

 
 
 




     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 to Cedar Cove, Washington. I hope you enjoy meeting my new friends. And I hope that once you do, youll feel as comfortable with Olivia, Grace, Charlotte, Cecilia, Jack, Ian, Seth and all the others as you would your own next-door neighbours. You see, theyre mine. Well not exactly. Cedar Cove is based on my own home town of Port Orchard, Washington, but the characters and their stories are figments of my imagination. However, anyone whos walked the streets of Port Orchard will recognise buildings and events Ive described. The library, the new city hall, even the seagull-calling contest, are part and parcel of life in Port Orchard.


         

So please sit back and enjoy a bit of romance, a bit of mystery with a little wisdom thrown in. Sit back and acquaint yourself with a whole community of new friends. I know theyre all anxious to introduce themselves to you!
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PS I love to hear from readers. You can reach me at PO Box 1458, Port Orchard, WA 98366, USA or through my website at www.debbiemacomber.com.
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                In memory of 
Rita Adler 
26th December, 1950  12th December, 2000 
We miss you.
                    





                        
       One

      Cecilia Randall had heard of people who, if granted one wish, would choose to live their lives over again. Not her. Shed be perfectly content to blot just one twelve-month period from her twenty-two years.
      The past twelve months.
      Last January, shortly after New Years, shed met Ian Jacob Randall, a Navy man, a submariner. Shed fallen in love with him and done something completely irresponsibleshed gotten pregnant. Then shed complicated the whole situation by marrying him.
      That was mistake number three and from there, her errors in judgment had escalated. She hadnt been stupid so much as nave and in love andworst of all romantic. The Navy, and life, had cured her of that fast enough.
      Their baby girl had been born premature while Ian was at sea, and it became immediately apparent that she had a defective heart. By the time Ian returned home, Allison Marie had already been laid to rest. It was Cecilia whod stood alone in the unrelenting rain of the Pacific Northwest while her babys tiny casket was lowered into the cold, muddy earth. Shed been forced to make life-and-death decisions without the counsel of family or the comfort of her husband.
      Her mother lived on the East Coast and, because of a snowstorm, had been unable to fly into Washington State. Her father was as supportive as he knew how to bewhich was damn little. His idea of being there for her consisted of giving Cecilia a sympathy card and writing a few lines about how sorry he was for her loss. Cecilia had spent countless days and nights by their daughters empty crib, alternately weeping and in shock. Other Navy wives had tried to console her, but Cecilia wasnt comfortable with strangers. Shed rejected their help and their friendship. And because shed been in Cedar Cove for such a short time, she hadnt made any close friends in the community, either. As a result, shed borne her grief alone.
      When Ian did return, hed blamed Navy procedures for his delay. Hed tried to explain, but by then Cecilia was tired of it all. Only one reality had any meaning: her daughter was dead. Her husband didnt know and couldnt possibly understand what shed endured in his absence. Since he was on a nuclear submarine, all transmissions during his tour of duty were limited to fifty-word family grams. Nothing could have been done, anyway; the submarine was below the polar ice cap at the time. She did write to tell him about Allisons birth and then her death. Shed written out her grief in these brief messages, not caring that theyd be closely scrutinized by Navy personnel. But Ians commanding officer had seen fit to postpone relaying the information until the completion of the ten-week tour. I didnt know, Ian had repeatedly insisted. Surely she couldnt hold him responsible. But she did. Unfair though it might be, Cecilia couldnt forgive him.
      Now all she wanted was out. Out of her marriage, out of this emotional morass of guilt and regret, just out. The simplest form of escape was to divorce Ian.
      Sitting in the hallway near the courtroom, she felt more determined than ever to terminate her marriage. With one swift strike of a judges gavel, she could put an end to the nightmare of the past year. Eventually she would forget shed ever met Ian Randall.  Allan Harris, Cecilias attorney, entered the foyer outside the Kitsap County courtroom. She watched as he glanced around until he saw her. He raised his hand in a brief greeting, then walked over to where she sat on the hard wooden bench and claimed the empty space beside her.
      Tell me again whats going to happen, she said, needing the assurance that her life would return to at least an approximation of what it had been a year ago.
      Allan set his briefcase on his lap. We wait until the docket is announced. The judge will ask if were ready, Ill announce that we are, and well be given a number.
      Cecilia nodded, feeling numb.
      We can be assigned any number between one and fifty, her attorney continued. Then we wait our turn.
      Cecilia nodded again, hoping she wouldnt be stuck in the courthouse all day. Bad enough that she had to be here; even worse that Ians presence was also required.  She hadnt seen him yet. Maybe he was meeting somewhere with his own attorney, discussing strategiesnot that she expected him to contest the divorce.
      There wont be a problem, will there? Her palms were damp and cold sweat had broken out across her forehead. She wanted this to be over so she could get on with her life. She believed that couldnt happen until the divorce was filed. Only then would the pain start to go away.
      I cant see that therell be any hang-ups, especially since youve agreed to divide all the debts. He frowned slightly. Despite that prenuptial agreement you signed.
      A flu-like feeling attacked Cecilias stomach, and she clutched her purse tightly against her. Soon, she reminded herself, soon she could walk out these doors into a new life.
      Its a ratherunusual agreement, Allan murmured.
      In retrospect, the prenuptial agreement had been another in the list of mistakes shed made in the past year, but according to her attorney one that could easily be rectified. Back when shed signed it, their agreement had made perfect sense. In an effort to prove their sincerity, theyd come up with the idea that the spouse who wanted the divorce should pay not only the legal costs but all debts incurred during the marriage. It could be seen as either punitive or deterrent; in either case, it hadnt worked. And now it was just one more nuisance to be dealt with.
      Cecilia blamed herself for insisting on something in writing. Shed wanted to be absolutely sure that Ian wasnt marrying her out of any sense of obligation. Yes, the pregnancy was unplanned, but she wouldve been perfectly content to raise her child by herself. She preferred that to being trapped in an unhappy marriageor trapping Ian in a relationship he didnt want. Ian, however, had been adamant. Hed sworn that he loved her, loved their unborn child and wanted to marry her.
      As a ten-year-old, Cecilias entire world had been torn apart when her parents divorced. She refused to do that to her own child. In her mind, marriage was forever, so shed wanted them to be certain before making a lifetime commitment. How nave, she thought now. How sentimental. How romantic.
      Ian had said he wanted their marriage to be forever, too, but like so much else this past year, that had been an illusion. Cecilia had needed to believe him, believe in the power of love, believe it would protect her from this kind of heartache.
      In the end, blinded by the prospect of a husband who seemed totally committed to her and by the hope of a happy-ever-after kind of life, Cecilia had acquiesced to the marriagewith one stipulation. The agreement.
      Their marriage was supposed to last as long as they both lived, so theyd devised an agreement that would help them stay true to their vows. Or so theyd thought. Before the ceremony, theyd written the prenuptial contract themselves and had it notarized. Shed forgotten all about it until shed made an appointment with Allan Harris and hed asked if shed signed any agreement prior to the wedding. It certainly wasnt the standard sort of document; nevertheless Allan felt they needed to have the court rescind it.
