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      When Debbie Macomber first decided to write a novel, people called her a hopeless dreamer. As a young, dyslexic mother of four active children, no one believed she had what it took to write a book, except Debbie. She wrote  for years. But each time she completed a story and mailed it off to a publisher, the manuscript was returned, stamped Rejected. As tough as it was to keep her spirits alive, Debbie never gave up. 
 But all her perseverance paid off and Debbies heart-warming novels have made her a New York Times bestselling author with sales of over fifty-one million novels worldwide. 
 By Debbie Macomber 
 THURSDAYS AT EIGHT THE SHOP ON BLOSSOM STREET A GOOD YARN OLD BOYFRIENDS WEDNESDAYS AT FOURR 
 
  Dear friends, 
 When we were children, my cousins and I often lay on the grass during those warm summer nights, gazing up at the heavens and wishing upon a star. it seems the child in us never really goes away, does it? I was reminded of this some time ago, when I met a reader named Arliene Zeigler at an autographing and she told me about her list of wishes. They werent resolutions, decisions or even goals. They were simply wishes. Some of them were places she wanted to go, people she longed to meet and experiences she hoped to have. 
 Dont we all have wishes in one form or another? Secret desires we rarely talk about because they might sound silly? As I started to write Twenty Wishes, I made up a completely new list of my own. I want to cuddle with my husband and reminisce about the years weve been together. Id like to blow bubbles with my grandchildren and chase butterflies. I want to sing on Broadway. OK, thats carrying it a bit far, but one can dream 
 I hope you enjoy spending a few hours with Anne Marie, her friends (especially the widows) and everyone else on Blossom Street. Alix has the coffee brewing over at the french Caf, and Susannahs setting out flowers on the sidewalk outside Susannahs garden. I see that Whiskers has curled up in the display window at A good yarn, and lydia has turned over the open sign. The door at Blossom Street Books is open, too, so come on in! 
 Hearing from my readers is one of my joys as an author. you can contact me through my website at www.DebbieMacomber.com or at PO Box 1458, port orchard, WA 98355, USA. 
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  To June Scobee Rodgers my dear friend An inspiration And a joy 

  
 




