didnt have any warm feelings toward Tom Harding, even if he was the famous Yodeling Cowboy, popular from the late thirties to the mid-fifties. Tom Harding had deserted Cliffs father and grandmother in his quest for fame. Toward the end of his life, Tom must have regretted the pain hed caused his family but by then it was much too late. Cliff was his only grandson andat least according to Charlotte Jeffersonthe old man had intended to contact him.

      Charlotte had to be in her seventies, but she was a woman with plenty of spunk. Shed befriended his grandfather while doing volunteer work at the Cedar Cove Convalescent Center and had taken a liking to the old man. They were friends, Charlotte explained.

      Old Tom had lost his ability to speak after a massive stroke, but apparently Charlotte was able to communicate with him just fine. She told Cliff that Tom had given her a key shortly before he died. Upon investigation, shed found his personal effects in a storage unit and concluded that Tom was the onetime movie and television cowboy star. As Toms only surviving relative, Cliff was entitled to these mementos.

      
        
      

      In the beginning, Cliff wanted nothing to do with the old man, but Charlotte wouldnt hear of it. Shed made it her mission to make sure Toms things, which included posters, scripts and his six-shooterwere delivered to Cliff, whether he wanted them or not.

      Once he met Charlotte, Cliff understood why his grandfather had felt so comfortable with the older woman, and over the course of the summer, theyd become quick friends.

      He made a habit of stopping in to see her or giving her a call every couple of weeks. She appeared to enjoy these visits and bragged proudly about her two children and her grandchildren. Her son, William, lived somewhere in the south, if he remembered correctly, and a daughter, Olivia, was a family court judge right here in Cedar Cove. Cliff had yet to meet Olivia, although he did wonder if any woman could live up to everything her mother had said about her.

      Now that Cliff had spent some time studying the items Charlotte had rescued from the storage unit, hed come to appreciate what shed done. He could think of no better way to thank her than by giving her one of the movie posters, which hed had mounted and framed. Charlotte had genuinely loved Tom Harding and that was before shed identified him as The Yodeling Cowboy.

      Cliff parked his truck on the steep hill above the cove, angling his tires into the curb. Carrying the unwieldy poster, he walked up the few steps that led to the large family home. As usual, Harry, her guard cat, was curled up asleep in the living-room window. Even before he had a chance to ring the bell, Cliff heard Charlotte turning the door locks.

      Hed never had the opportunity to count how many locks Charlotte had, but he suspected Houdini couldnt have gotten inside. He wasnt sure what she had hidden that was so valuable; he did know that anything precious was likely to be buried underneath a pile of panty hose. He was also aware that at some point in their conversation Charlotte was likely to ask him about his bowels.

      Cliff, she said happily, unlatching the screen door, first one and then a second lock. This is a pleasant surprise. I wish youd let me know you were planning to stop by. I wouldve baked you a batch of cookies.

      That was exactly the reason he hadnt phoned ahead. The woman was intent on fattening him up. Cliff didnt need any assistance in that areahe already had a paunch that had come with middle age and he was trying hard to lose it. So far he was down ten pounds from the first of the year, although he swore it wouldve been easier to chip away rock. Until retirement, hed never had to worry about his weight.

      I brought you a little something, he said as she swung open the screen door for him. Harry raised his head, stared at him and apparently decided Cliff was a friend. The cat closed his eyes and resumed his nap.

      Sit down and Ill make us a cup of tea, Charlotte said. And Ive got some pound cake.

      Dont go to any bother. He knew it wouldnt do much good to protest, but he tried anyway. He was only going to stay for a few minutes. After leaving Charlottes, hed drop off Grace Shermans credit card at the Pancake Palace. He might ask Charlotte if she knew Grace, since the older woman seemed acquainted with nearly everyone in Cedar Cove.

      
        
      

      You must be hungry, Charlotte said, sounding hurt that hed refused her offer.