            Her marriage shouldnt have ended like this, but after their baby died, everything had gone wrong. Whatever love had existed between them had been eroded by their loss. Babies werent supposed to dieeven babies born premature. Any sense of rightness, of justice, had disappeared from Cecilias world. The marriage that was meant to sustain her had become yet another source of guilt and grief. Experience had taught her she was alone, and her legal status might as well reflect that.
      She couldnt think about it anymore and purposely turned her thoughts elsewhere.
      Attorneys milled about the crowded area, conferring with their clients, and she looked around, expecting to find Ian, bracing herself for the inevitable confrontation. She hadnt seen or talked to him in more than four months, although their attorneys were in regular contact. She wondered if all these other people were here for equally sad reasons. They must be. Why else did anyone go to court? Broken vows, fractured agreements
      We have Judge Lockhart, Allan said, breaking into her observations.
      Is that good?
      Shes fair.
      That was all Cecilia asked. This is just a formality, right?
      Right. Allan gave her a comforting smile.
      She checked at her watch. The docket was scheduled to be announced at nine and it was five minutes before. Ian still wasnt here.
      What if Ian doesnt show up? she asked.
      Then well ask for a continuance.
            Oh. Not another delay, she silently pleaded.
      Hell be here, Allan said reassuringly. Brad told me Ians just as keen to get this over with as you are.
      The knot in her stomach tightened. This was the easy part, she told herself, dismissing her nervousness. Shed already been through the hard partthe pain and grief, the disappointment of a marriage that hadnt worked. The hearing was merely a formality; Allan had said so. Once the prenuptial agreement was rescinded, the no-contest divorce was as good as done and this nightmare would be behind her.
      Then Ian appeared.
      Cecilia felt his presence before she actually saw him. Felt his gaze as he came up the stairwell and into the foyer. She turned and their eyes briefly met before they each, hurriedly, looked away.
      Almost simultaneous with his arrival, the courtroom doors opened. Everyone stood and began to file inside with an eagerness that defied explanation. Allan walked beside Cecilia through the mahogany doors. Ian and his attorney entered after them and sat on the opposite side of the courtroom.
      The bailiff immediately started reading off names as though taking attendance. With each name or set of names, a response was made and a number assigned. It happened so quickly that Cecilia almost missed hearing her own.
      Randall.
      Both Allan Harris and Brad Dumas called out.
      Cecilia didnt hear the number they were given. When Allan sat down beside her, he wrote thirty on a yellow legal pad.
            Thirty? she whispered, astonished to realize that twenty-nine other cases would have to be heard before hers.
      He nodded. Dont worry, itll go fast. Well probably be out of here before eleven. Depends on what else is being decided.
      Do I have to stay here?
      Not in the courtroom. You can wait outside if you prefer.
      She did. The room felt claustrophobic, unbearably so. She stood and hurried into the nearly empty hall, practically stumbling out of the courtroom in her rush to escape.
      Two steps into the foyer, she stoppedbarely avoiding a collision with Ian.
      They both froze, staring at each other. Cecilia didnt know what to say; Ian apparently had the same problem. He looked good dressed in his Navy blues, reminding her of the first time theyd met. He was tall and fit and possessed the most mesmerizing blue eyes shed ever seen. Cecilia thought that if Allison Marie had lived, she would have had her daddys eyes.
      Its almost over, Ian said, his voice low and devoid of emotion.
      Yes, she returned. After a moments silence, she added, I didnt follow you out here. She wanted him to know that.
      I figured as much.
      It felt like the walls were closing in on me.
      He didnt comment and sank onto one of the wooden benches that lined the hallway outside the courtrooms. He slouched forward, elbows braced against his knees. She sat at the other end of the bench, perched uncomfortably on the very edge. Other people left the crowded courtroom and either disappeared or found a secluded corner to confer with their lawyers. Their whispered voices echoed off the granite walls.
      I know you dont believe me, but Im sorry its come to this, Ian said.
      I am, too. Then, in case he assumed she might be seeking a reconciliation, she told him, But its necessary.
      I couldnt agree with you more. He sat upright, his back ramrod-straight as he folded his arms across his chest. He didnt look at her again.
      This was awkwardboth of them sitting here like this. But if he could pretend she wasnt there, she could do the same thing. Surreptitiously, she slid farther back on the bench. This was going to be a long wait.
          

      Well, hello there, Charlotte Jefferson said as she peeked inside the small private room at Cedar Cove Convalescent Center. I understand youre a new arrival.
      The elderly, white-haired gentleman slouched forward in his wheelchair, staring at her with clouded brown eyes. Despite the ravages of illness and agehe was in his nineties, shed learnedshe could see hed once been a handsome man. The classic bone structure was unmistakable.
      You dont need to worry about answering, she told him. I know youre a stroke patient. I just wanted to introduce myself. Im Charlotte Jefferson. I stopped by to see if theres anything I can do for you.
            He raised his gaze to hers and slowly, as though with great effort, shook his head.
      You dont have to tell me your name. I read it outside the door. Youre Thomas Harding. She paused. Janet Lesterthe social worker herementioned you a few days ago. Ive always been fond of the name Thomas, she chattered on. I imagine your friends call you Tom.
      A weak smile told her she was right.
      Thats what I thought. Charlotte didnt mean to be pushy, but she knew how lonely it must feel to come to a strange town and not know a single, solitary soul. One of my dearest friends was here for years, and I came to visit with her every Thursday. It got to be such a habit that after Barbara went to be with the Lord, I just continued. Last week, Janet told me youd just arrived. So I decided to come over today and introduce myself.
      He tried to move his right hand, without success.
      Is there something I can get you? she asked, wanting to be helpful.
      He shook his head again, then with a shaky index finger pointed at the chair across from him.
      Ah, I understand. Youre asking me to sit down.
      He managed a grin, lopsided though it was.
      Well, dont mind if I do. These dogs are barking. She sat in the chair hed indicated and removed her right pump in order to rub some feeling back into her toes.
      Tom watched her, his eyes keen with interest.
      I suppose youd like to know a little something about Cedar Cove. Well, I dont blame you, poor man. Thank goodness you got transferred here. Janet said youd requested Cedar Cove in the first place, but got sent to that facility in Seattle instead. I heard about what happened there. All I can say is its a crying shame. According to Janet, Toms previous facility had been closed down for a number of serious violations. The patients, most of whom were wards of the state, were assigned to a variety of care units across Washington.
      Im so glad youre here in Cedar Coveits a delightful little town, Tom, she said, purposely using his name. She wanted him to feel acknowledged. Hed spent time in a substandard facility where hed been treated without dignity or compassion. In fact, Janet had told her the staff there had been particularly neglectful. Charlotte was shocked to hear that; she found it incomprehensible. Imagine being cruel to a vulnerable person like Tom! Imagine ignoring him, leaving him to lie in a dirty bed, never talking to him. I see youve got a view of the marina from here, she said with as much enthusiasm as she could muster. Were proud of our waterfront. During the summer theres a wonderful little festival, and of course the Farmers Market fills the parking lot next to the library on Saturdays. Every so often, fishing boats dock at the pier and sell their wares. I swear to you, Tom, theres nothing better than Hood Canal shrimp bought fresh off the boat.
      She hesitated, but Tom seemed to be listening, so she went on.
      Okay, lets see what I can tell you about Cedar Cove, she said, hardly knowing where to start. This is a small town. Last census, I believe we totaled not quite five thousand. My husband, Clyde, and I both came from the Yakima area, in the eastern part of the state and we moved here after World War II. Back then, Cedar Cove had the only stoplight in the entire county. That was fifty years ago now. Fifty years. How could all that time have slipped away?
      Cedar Cove has changed in some ways, but its stayed the same in others, she said. A lot of people around here are employed by the Bremerton shipyard, just like they were in the forties. And naturally the Navy has a real impact on the towns economy.
      Tom must have guessed as much, with the Bremerton Naval shipyard on the other side of the cove. Huge aircraft carriers lined the waterfront; so did rows of diesel-powered submarines. The nuclear ones were stationed at the submarine base out in Bangor. On overcast days, the gray flotilla blended with the slate colors of the sky.
      Tom jerkily placed his right hand over his heart.
      You served in the military? she asked.
      The older mans nod was barely perceptible.
      God bless you, Charlotte said. Theres all that talk about us being the greatest generation, living through the depression and the war, and you know what? Theyre right. Young people these days dont know what it means to sacrifice. Theyve had it far too easy, but then, thats just my opinion.
      Toms eyes widened, and Charlotte could tell he agreed with her.
      Not wanting to get sidetracked, she paused, gnawing on her lower lip. Now, what else can I tell you? she murmured. Well, for one thing, were big on sports in Cedar Cove. Friday nights in the fall, half the town shows up for the high-school football games. This time of year, its basketball. Two years ago, the softball team took the state championship. My oldest grandson She hesitated and looked away, sorry shed followed this train of thought. Jordan showed real promise as a baseball player, but he drowned fifteen years ago. She wasnt sure what had prompted her to mention Jordan and wished that she hadnt. A familiar sadness lodged in her heart. I dont think Ill ever get over his death.
      Tom, feeble as he was, leaned toward her, as though to rest his hand on hers.
      It was a touching gesture. Im sorry, she whispered. I didnt mean to talk about this. My daughter lives in Cedar Cove, she continued, forcing a cheerful note into her voice. Shes a judgeJudge Olivia Lockhartand Im proud as can be of her. When she was a little girl, Olivia was a skinny little thing. She grew up tall, though. Very striking. Shes in her early fifties now, and she still turns heads. Its the way she carries herself. Just looking at her, people know shes someone important. Thats my daughter, the judge, but to me shell always be my little brown-eyed girl. I get a lot of joy out of sitting in her courtroom while shes presiding. She shook her head. Here I am talking about myself instead of Cedar Cove. If shed had questions to answer, Charlotte wouldve found this easier; unfortunately, it wasnt possible for Tom to ask.
      Were only a ferry ride away from Seattle, but were a rural community. I live in the town proper, but plenty of folks have chickens and horses. Of course, thats outside the city limits.
      Tom nodded in her direction.
            Youre asking about me?
      His answering smile told her shed guessed right.
      Charlotte smiled, a bit flustered. She lifted her hand to her head and smoothed the soft wavy hair. At seventy- two, her hair was completely white. It suited her, if she did say so herself. Her face was relatively unlined; shed always been proud of her complexiona woman was allowed a little vanity, wasnt she?
      Im a widow, she began. Clydes been gone nearly twenty years. He died much too youngcancer. She lowered her eyes. He worked at the Naval shipyard. We had two children, William and Olivia. You know, the judge. William works in the energy business and travels all over the world, and Olivia married and settled down right here in Cedar Cove. Her children graduated from the same high school she did. The school hangs a picture of each years graduating class on the wall and its quite interesting to look back on all those young smiling faces and see whats become of them. Charlotte grew thoughtful. Justines picture is there. She was Jordans twin and oh, I do worry about her. Shes twenty-eight now and dating an older man neither her mother nor I trust. Charlotte stopped herself from saying more. James is Olivias youngest, and hes currently in the Navy. It was a shock to all of us when he enlisted. William and his wife decided against children, and I sometimes wonder if they regret that now. I think Will might, but not Georgia. Although both her children were in their fifties, Charlotte still worried about them.
      Toms eyes drifted shut, then swiftly opened.
      Youre tired, Charlotte said, realizing she was discussing her concerns about her daughter and grandchildren more than she was giving Tom an overview of Cedar Cove.
      He shook his head slightly, as if he didnt want her to leave.
      Charlotte stood and placed her hand on his shoulder. Ill be back soon, Tom. You should get some sleep. Besides, its time I headed for the courthouse. Olivias on the bench this morning and Im finishing a baby blanket. Deciding she should explain, she added, I do my best knitting in court. The Chronicle did an article about me a couple of years ago with a photo! There I was, sitting in court with my needles and my yarn. Which reminds me, if youd like Ill bring in the local paper and read it to you. Until just this week, we only had the Wednesday edition, but the paper was recently sold and a new editor hired. Hes expanded to two papers a week. Isnt that nice?
      Tom smiled.
      This is a lovely little town, Charlotte told him, leaning forward to pat his hand. Youre going to like it here so well.
      She started out the door and saw that her new friend didnt have a lap robe. The ladies at the Senior Center would soon fix that. These halls got downright chilly, especially during Cedar Coves damp winters. How sad that this man didnt have anyone who cared enough about his welfare to see that he had a basic comfort like that.
      Ill be back soon, she told him again.
      Tom nodded and gave her a rakish little grin. Oh, yes, hed been a charmer in his day.
      As she walked out the main door, Janet stopped her. Did you introduce yourself to Tom Harding?
            I did. What a dear man.
      I knew youd think so. Youre exactly what he needs.
      He doesnt have any family?
      Theres no next of kin listed in his file. Its about five years since his stroke, and apparently hes never had visitors. She paused, frowning. But then, I dont know how much we can trust the record-keeping at Senior Haven.
      How long was he there?
      Janet shrugged. I dont recall exactly. At least five years. After he was released from chronic care.
      Oh, the poor man. Hes
      In need of a friend, Janet finished for her.
      Well, he found one, Charlotte said. Shed always been a talker. Clyde used to say she could make friends with a brick wall. He meant it as a compliment and shed taken it that way.
      On second thought, she wouldnt ask the women at the Senior Center to knit Tom a lap robe; shed do it herself, just as soon as she finished the baby blanket. By her next visit, shed have something to give him, something to keep him warmthe lap robeand her friendship.
          

      Judge Olivia Lockhart had a difficult time with divorce cases, which were her least favorite duty in family court. Shed served on the bench for two years and figured shed seen it all. Then there were cases like this one.
      Ian and Cecilia Randall were asking to rescind their handwritten notarized prenuptial agreement. As soon as that was out of the way, they would file for the dissolution of their marriage. The attorneys stood before her with their clients at their sides.