      Charlotte, he insisted, open your gift. It wasnt wrapped, but the frame shop had slipped it inside a cardboard container.

      Charlotte looked up at him quizzically. This is for me?

      He grinned and nodded, enjoying her flustered reaction. Charlotte was the kind of person who was constantly giving to others but felt uncomfortable receiving anything herself.

      She opened the cardboard, and Cliff helped her remove the frame. He held up the poster and heard the soft gasp when she realized what it was. She covered her mouth with one hand as her soft-gray eyes flooded with tears.

      Oh, Cliff, you shouldnt have, she said, blinking furiously. This is far too valuable to give me.

      Nonsense. Im sure my grandfather wouldve wanted you to have it. If it wasnt for you, I wouldnt even have any of these things. Nor would Cliff have known anything about his grandfather, other than what his father had told him. He now saw Tom as more than a selfish, fame-obsessed bastard; he saw a regretful old man who wouldve liked to turn back the years and make different choices.

      You were a difficult nut to crack, Charlotte reminded him, frowning.

      He had to agree. Shed been persistent in calling and writing. If he hadnt arrived on her doorstep when he did, Cliff figured she wouldve brought everything to him herself, venturing onto the freeway in a car he was sure had never been driven over forty miles an hour.

      
        
      

      Charlotte reached for a lace-trimmed handkerchief in her apron pocket and blew her nose loudly. I dont know what to say.

      Would you like me to hang it for you?

      Oh, please.

      Hed come prepared to do that, assuming the task would require his assistance.

      Do you think it would be inappropriate for me to hang it in my bedroom? she asked.

      I think that would be a perfectly fine choice, he assured her. He followed her into the long hallway to the master bedroom at the far end of the house. The double bed against the wall had a plain curved headboard. An old-fashioned dresser with a large mirror sat on the opposite side of the room. She had a comfortable chair with worn green upholstery and a table with a reading lamp. Cliff guessed she did most of her reading there, gauging by the pile of books on the table.

      How about here? Charlotte asked, pointing to a bare space on the white wall across from the bed.

      Several pictures crowded the dresser top, but Cliff didnt have a chance to study them. One did catch his notice, however. Charlotte saw what he was looking at and reached for the frame. This is Olivia when she was six months, she said, pointing to the picture of a baby. She was an exceptional child even then.

      Cliff swallowed a smile. Six-month-old Olivia was sucking on her big toe and grinning with toothless delight. Cliff could only imagine what the judge would say if she knew hed seen the photograph.

      Mom? Almost as if the picture had conjured up Charlottes daughter, he heard a womans voice call from the living room. Are you all right? The front doors open and

      
        
      

      Oh, dear Charlotte rushed out of the bedroom. Olivia?

      The door was unlocked and you never Olivia said, meeting Charlotte in the hallway. She stopped abruptly when Cliff walked out of the bedroom.

      Olivia stared at her mother and then Cliff.

      Hello, he said, enjoying the perplexed look. Olivia had matured into a strikingly attractive woman. Now probably wasnt the time to ask if she was still agile enough to lift her foot to her mouth. He couldnt keep from grinning, though. The resemblance between mother and daughter was most apparent in the eyes, although hers were brown. If he hadnt known Olivia was a judge, he would have guessed she held some responsible position from the dignified way she carried herself. She was medium height, close to his own age, and her hair was still a lustrous brown.

      Im Cliff Harding, he said, stepping forward and offering his hand.

      Toms grandson, Charlotte explained. He was just hanging up a poster of The Yodeling Cowboy for me.

      Olivia frowned as they shook hands. Oh, my goodness, youre Cliff Harding!

      Thats what I just said, Charlotte murmured.

      He has Graces credit card.

      Actually Cliff saw Grace as the one who had his VISA card. You know Grace Sherman?

      Olivia nodded. Weve been friends for years. She was planning to return your call this evening.