      Olivia glanced at the paperwork, noting that it had been dated and signed less than a year ago. How a marriage could go so wrong so quickly was beyond her. She looked up and studied the couple. So young, they were, both of them staring down at their feet. Ian Randall seemed to be a responsible young man, probably away from his home and family for the first time, serving in the military. The wife was a fragile waif, impossibly thin with dark, soulful eyes. Her straight brown hair framed her heart-shaped face; the ends straggled to her shoulders. She repeatedly looped a strand around her ear, probably out of nerves.
      I must say this is original, Olivia murmured, rereading the few lines of the text. It was straightforward enough if unusual. According to the agreement, the spouse who filed for divorce would assume all debts.
      Apparently theyd had a change of heart in that, as well as in the matter of their marriage. Olivia glanced over the brief list of accumulated debts and saw that theyd been evenly split between the couple. If the marriage had lasted longer, of course, the debts would have been more punishinga mortgage, presumably, car payments and so on. Which would have provided the discontented spouse with an incentive of sorts to stay in the marriage, Olivia supposed. In any event, the current debts amounted to seven thousand dollars. Ian Randall assumed all credit card bills and Cecilia Randall had agreed to pay the utility bills, which included a three-hundred-dollar phone bill and oddly enough, a two-hundred-dollar charge to a florist shop. The largest of the debts, she noticed, was burial costs, which they had agreed to share equally.
      Both parties have reached an agreement in regard to all debts accumulated during the time of their marriage, Allan Harris stated.
      Clearly there was more to this situation than met the eye. Was there a death in the family? she asked, directing the question to the attorney whod spoken.
      Allan nodded. A child.
      Olivias stomach spasmed. I see.
      Our daughter was born premature, and she had a defective heart, Cecilia Randall said in a barely audible voice. Her name was Allison.
      Allison Marie Randall, the sailor husband added.
      Olivia watched as husband and wife exchanged glances. Cecilia looked away but not fast enough for Olivia to miss the pain, the anger, the heartache. Perhaps she recognized it because shed experienced it herself, right along with the disintegration of her own marriage.
      The two parties continued to await her decision. Since everything was in order and both were in agreement, there was little to hold up the procedure. This hearing was simply a formality so they could proceed to the dissolution of their marriage.
      Seven thousand dollars is quite a lot of debt to accumulate in just a few months, she said, prolonging their wait.
      I agree, Your Honor, Brad Dumas inserted quickly, but there were extenuating circumstances.
      Olivia caught sight of her mother in the viewing chamber. She often sat in the front row, almost always occupied with her needles and yarn. But Charlotte wasnt knitting now. Her fingers clenched the needles that rested in her lap, as though she, too, understood the significance of what was happening.
      Olivia hesitated, which was completely unlike her. She was known for being swift and decisive. What this couple needed was a gentle, loving hand to guide them through the grieving process. Ending their marriage wouldnt solve the problems; personal experience had taught Olivia that. If the Randalls insisted on going through with their divorce, Olivia would be helping them pave a one-way road to pain and guilt. However, she had no legal reason not to rescind the agreement.
      Im going to take a ten-minute recessto review this agreement, she announced. Then, before the members of either party could reveal their shock, she got up and headed toward her chambers. She heard the rustle of the courtroom as everyone stood, followed by a flurry of hushed whispers.
      Sitting at her desk, Olivia leaned her head against the high-back leather chair and closed her eyes. It was inevitable that shed see the comparisons between herself and Cecilia Randall. Fifteen years ago, Olivia had lost her oldest son. All those years had come and gone, but the pain of Jordans death had never faded, and it never would. In the twelve months after the drowning accident, her entire world had crumbled. First shed lost her son and then her husband. Over the years, small problems had crept into her marriagenothing big, nothing overwhelming or unusual, just the typical stress experienced by any couple with dual careers and three demanding children. But after Jordans death, that stress had multiplied tenfold, had become insurmountable. Before Olivia could fully appreciate what they were doing, theyd separated. Not long afterward, Olivia and Stan found themselves standing in front of a judge, and the divorce was declared final.
      Three months later, Stan had shocked her and everyone else by remarrying. Apparently hed been confiding his problems to this other woman for some time, keeping the relationship a secret from Olivia.
      A knock sounded at her door and before Olivia could answer, her mother let herself in.
      Olivia straightened. She shouldve known her mother would take this opportunity to speak with her. Hello, Mom.
      Im not disturbing you, am I?
      Olivia shook her head. Her mother knew the door was always open as far as she was concerned.
      Oh, good. Charlotte immediately got to the pointher point. What a shame it is, that young couple wanting out of their marriage when theyve barely had a chance to get to know each other.
      Olivia was thinking the same thing, although she couldnt and wouldnt admit it.
      It seems to me that neither of them is very keen on this divorce. I could be wrong, but
      Mother, you know I cant discuss my cases.
      Yes, yes, I know, but sometimes I just cant help myself. Charlotte started to back out the door, then apparently changed her mind. I dont know if I ever told you this, but your father and I didnt get along the first year, either.
      This was news to Olivia.
      Clyde was a stubborn man, and as you might have noticed I have a strong will of my own.
            That was an understatement if ever there was one.
      Our first year, all we did was argue, Charlotte said. And then, before I knew it, I was pregnant with your brother and wellwell, we worked everything out. We had a lot of good years together, your father and I. Her hands tightened around her purse and her knitting bag. He was the love of my life. As if shed said more than shed intended, Charlotte moved out of the room and gently closed the door behind her.
      Grinning, Olivia got to her feet. Leave it to her mother to say exactly what she needed to hear. Her decision made, Olivia returned to the courtroom. Once she was seated, the Randalls and their attorneys approached the bench. Cecilia Randall stepped forward with her big, soulful eyes staring blankly into space. Ian Randalls expression was hard and unflinching, as though he was preparing himself for the inevitable.
      I cannot discount the possibility, Olivia began, that these parties entered into this agreement in contemplation of the very issuethis matter of divorcethat is set before this court. They obviously placed great value on their marriage and that value served as consideration for such a contract. Their intent was clearly to avoid the outcome they now seem to be pursuingan easy divorce. Therefore, I am not setting aside the prenuptial agreement. The issue will need to be resolved at trial. In the meantime, I strongly urge these parties to seek out counseling or apply to the Dispute Resolution Center to discuss their differences.
      Both spouses and their lawyers leaned closer, as if they couldnt possibly have heard correctly.
      Allan Harris and Brad Dumas immediately started shuffling through their notes. The sight was almost comical as the two attorneys hurried to reread the prenuptial agreement.
      Excuse me, Your Honor. Brad Dumas reacted first, raising his hand.
      Both parties are in agreement, Allan Harris argued. Mr. Randall has agreed to set aside the prenuptial and has willingly taken on responsibility for a share of the debts.
      What did she say? Cecilia Randall asked, looking to Allan Harris.
      To clarify, Your Honor, Brad Dumas requested, his expression puzzled.
      The agreement stands as written, Olivia stated.
      Youre not setting aside the agreement? Allan Harris spoke slowly. He sounded confused.
      No, Counselors, I am not, for the reasons Ive just indicated.
      Allan Harris and Brad Dumas stared at her.
      Is there a problem, gentlemen?
      Ah
      She waved them aside. See the clerk and set a trial date.
      Does this mean we cant go through with the divorce? Cecilia asked her attorney.
      I want the divorce as much as you do, Ian Randall insisted.
      Olivia slammed her gavel. Order in the court, she told them. If the couple chose to argue, they could do so on their own time.
      Moving as though they were in shock, Allan Harris and Brad Dumas picked up their papers and briefcases.
            Is there any other option? Cecilia Randall asked Allan Harris as they walked toward the doors.
      We might be able to appeal, but
      But thatll drive up the costs even more, Ian protested, close behind with his own attorney. Apparently Brad was still too dumbfounded to speak.
      I dont understand whats happening, Cecilia muttered once shed reached the courtroom doors. Cant we do something?
      The judge said we have to take this to trial? Ian Randall sounded incredulous. Just how expensive is that going to be?
      Very, Allan Harris answered quickly, as if hed take delight in running up his clients husbands tab.
      But thats not what I want, Cecilia wailed.
      Then I suggest you do what the judge recommended and seek counseling or contact the Dispute Resolution Center.
      Im not airing my problems to a group of strangers. With that Ian Randall slammed his way out of the court. Brad Dumas followed his client, but not before tossing Olivia a disgruntled look.
      Allan Harris stood there shaking his head, his expression incredulous.
      The bailiff read off the next number and still Allan remained.
      Cecilia Randall turned away, but not fast enough to disguise the fact that her eyes had filled with tears. Olivia felt her heart break just a littleand yet she was convinced shed done the right thing.
      How did this happen? Cecilia asked.
      I dont understand it, Olivia heard Allan Harris mumble. This is crazy.
            Cecilia Randall shook her head. Youre right, she murmured, shrugging into her coat. None of this should have happened, but it just did.
        




                        
       Two

      Olivia groaned when the telephone rang for the fifth time Saturday morning. No doubt this call, like all the others, was the result of Jack Griffins newspaper piece published that morning. The newly appointed editor of The Cedar Cove Chronicle had for some reason decided to write an article about her. Hed run the headline Divorce Denied across the editorial page. Olivia sighed; all this unwanted attention was disrupting her weekend, and she resented it.
      Hello, she said, making sure her voice conveyed her irritation. If this caller felt compelled to discuss her judgment, then she wasnt in the mood to talk. Shed brought each of the four previous conversations to a swift end.
      Hello, Mother.
      Justine, that was a relief! Olivia had been waiting to hear from her daughter all week. How are you? It used to be that they spoke on a regular basis, but no longer. Justine was dating a man Olivia considered disreputable, which created ongoing tension between mother and daughter. Consequently Justine avoided her. Warren Saget was a forty-eight-year-old land de-velopertwenty years her seniorwho had put together more than one shady deal. The age difference didnt bother Olivia as much as the man himself.
      Did you know your name was in the paper this morning? Justine asked.
      As though anyone would let Olivia miss seeing it. Starting the first of the year, The Cedar Cove Chronicle had gone to two editions a week and this was the very first Saturday edition. Maybe Griffin shouldve stuck to one paper a week, Olivia thought grimly, since he obviously couldnt scrape up enough real news. His entire column had been about the day hed spent sitting in her courtroom, listening to the judgments shed made. Although he didnt mention the Randalls by name, he said her ruling in that instance had come from the heart rather than from any law book and he applauded her decision, calling her gutsy and unconventional. Olivia wasnt opposed to receiving praise, but shed prefer not to have attention drawn to that particular case. While hed mentioned her in a vaguely flattering light, he certainly hadnt been as kind to others in her profession. He appeared to have a bias against attorneys and judges, and wasnt afraid to share his opinions on the subject.
      It was just Olivias luck that Jack Griffin had chosen her courtroom that day. Just her bad luck, she amended.
      What happened? Justine asked. I mean, its obvious Jack Griffin doesnt have much respect for the law, but he seems to like you.
      Olivia could hear the amusement in her daughters voice. I dont even know the man, she said dismissively.
      Thats interesting. I thought youd been holding out on me.
      Holding out?
      As in youd found yourself a man.
      Oh, please, Olivia moaned.
      Well, he seems to have made himself your champion. Especially over that divorce denied thing.
      Olivia had known she was taking a risk when shed made her ruling on the Randall case. Her personal feelings had no role on the bench, but she was absolutely certain those two young people would be making a terrible mistake if they went through with the divorce. Shed merely put up a roadblock, hoping it would be enough to force them into dealing with their problems instead of running from them.
      Jack wrote that you werent afraid of making a controversial decision.
      Ive already read his column, Olivia said in an effort to keep her daughter from repeating any more of it.
      So you know all about it?
      Olivia sighed. Unfortunately, yes. Then, hoping to change the subject, she asked, Are you free for lunch this afternoon? Its been weeks since we had a chance to visit. Justine had come for Christmas, but shed left as soon as the gifts were opened and dinner had been served. Olivia had no idea where shed spent New Years. Then again, she did knowand wished she didnt. Her daughter had spent the night with Warren Saget. Your grandma and I are getting together. Wed love it if you could join us.
            Sorry, Mom, Warren and I already have plans.
      Oh. She should have guessed. Warren kept a tight rein on Justine. She rarely had any free time these days. That distressed and annoyed Olivia, but whenever she mentioned it, or even hinted as much, her daughter became defensive.
      Well get together soon, Justine promised. Gotta go now.
      Olivia was about to suggest they set a day and a time right then, but before she had the opportunity, the line went dead.
      Grumbling to herself, she finished writing out her grocery list, then reached for her jacket and purse. The January weather was gray and bleak. It was raining lightlymore of a fine mist, reallyas she locked the front door and hurried down the porch steps to her car. Olivia loved her home, which looked out over the water on Lighthouse Road. The lighthouse itself was three miles away, situated on a jut of land that led into the protected waters of the cove. Unfortunately it couldnt be seen from her property.
      She had a number of stops to makethe grocery, the dry cleaner, the library. She hoped to get everything done by noon, when she was meeting her mother for lunch. She wished again that Justine could have joined them.
      She picked up her dry cleaning and returned her books to the library, then swung over to the local Safeway, where she always did her weekly shopping. Thankfully, she was early enough to avoid the usual Saturday morning crush. She began with the produce aisle, where she stood debating whether a head of lettuce was worth this outrageous price.
            Judge Lockhart. Didnt expect to run into you here.
      Olivia turned to confront the very man whod managed to upset her morning. She recognized his face from that day in her courtroomthe man whod sat right in front, notebook and pen in hand. Well, well, if it isnt Mr. Jack Griffin.
      I dont believe weve had the pleasure of a formal introduction.
      Trust me, Mr. Griffin, after this mornings paper, I know who you are. He was around her age, Olivia guessed, in his early fifties, and about her height. Dark hair, starting to gray. Clean-shaven, with pleasant regular features, he didnt strike her as outstandingly handsome but he had what she could only describe as an appealing quality. He smiled readily and his gaze was clear and direct. He seemed a bit disheveled in a loose raincoat, and she noticed that his shirt was casual, the top two buttons unfastened.