      Charlotte glanced helplessly from one to the other, as if shed somehow missed hearing the punch line to a good joke.

      As best he could, Cliff explained the situation.

      
        
      

      Youd better take care of that right away, Charlotte advised. Personally, I dont use credit cards. Its like carrying Monopoly money.

      Id hoped to get my own card back, Cliff said. Do you think I could drop in on Grace?

      She works at the library, Charlotte told him. You could leave your truck parked here and walk over there. Its only a few blocks away and I dont expect were going to have many more of these sunshiny afternoons.

      I think you should meet Grace, Olivia encouraged. She shifted her gaze from him, and Cliff wondered if he was missing something.

      Oh, yes, Charlotte agreed. Olivias right, you should meet Grace. She could use a male friend after what Dan did to her.

      Dan, Olivia added quickly, is her husband, cor rectionwas her husband. He disappeared earlier in the year.

      The two women became engaged in a discussion about Dans whereabouts and their own suspicionthat hed left Grace and run away with another woman.

      Grace filed for divorce last Monday, Olivia told him.

      The same day as the credit card mishap. No wonder shed seemed distracted and preoccupied. No wonder shed been alone. Although Cliff wouldve noticed her if shed been in the middle of a crowd.

      Grace Sherman was likelike a mountain wildflower. He wasnt normally poetic and couldnt really say why he thought of her in those terms, but that was the image that came to his mind. A flower that bloomed despite cold, wind and hardship. Hed tried not to be obvious, but shed attracted him and hed wondered about her. Itd been a very long time since hed looked at a woman, any woman, the way he had Grace.

      I think I will take a walk over to the library, he muttered.

      Good idea, Olivia said brightly.

      Charlottes daughter seemed eager to send him off. Perhaps she was trying to encourage him to meet her friend. If that was the case, Cliff didnt need any prompting. After saying goodbye to Charlotte and Olivia, he left and strolled down the steep incline toward the waterfront. This was his first visit to the library and he stopped to admire the mural painted on the outside. The town sported several other murals, as well, which hed often admired.

      Grace Sherman stood at the front desk when Cliff entered the library.

      She glanced up when he approached the counter. Can I help you?

      Im Cliff Harding, he said and waited.

      It obviously took a moment for his name to register. Oh, hiyoure the one who has my credit card and I have yours. Im sorry. I should have recognized you. If youll wait a moment, Ill get my purse. Grace took a deep breath, then said, I was going to call you back this evening.

      Thats what Olivia said.

      You know Olivia?

      We met this afternoon at Charlottes.

      Again she hesitated, as if needing time to connect all the dots. Youre Tom Hardings grandson. Charlottes often mentioned you. I apologize, I didnt immediately realize who you were. If youll excuse me, Ill just be a moment.

      
        
      

      Of course.

      She disappeared into a small office directly behind the counter and returned with her purse. His credit card was tucked inside a small white envelope. They exchanged credit cards, laughed about what had happened, then stood gazing at each other for an awkward few seconds.

      It was now or never, Cliff decided. I was thinking maybe we could laugh over this at dinner one night. Itd been years since Cliff had asked a woman out on a date, and he felt a little uneasy. When she didnt respond, he was sure hed bungled the invitation.

      Dinner? Grace finally echoed. The two of us?

      Cliff spoke rapidly. Ive been divorced for the last five years. I havent dated since my wife left and well, I think maybe its time I did.

      I see, she said, staring at him again. I mean She paused and took another deep, audible breath. Thank you. She raised her hand to her throat. You dont know how flattered I am that youd ask. Unfortunately, Im not ready just yet.

      That was a fair reply. When do you think you might be ready?

      Icant say. I recently filed for divorce. I dont feel it would be right for me to see anyone else until Im legally free to do so. She looked away. I take it you heard about my husband?

      Cliff nodded slowly. Ill be waiting, Grace, and Im a patient man.

      Her eyes met his and he saw the beginnings of a smile. That was something he hoped to see again. Soon.