      Do I detect a note of censure? he asked, his smile flirting with her.
      Olivia wasnt sure how to answer. She was annoyed with him, but letting him know that would serve no useful purpose. I suppose you were just doing your job, she muttered, tossing a green pepper into her cart. Rubies cost less per pound, but she had a fondness for green peppers and felt she deserved a treat. Especially after this morning. Green peppers were a whole lot better for her than butter-pecan ice cream.
      She started to push her cart away, but Jack stopped her.
      Theyve got a coffee shop next door. Lets talk.
            Olivia shook her head. I dont think so.
      Jack followed her as she sorted through the fresh green beans. It mightve been my imagination, but you didnt want to see that couple go through with the divorce, did you?
      I dont discuss my cases outside the courtroom, she informed him stiffly.
      Naturally, he said in a reasonable tone as he continued walking at her side. It was personal, wasnt it?
      Losing her patience, Olivia turned and glared at him. As though shed admit such a thing to a reporter! Hed make the whole episode sound like a breach of professional ethics. Shed done nothing wrong, dammit. Shed acted with the best of intentions, and shed remained steadfastly within the law.
      You lost a son, didnt you? he pressed.
      Are you gathering information on me for your next article, Mr. Griffin? she asked coldly.
      Noand its Jack. He held up both hands, which was supposed to reassure her, Olivia supposed. It didnt.
      I nearly lost my own son, he said.
      Do you always pester people who prefer to go about their own business, or am I special?
      Youre special, he answered without a pause. I knew it the minute you made your judgment in the Randall case. You were right, you know. Everyone in that courtroom could see they had no business getting divorced. What you did took guts.
      As I explained earlier, I cannot discuss my cases.
      But you could have a cup of coffee with me, couldnt you? He didnt plead, didnt prod, but there was a good-natured quality about him that was beginning to work on her. He had a sense of humor, even a certain roguishness. She gave up. It probably wouldnt hurt to talk.
      All right, she agreed. She glanced down at her cart, calculating how long it would take her to finish.
      Thirty minutes, he suggested, grinning triumphantly. Ill meet you there.
      That settled, he walked away. Olivia couldnt help it, she was curious about this man and his comment about almost losing his own son. Perhaps they had more in common than shed realized.
      Twenty-five minutes later, her groceries in the trunk of her car, Olivia entered Java and Juice, the coffeehouse next to the Safeway. Sure enough, Jack was waiting for her, hands cupped around a steaming latte. He sat at a round table by the window and stood when she approached. It was a small thing, coming to his feet like that, a show of good manners and respect. But that one gentlemanly gesture told her as much about him as everything else hed said and done.
      She sat in the chair across from him and he waved to the waitress, who appeared promptly. Olivia ordered a regular coffee; a minute later, a thick ceramic mug was set before her.
      Jack waited until the high-school girl had left before he spoke. I just wanted you to know I meant what I saidI admire what you did last week. It couldnt have been easy. Olivia was about to remind him yet again that she couldnt discuss her court cases when he stopped her, shaking his head. I know, I know. But in my opinion you made a bold move and I couldnt let that go unnoticed.
            Olivia would have preferred he not publish his opinions for the entire town to discuss. However, there was nothing she could say or do that would change what had already seen the light of the printed page.
      How long have you been in Cedar Cove? she asked instead.
      Three months, he answered. Are you purposely turning the attention away from yourself?
      Olivia grinned. I sure am, she told him. Soyou have a son?
      Eric. Hes twenty-six and lives in Seattle. When he was ten, he was diagnosed with a rare form of bone cancer. He wasnt expected to live. His face darkened at the memory.
      But he did, Olivia said.
      Jack nodded. Hes alive and healthy, and for that Im deeply grateful. Then he went on to say that Eric worked for Microsoft and was doing very well.
      Olivias gaze went automatically to his ring finger. Jack had mentioned his son, but not his wife.
      Hed obviously noticed her quick look. Eric survived the cancer, he said, but unfortunately my marriage didnt.
      So he understood on a personal level what had occurred in her own life. Im sorry.
      He shrugged carelessly. That was a long time ago. Life goes on and so do I. Youre divorced yourself? Although he asked the question, she was fairly certain he already knew the answer.
      Fifteen years now.
      The conversation flowed smoothly after that, and before she knew it, she had to leave to meet her mother for lunch. Reaching for her purse, Olivia stood and extended her hand to Jack.
      I enjoyed getting to know you.
      He rose to his feet, taking her hand in his. You, too, Olivia. He briefly squeezed her fingers, as if to say theyd formed a bond with one another. When theyd first met todayand definitely before thatshed been irritated with him, but Jack had managed to thwart her displeasure. By the time she walked out the door, Olivia felt shed made a friend. She was well aware that Jack Griffin was no ordinary man, though; she wouldnt make the mistake of underestimating him.
          

      Ian Randall sat in his car outside his wifes apartment building, dreading what was certain to be another confrontation. The judge had made it plain that the prenuptial agreement wasnt going to be rescinded. Now what? They had a few options, none of which suited him or, apparently, his wife.
      Cecilia was the one who wanted the divorce. Shed been the first to hire an attorney. Hell, shed rammed this whole stupid idea down his throat. She wanted out. Okay, fine. If she preferred not to be with him, he was hardly going to fight for the privilege of remaining her husband. But now they were faced with a stumbling block in their attempt to end the marriage, such as it was. All because theyd written that agreement, intended to safeguard their wedding vows. Some decision had to be made.
      There was no point in waiting any longer. He climbed out of his car and slowly entered the building, approaching the first-floor apartment theyd once shared.
            Ian was irritated that he had to ring the doorbell to what had recently been his own home. After their separation, hed had to move on base. Fortunately, his friend Andrew Lackey had allowed Ian to store a few things at his house. He leaned hard against the buzzer now, fighting down his resentment. Releasing the button, he retreated a step and squared his shoulders. He steeled his emotions the way hed been taught in basic training, unwilling to reveal any of his thoughts or feelings to Cecilia.
      His wife opened the door, frowning when she saw who it was.
      I thought we should come to a decision, he announced in resolute tones. No matter how many times he told himself he shouldnt feel anything for her, he did. He couldnt be in the same room with her and forget what it was like when theyd made love or when hed first felt their baby move inside her. Nor could he forget how it had felt to stand over his daughters grave, never having had the opportunity to hold Allison or tell her he loved her.
      Cecilia held open the door. Okay.
      The hesitation in her voice was unmistakable.
      Ian followed her into the compact living room and sat on the edge of the sofa. Theyd picked it up second- hand at a garage sale shortly after their wedding. Ian had refused to let Cecilia help him move it, since she was already three months pregnant. His stubbornness had resulted in a wrenched back. This old sofa came with a lot of bad memories, just like his short- lived marriage.
      Cecilia sat across from him, her hands folded, her face unrevealing.
            I have to tell you the judges decision was kind of a shock, he said, opening the discussion.
      My attorney said we could appeal it.
      Oh, sure, Ian muttered, his anger flaring. And rack up another five or six hundred dollars worth of legal fees. I dont have that kind of money to burn and neither do you.
      You dont know the state of my finances, Cecilia snapped.
      This was the way every discussion started with them. At first they were courteous, almost too polite, but within minutes they were arguing and everything exploded in his face. They seemed to reach that level of irrational anger so quickly these days, or at least since Allison Maries birthand death. Ian sighed, feeling a sense of hopelessness. With the way things were between them now, it was hard to believe theyd ever slept together.
      Ian diverted his thoughts from their once healthy and energetic love life. In bed theyd found little to disagree about, but that was before
      We could always do as my attorney suggested.
      And whats that? Ian had no intention of taking Allan Harriss advice. The other man represented his wifes interests, not his.
      Allan recommended we do what the judge said and take our disagreement to the Dispute Resolution Center.
      Ian remembered Judge Lockhart making some comment about that, and he remembered his own reaction at the time. What exactly is that supposed to do? he asked, trying to sound reasonable and conciliatory.
            Well, I cant say for certain, but I think wed each present our sides to an impartial third party.
      What will that cost?
      Does everything boil down to money with you? Cecilia demanded.
      As a matter of fact, yes. This divorce had already set him back plenty. He wasnt the one whod wanted it in the first place, he told himself stubbornly. Sure, after Allison died, theyd had a few arguments but hed never expected it to lead to this.
      Cecilia had never understood what itd been like for him, although hed tried to explain countless times. He hadnt received her family gram until the end of the tour. His commanding officer had withheld the information about the premature birth and death of his daughter, since there was no possibility of a humanitarian airlift or any way of contacting Cecilia. When he finally reached the base, he hadnt had a chance to absorb the reality of their loss.
      His wife gave him a disgusted look. Do you have any suggestions, then? she asked in a superior tone of voice that set his teeth on edge. She knew he hated it when she spoke to him as though he was still in grade school.
      As a matter of fact, I do, he said, and got to his feet.
      Fine. I cant wait to hear it. Cecilia crossed her arms in that huffy way of hers.
      I say we simply go on with our lives.
      Cecilia frowned. Whats that supposed to mean?
      Do you plan to remarry?
      II dont know. Maybe someday.
      As far as he was concerned, Ian was through with it. Never again would he subject himself to a womans volatile emotions or fickle whims. Not me. Ive had it with marriage, with you, with the entire mess.
      Let me see if I understand what youre saying. Cecilia stood, too, and started pacing the small living room, passing directly in front of him. He caught a whiff of her perfume, and it was all he could do not to close his eyes and savor the scent. He hated that she still had the power to make him weak, to leave him wanting her.
      You can figure it out, Im sure, he said, purposely being sarcastic because he was angry now. He couldnt be near Cecilia and not feel a rush of resentment. Not just at her but at himself for harboring emotions that wouldnt go away.
      She ignored his attitude. Are you suggesting we not divorce?
      Sort of. He didnt want her to assume he was seeking a reconciliation. That wouldnt work; he already knew it. In the months after Allisons death, theyd both tried to make the best of a painful situation, without success.
      Sort of? she echoed, then waved her hand at him. Tell me more. This whole concept of yours intrigues me.
      Hed just bet it did. We could pretend were divorced.
      Pretend? Cecilia didnt bother to hide her anger. That is the stupidest idea Ive ever heard. Pretend, she repeated, shaking her head. You think we can ignore all our problems and pretend they dont exist.
      He glared at her, not trusting himself to speak. Okay, maybe she was right. He didnt want to deal with this divorce.
      Youre always looking for the easy way out, she said scornfully.
      He might be a lot of things, but irresponsible wasnt one of them. The Navy trusted him with a multi-million- dollar nuclear submarinedidnt that prove how dependable he was? Dammit, hed been brought up to meet his obligations, to stand by his word.
      If I was trying to escape my responsibilities, Id never have married you. Ian knew the minute he uttered the words that hed said the wrong thing.
      Cecilia flew across the room. I never wanted you to marry me because of Allison! We wouldve been fine. She faltered and abruptly looked away. I didnt need you.
      The hell you didnt. You still do. If for no other reason than the health benefits the Navy provided, his wife and daughter had needed him.
      You would never have married me if it wasnt for the pregnancy.
      Not true.
      She swept the hair away from her face. I cant believe I was so stupid.
      You! he burst out. Apparently Cecilia thought she was the only one with regrets. He had his own, and every one of them included her.
      Allison and I were She hesitated, suddenly inarticulate. We
      Allison was my daughter, too, and Ill be damned if Ill allow you to tell me what my feelings are. Dont go putting words in my mouth, or discount the way I felt about her. Just because I couldnt be here when she was born doesnt mean I didnt care. For the love of God, I was under the polar icecap when you went into labor. You werent even due until
      Now youre blaming me. She thrust her hand over her mouth as if to hold back emotion.
      It didnt do any good to talk. Hed tried, damn it to hell, hed tried, but it never got him anywhere. He just couldnt find any middle ground with her.
      Rather than prolong the agony, he stormed out of the apartment. The door banged in his wake, and he wasnt sure if hed closed it or Cecilia had slammed it after him.
      He left the building, fury propelling his steps, and got into his car. Feeling the way he did just then, Ian realized he shouldnt be driving, but he wasnt about to sit outside this apartment. Not when Cecilia might think he sat there pining for her.
      He revved the engine and threw the transmission into drive. The tires squealed as he sped off, burning rubber. He hadnt gone more than a quarter mile when he saw the red-and-blue lights of a police car flashing behind him.
      A cop. Damn it all. He eased to a stop at the curb and rolled down his window. By the time the officer reached his vehicle, Ian had removed his military drivers license from his wallet.
      Morning, sir, he said, wondering how good an actor he was.
      In a bit of a hurry back there, werent you? the policeman asked. He was middle-aged, his posture rigid, his hair worn in a crewcut. Everything about him screamed ex-military, which meant he just might be inclined to cut Ian a little slack.
            Hurry? Ian repeated and forced himself to relax. Not really.
      You were doing forty in a twenty-mile-an-hour zone. He glanced at the license and started writing out a ticket, apparently unimpressed by Ians military status.
      From the looks of it, Ian wasnt going to get the opportunity to talk his way out of this one. He quickly calculated what the ticket would cost him, plus the rate hike in his insurance.
      Thanks, Cecilia, he thought bitterly. The price of marriage just kept going up.
          

      Grace Sherman and Olivia Lockhart had been best friends nearly their entire lives. Theyd met in seventh grade, which was when students from both South Ridge Elementary and Mariners Glen entered Colchester Junior High. Grace had served as Olivias maid-of-honor when shed married Stanley Lockhart soon after her college graduation and was godmother to her youngest son, James.
      The summer following their high-school graduation, Grace had married Daniel Sherman and they quickly had two daughters. When Kelly, her youngest, turned six, Grace had gone back to school and earned her Bachelor of Library Science degree. Then shed started working for the Cedar Cove Library, and within ten years had been promoted to head librarian.