       		   


      Youd better tell me whats wrong. Jack said, his stocking feet propped up against the ottoman in front of Olivias large-screen television. Tuesday night was their date night. Olivia had invited him over for dinner and The New Detectives on the Discovery Channel. Lately theyd taken turns supplying the meal. This week it had been Olivias turn and shed baked a chicken casserole that was worthy of a cooking award. He generally brought takeout.

      What do you mean whats wrong? she countered.

      Youve barely said a word all night.

      Olivia sighed and rested her head on his shoulder. Itd been his lucky day, that morning nine months earlier when Jack had strolled into her courtroom. New to Cedar Cove and the newspaper, hed visited the divorce court, jaded by his own experience and expecting to hear what he always did.

      But Olivia was different. A young couple, Ian and Cecilia Randall, had stood before her, accompanied by their attorneys. Another divorce, two people with broken hearts pretending they were above the pain. Only it radiated from both of them. Jack saw it and wondered if anyone else did. He assumed all those involved in the legal process had become blind to the human wreckage that appeared before these judges. Couples walked in battered and broken, emotionally crippled by the pain husbands and wives so often inflicted on each other.

      The Randalls had lost an infant daughter, Jack recalled, and were asking Olivia to rescind their pre-nuptial agreement so they could file for divorce. Olivia denied the petition and, in essence, had denied their divorce. Jacks column that weekend had praised her courage.

      Olivia hadnt appreciated the unwanted attention, but shed forgiven him. In the months since, hed gotten to know Olivia Lockhart. Theyd grown close, and he was beginning to hope this relationship had a future.

      Are you going to tell me? he asked, wondering if he was reading more into her silence than he should. Hed had his own bit of troubling news this afternoon, but he wasnt ready to disclose it.

      Im worried about Justine, Olivia said after a moment.

      How so? As far as Jack knew, Olivias daughter was deeply in love with her fisherman husband.

      She was seen having lunch with Warren Saget last Friday.

      Warren? Jack had never understood what Olivias daughter saw in the land developer. Now that Justine had married Seth, hed hoped Warren would move on to greener pastureswhich in his case probably meant an even younger woman.

      You heard it or Justine mentioned it?

      I heard it, Olivia said and gnawed on her lower lip. Justine doesnt share much with me. She gazed at him with wide anxious eyes. I thinkshe regrets marrying Seth.

      Jack removed his feet from the ottoman and leaned forward. This was serious. He frowned, trying to think of something reassuring he could say. But he was hardly an expert on the parent-child connection. His relationship with his own son was on rocky ground and with good reason. As a child, Eric had suffered from leukemia. Jack had turned to the bottle for solace, and for years hed emotionally abandoned his wife and son. Following the divorce, Eric hadnt wanted anything to do with his father. Jack couldnt blame the boy; nevertheless, it stung. Now after several years of sobriety and with Olivias encouragement, hed made a determined effort to reestablish contact.

      Olivia and her daughter struggled with their relationship, too, but on an entirely different level.

      Just ask her, Jack advised. Shed probably be willing to tell you.

      A quick shake of her head dismissed that idea. I cant Justine will resent the intrusion. I dont dare say a word unless she brings it up. Besides, I dont want her to know I heard about her lunch with Warren. Shell accuse me of listening to gossip. Olivia dropped her feet and bent forward. How is it, she asked, that I can make judgments in a courtroom that affect the future of our community and yet I cant speak openly with my own daughter?

      It was the same question hed asked himself with regard to his son. Each week Jack editorialized in The Cedar Cove Chronicle. He was never at a loss when it came to expressing his opinion. But talking to his only childwell, there his confidence disappeared. He was afraid of saying too much or not enough, of sounding either judgmental or indifferent.

      Eric phoned this afternoon, Jack said bleakly. He was upset and I didnt know what to tell him. Im his father, he came to me with a problem and I shouldve been able to help him.