      Even while Olivia was attending a prestigious womens college in Oregon and Grace was an at-home mother with two small children, theyd remained close. They still were. Because their lives were busy, theyd created routines to sustain their friendship. Lunch together once a month. And every Wednesday night at seven, they met for an aerobics class at the local YMCA.
      Grace waited in the well-lit parking lot for her friend. She hadnt felt good when she left the house. The sensation was all-encompassing. Physically, she was tired, her weight was up and she didnt have her period to blame anymore. For years, shed managed to keep within ten pounds of what shed weighed in high school, but during the past five, shed gained an extra fifteen pounds. It had happened despite all her efforts. Somehow the weight had crept on. She was dissatisfied with other aspects of her appearance, too. Her salt-and-pepper hair was badly in need of a cut. On second thought, perhaps shed live dangerously and let it grow. She was in the mood for a changealthough she wasnt convinced it would make much difference.
      Emotionally, she wasnt feeling any better. After thirty-five years of marriage, she knew her husband as well as she did herself. Something was troubling Dan, but when shed gently asked him about it, hed bristled and theyd had an argument. Hed hurt her feelings and Grace had rushed away without resolving the issue.
      For most of their marriage, Dan had been employed as a logger. When hard times fell on the industry, hed taken a job with a local tree-trimming service. The work wasnt as steady as either of them would have liked, but with her income and some inventive budgeting, they managed. There wasnt any extra for small extravagances, but those had never mattered to Grace. She had her husband, her children, her friends and a decent roof over her head.
      She watched Olivias dark-blue sedan pull into the parking lot and saw her climb out, gym bag in hand.
      Grace slid out of her vehicle. So, how does it feel to be a celebrity?
      Not you, too? Olivia complained as they walked toward the building. She held open the door for Grace. Ive had nothing but grief over that stupid article.
      Grace smiled as color instantly flooded her friends cheeks.
      I let him have a piece of my mind, Olivia muttered, as they marched past a group of youngsters headed for the swimming pool. Once inside the locker room, they placed their bags on the bench, stripped out of their sweats and changed their shoes.
      One foot braced on the side of the bench, Grace tied her running shoe. You met Griffin? When?
      Saturday.
      Grace raised both eyebrows. She found it interesting that Olivia was skimping on the details. Where?
      In town.
      Hey, whats up?
      Up? Not one thing, her friend said. I just happened to run into Jack at the Safeway and wechatted a bit.
      Why do I have the feeling youre not telling me something?
      Olivia slipped the sweatband around her forehead. Theres nothing to tell, trust me.
      Trust you? Grace echoed, following her out of the locker room and into the aerobics area of the gym. Children and adults milled about, and Grace and Olivia had to stop several times to allow others to pass by. Have you ever noticed that the only time people ask you to trust them is when they probably shouldnt be trusted?
      Olivia paused, then started a few warm-up exercises on her own. I hadnt, but youre right. She propped her leg on the ballet bar and bent her forehead to her knee.
      Grace leaned against the bar, envying her friends suppleness. Her own body was far less flexible. Did you know people have been talking about the article all week?
      Great.
      Disregarding her sarcasm, Grace continued, her voice deceptively mild. Actually a lot of the talk has to do with Jack Griffin.
      Olivia raised her head. Anything interesting?
      Grace shrugged and adjusted the waistband of her spandex shorts. Oh, a few things.
      Such as?
      Grace was determined not to make this easy. Olivia had never, to her recollection, shown this much interest in any man since her divorce. Grace had felt for some time that her friend should get back into circulation, as people called it. Appropriate comment for a librarian, she always thought. You really want to know?
      The question seemed to require a great deal of thought. Noforget it. Then in the next breath, Olivia changed her mind. All right, Im curious. What have you heard?
      He moved to Cedar Cove three months ago.
            Old news, Olivia muttered. If thats all you have
      From the Spokane area.
      This appeared to be something Olivia didnt know. Newspaper background, obviously?
      Yes, from a paper with ten times the circulation of The Chronicle. Grace wasnt a gossip by nature, but shed been wondering about Jack Griffin since shed read his first Saturday column. Shed liked what hed had to say, and it was apparent he approved of Olivia. Shed met him briefly at a Chamber of Commerce meeting shortly after hed come to Cedar Cove but hadnt formed an impression one way or the other.
      Why does a man give up working for a prestigious newspaper and move across the state to a town the size of Cedar Cove? she asked Olivia.
      Her friend shrugged. Your guess is as good as mine. Perhaps he wanted to be closer to his son.
      He has a son? No one Grace had spoken to knew that.
      Eric. He lives in Seattle.
      That was interesting. But before she could comment further, their instructor, Shannon Devlin, entered the room, clapping her hands to gather her students around her.
      Trust me. Theres more to this career change than meets the eye.
      Trust you!
      Yeah, trust me, Grace joked.
      Olivia grinned and placed her hands on her hips as she rotated her waist, making deep bends as Shannon led the class in warm-ups. Youve been hanging around the mystery section of the library too long, she whispered as they took their places in front of the floor-to-ceiling mirror.
      Shannon was twenty, if that. A pretty girl with pliant limbs and a body devoid of fat. Graces own figure had once been that slim and perfect, she reminded herselfbefore two children and the onset of menopause.
      The music, impossibly loud, gave her a surge of energy. She had a love/hate relationship with this class. If not for Olivia, she would have dropped out a dozen times. Unfortunately she needed the benefits of all this huffing, puffing and stretching. Despite the muscle pain, she didnt mind the mat exercises, the sit-ups and such, but she hated Shannons little dance routines. Step back, slide left, cross right Olivia never seemed to have a problem with the complicated patterns; Grace, on the other hand, had trouble living up to her name.
      After fifty minutes of sweating and grumbling under her breath, plus cool-down exercises, they were finished. None too soon, as far as Grace was concerned. Not until theyd showered and changed back into their sweats did Olivia mention Jack again. The fact that she wanted to continue the conversation surprised Grace.
      Did you learn anything else about Jack Griffin?
      Grace had to think. It always seemed to take a while for her brain cells to stop bouncing around after her aerobics class. You know more about him than I do, she finally said.
      Olivia reached for her gym bag. I doubt that.
      Youre interested in him, arent you?
      Olivia laughed off the suggestion. Oh, hardly. Ive got enough worries without adding a relationship to the mix.
            Worries? Sure, her friend had worries, but then everyone did.
      Moms getting on in years and JustineI just cant seem to talk to her anymore, and I havent heard from James in two weeks.
      I thought he was out at sea.
      He is, but he can still e-mail me.
      Okay, okay, we all have kid problems, and our parents are a concern, but that doesnt mean we have to stop living.
      You think Ive stopped living? Olivia asked. Because I dont have a man in my life?
      Grace knew the question had offended her. First Dan and now her best friend, and Grace hadnt meant to upset either of them.
      I didnt mean it like that, she assured her. I just think you should leave your options open when it comes to Jack.
      Why?
      Because. And that was all the answer she was willing to give, but Grace had a very strong feeling that the new editor of The Cedar Cove Chronicle was going to bring something new and exciting to Olivias life.
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