      Whats the problem? Like Jack, Olivia knew it was a breakthrough in this difficult relationship for Eric to contact him at all. When he didnt immediately answer, Olivia ran her hand down the length of his back. Jack?

      The girl Erics living with is pregnant.

      
        
      

      They werent using birth control?

      No. He didnt think it would happen.

      Olivia laughed softly. I dont understand why any couple would take chances with birth control.

      Jack turned to face Olivia. Since Eric had cancer as a youngster, the drugs and the different procedures left him sterile. The doctors told us that years ago.

      Olivia frowned. You mean the baby isnt his?

      Jack rubbed his hand over his eyes. It cant be, and Eric knows that.

      Oh, dear.

      Jack had wanted to say something helpful to Eric, but he had no words of comfort or advice. Hed hung up feeling that once again hed failed his son.

       		   


      The Harbor Street Gallery was quiet for the moment. Taking advantage of the respite, Maryellen slipped into the back room to get herself a cup of coffee. Weekdays tended to be slow, especially in the fall. During the summer months, the gallery was a drawing point for tourists and constantly crowded. As the manager, Maryellen welcomed the lull that came with autumn, especially since the Christmas rush would soon begin. Already they were gearing up for it.

      At some point today, Jon Bowman would drop by. Shed last seen him in June and remembered their meeting with embarrassment. Jon was a reserved, perhaps shy man, who had little tolerance for small talk. Shed hoped to engage him in conversation; instead shed babbled on about all manner of irrelevant things. By the time he left, shed wanted to kick herself for falling victim to her own eagerness.

      No sooner had she poured her coffee than she heard footsteps on the polished showroom floor. After a quick, restorative sip, she set the mug aside, and hurried out front, prepared to greet her customer.

      Welcome, she said, then brightened when she saw who it was. Jon, I was just thinking about you. His photography had long been her favorite of all the art they sold. The gallery carried work in a variety of artistic media: oil and watercolor paintings, marble and bronze sculpture, porcelain figurines and one-of-a-kind pottery. Jon was the only photographer represented at the Harbor Street Gallery.

      His photographs were both black-and-white and color, and his subjects included landscapes and details of nature, like a close-up of some porous stone on a beach or the pattern of bark on a tree. Sometimes he focused on human elements, such as a weathered rowboat or a fishermans shack. He never used people in his compositions. Maryellen was impressed by the way he found simplicity in an apparently complex landscape, making the viewer aware of the underlying shapes and linesand the way he revealed the complexity in small, simple details. This was an artist with true vision, a vision that made her look at things differently.

      It was through his work that she knew Jon. As shed discovered, he wasnt a man of many words, but his pictures spoke volumes. That was why she wanted to know him better. That, and no other reason. Even if she found his appearance downright compelling

      Jon Bowman was tall and limber, easily six feet. His hair was long, often pulled away from his face and secured in a ponytail. He wasnt a conventionally attractive man; his features were sharp, his nose too large for his narrow face, hawklike in its appearance. He dressed casually, usually in jeans and plaid shirts.

      
        
      

      Hed started bringing his work into the gallery three years agoa few at a time, with long lapses in between. Maryellen had worked at the gallery for ten years and was well acquainted with most of the artists who lived in the area. She often socialized with them, but other than to discuss business, shed rarely spoken to Jon.

      She found it odd that her favorite artist would resist her efforts at friendship.

      I brought in some more photographs, he said.

      I was hoping you would. Ive sold everything you brought me last June.

      That news produced a small grin. Jons smiles were as infrequent as his conversations.

      People like your pictures.

      Praise embarrassed him. Whenever customers had asked to meet him, hed refused. He didnt explain why, but she sensed that he felt the publics focus should be on the art and not the artist.

      Ill get the photographs, he said brusquely, disappearing out the back door.

      When he returned, he held an armful of framed photographs of varying sizes. He carried them to the back room, placing them on Maryellens work table.

      Can I interest you in a cup of coffee? she asked. Shed offered before and hed always declined.

      All right.

      Maryellen was sure shed misunderstood him. She told herself it was absurd to feel this elation that hed finally agreed. She poured him a cup and gestured toward the sugar and cream. He shook his head.

      They sat on stools across from each other, both staring into their coffee. Your work is gaining recognition, she finally said.

      
        
      

      He ignored her remark. Youre divorced? he asked bluntly.

      The question caught Maryellen off guard. Shed certainly realized he wasnt much for small talk, but this verged on rude. She decided to answer him, anyway and then turn the subject back to him.

      Thirteen years. She hardly ever mentioned her marriage. Shed been young and immature, and had paid a high price for her mistake. As soon as the divorce was final, shed reverted to her maiden name and chosen to put the experience behind her. What about you?

      Jon apparently had his own agenda because he answered her question with one of his own. You dont date much, though, do you?

      No. Do you?

      Some.

      Are you married? She didnt think he was.

      No.

      Divorced? she asked next.

      No.

      He certainly didnt bother with sharing, nor did he feel obliged to offer much personal information in exchange for hers.

      Why dont you date? he asked next.

      Maryellen shrugged, choosing a nonverbal reply instead of a lengthy explanation.

      Jon sipped his coffee. Dont you get asked?

      Oh, sure. She preferred parties and other social events to individual dates. Why the interest, all of a sudden? Would you like to ask me out? she asked boldly. If he did, she just might be tempted. Then again, maybe not. Dark, mysterious men were dangerous, and shed already learned her lesson.

      
        
      

      What did he do to you? Jon pressed.

      Maryellen got off the stool, uncomfortable with the way he continually parried her questions with his. Each question dug a little deeper, delving into territory shed rather leave undisturbed.

      Tell me something I dont know about you, she said, challenging him with a look.

      Im a chef.

      You mean you enjoy cooking?

      No, Im a chef at Andrs.

      The elite seafood restaurant was on the Tacoma waterfront. II didnt know.

      Most people dont. Its how I pay the bills.

      Kellys voice rang from inside the gallery. Anybody here?

      Her sister couldnt have chosen a worse time to visit, and Maryellen glanced regretfully toward the showroom. Thats my sister.

      I should be going. Jon took a swallow of the cooled coffee, then put down the mug.

      Dont leave yet. She reached out impulsively, touching his forearm. Im sure Ill only be a moment.

      Come to Andrs one night, he said. Ill make you something special.

      Maryellen wasnt sure if he meant she should come alone or if she should bring a date. But it seemed inappropriate to ask. Ill do that, she said as Kelly walked into the back room. Her sister stopped suddenly, her face filled with surprise and delight at finding Maryellen with a man.

      Im Jon Bowman, Jon said into the awkward silence. Ill leave you to visit. Nice seeing you again, Maryellen.

      
        
      

      Bye, she said, her feelings a mixture of surprise and regret. Anticipation, too, she admitted privately. And that was something she hadnt felt in years.

      Kelly watched him go. As soon as Jon was out of earshot, she asked, Was that anyone special?

      Just one of our artists, Maryellen returned, not elaborating.

      Kelly claimed the stool recently vacated by Jon. Hows Mom holding up?

      Better than I expected. Making that first attorneys appointment had been difficult, but her mothers resolve had seen her through.

      Dads coming back, you know, Kelly said.

      Maryellen didnt argue, although shed long since abandoned hope that he would.

      You dont believe me, do you? Kelly challenged.

      Maryellen had, in fact, given up. For whatever reason, their father had disappeared. When it came to men, she didnt expect much, even from her own father.

      Could Jon Bowman be any different? She wasnt going to think about that now, she decided.

      Daddy will come back, Kelly insisted again when Maryellen ignored the question.

      Time will tell, wont it, Maryellen said and reached for her coffee.
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