      
  Chapter 1 
 
 It was six oclock on Valentines Day, an hour that should have marked the beginning of a celebrationthe way it had when she and Robert were married. When Robert was alive. But tonight, on the most romantic day of the year, thirty-eight-yearold Anne Marie Roche was alone. Turning over the closed sign on the door of Blossom Street Books, she glanced at the Valentines display with its cutout hearts and pink balloons and the collection of romance novels she didnt read anymore. Then she looked outside. Streetlights flickered on as evening settled over the Seattle neighborhood. 
 The truth was, Anne Marie hated her life. Well, okay, hate was putting it too strongly. After all, she was healthy, reasonably young and reasonably attractive, financially solvent, and she owned the most popular bookstore in the area. But she didnt have anyone to love, anyone who loved her. She was no longer part of something larger than herself. Every morning when she woke, she found the other side of the bed empty and she didnt think shed ever get accustomed to that desolate feeling. 
  Her husband had died nine months ago. So, technically, she was a widow, although she and Robert had been separated. But they saw each other regularly and were working on a reconciliation. 
 Then, suddenly, it was all over, all hope gone. Just when they were on the verge of reuniting, her husband had a massive heart attack. Hed collapsed at the office and died even before the paramedics could arrive. 
 Anne Maries mother had warned her about the risks of marrying an older man, but fifteen years wasnt that much older. Robert, charismatic and handsome, had been in his midforties when they met. Theyd been happy together, well matched in every way but one. 
 Anne Marie wanted a baby. 
 Robert hadnt. 
 Hed had a familytwo childrenwith his first wife, Pamela, and wasnt interested in starting a second one. When shed married him, Anne Marie had agreed to his stipulation. At the time it hadnt seemed important. She was madly in love with Robertand then two years ago it hit her. This longing, this need for a baby, grew more and more intense, and Roberts refusal became more adamant. His solution had been to buy her a dog shed named Baxter. Much as she loved her Yorkie, her feelings hadnt changed. Shed still wanted a baby. 
  The situation wasnt helped by Melissa, Roberts twenty-four-year-old daughter, who disliked Anne Marie and always had. Over the years Anne Marie had made many attempts to ease the tension between them, all of which failed. Fortunately she had a good relationship with Brandon, Roberts son, who was five years older than his sister. 
 When problems arose in Anne Marie and Roberts marriage, Melissa hadnt been able to disguise her glee. Her stepdaughter seemed absolutely delighted when Robert moved out the autumn before last, seven months before his death. 
 Anne Marie didnt know what shed done to warrant such passionate loathing, other than to fall in love with Melissas father. She supposed the girls ardent hope that her parents would one day remarry was responsible for her bitterness. Every child wanted his or her family intact. And Melissa was a young teen when Anne Marie married Roberta hard age made harder by the familys circumstances. Anne Marie didnt blame Roberts daughter, but his marriage to Pamela had been dead long before she entered the picture. Still, try as she might, Anne Marie had never been able to find common ground with Melissa. In fact, she hadnt heard from her since the funeral. 
 Anne Marie opened the shop door as Elise Beaumont approached. Elises husband, Maverick, had recently passed away after a lengthy battle with cancer. In her mid-sixties, she was a retired librarian whod reconnected with her husband after nearly thirty years apart, only to lose him again after less than three. She was a slight, gray-haired woman whod become almost gaunt, but the sternness of her features was softened by the sadness in her eyes. A frequent patron of the bookstore, she and Anne Marie had become friends during the months of Mavericks decline. In many ways his death was a release, yet Anne Marie understood how difficult it was to let go of someone you loved. 
  I was hoping youd come, Anne Marie told her with a quick hug. Shed closed the store two hours early, giving Steve Handley, her usual Thursday-night assistant, a free evening for his own Valentine celebration. 
 Elise slipped off her coat and draped it over the back of an overstuffed chair. I didnt think I would and then I decided that being with the other widows was exactly what I needed tonight. 
 The widows. 
 Theyd met in a book group Anne Marie had organized at the store. After Robert died, shed suggested reading Lolly Winstons Good Grief, a novel about a young woman adjusting to widowhood. It was through the group that Anne Marie had met Lillie Higgins and Barbie Foster. Colette Blake had joined, too. Shed been a widow whod rented the apartment above A Good Yarn, Lydia Goetzs yarn store. Colette had married again the previous year. 
 Although the larger group had read and discussed other books, the widows had gravitated together and begun to meet on their own. Their sessions were often informal gatherings over coffee at the nearby French Caf or a glass of wine upstairs at Anne Maries. 
 Lillie and Barbie were a unique pair of widows, mother and daughter. Theyd lost their husbands in a private plane crash three years earlier. Anne Marie remembered reading about the Learjet incident in the paper; both pilots and their two passengers had been killed in a freak accident on landing in Seattle. Lillies husband and son-in-law were executives at a perfume company and often took business trips together. 
  Lillie Higgins was close to Elises age, but that was all they shared. Actually, it was difficult to tell exactly how old Lillie was. She looked barely fifty, but with a forty-year-old daughter, she had to be in her mid-sixties. Petite and delicate, she was one of those rare women who never seemed to age. Her wardrobe consisted of ultra-expensive knits and gold jewelry. Anne Marie had the impression that if Lillie wanted, she could purchase this bookstore ten times over. 
 Her daughter, Barbie Foster, was a lot like her mother and aptly named, at least as far as appearances went. She had long blond hair that never seemed to get mussed, gorgeous crystal-blue eyes, a flawless figure. It was hard to believe she had eighteen-year-old twin sons who were college freshmen; Anne Marie would bet that most people assumed she was their sister rather than their mother. If Anne Marie didnt like Barbie so much, it would be easy to resent her for being soperfect. 
 Thanks for closing early tonight. Id much rather be here than spend another evening alone, Elise said, breaking into Anne Maries thoughts. 
 There was that word again. 
 Alone. 
 Despite her own misgivings about Valentines Day, Anne Marie tried to smile. She gestured toward the rear of the store. Ive got the bubble wrap and everything set up in the back room. 
  The previous month, as they discussed an Elizabeth Buchan novel, the subject of Valentines Day had come up. Anne Marie learned from her friends that this was perhaps the most painful holiday for widows. That was when their small group decided to plan their own celebration. Only instead of romantic love and marriage, theyd celebrate friendship. Theyd defy the worlds pitying glances and toast each others past loves and future hopes. 
 Elise managed a quivering smile as she peered into the back of the store. Bubble wrap? 
 I have tons, Anne Marie informed her. You cant imagine how many shippers use it. 
 But why is it on the floor? 
 Well It seemed silly now that Anne Marie was trying to explain. I always have this insatiable urge to pop it, so I thought we could do it togetherby walking on it. 
 You want us to step on bubble wrap? Elise asked, sounding confused. 
 Think of it as our own Valentines dance and fireworks in one. 
 But fireworks are for Independence Day or maybe New Years. 
 Thats the point, Anne Marie said bracingly. New beginnings. 
 And well drink champagne, too? 
 You bet. Ive got a couple bottles of the real stuff, Veuve Clicquot. 
  Veuve means widow, you know. The widow Clicquots bubbly
what else could we possibly drink? 
 The door opened, and Lillie and Barbie entered in a cloud of some elegant scent. As soon as they were inside, Anne Marie locked the shop. 
 Party time, Lillie said, handing Anne Marie a white box filled with pastries. 
 I brought chocolate, Barbie announced, holding up a box of dark Belgian chocolates. She wore a red pantsuit with a wide black belt that emphasized her petite waist. Was there no justice in this world? The woman had the figure of a goddess and she ate chocolate? 
 I read that dark chocolate and red wine have all kinds of natural benefits, Elise said. 
 Anne Marie had read that, too. 
 Lillie shook her head in mock astonishment. First wine and now chocolate. Life is good. 
 Leading the way to the back room, Anne Marie dimmed the lights in the front of the shop. Beside the champagne and flutes, shed arranged a crystal vase of red roses; theyd been a gift from Susannahs Garden, the flower shop next door. All the retailers on Blossom Street were friends. Hearing about the small party, Alix Turner from the French Caf had dropped off a tray of cheese, crackers and seedless green grapes, which Anne Marie had placed on her work table, now covered with a lacy cloth. Lydia had insisted they use it for their celebration. It was so beautiful it reawakened Anne Maries desire to learn to knit. 
 She wished she could see her friends gifts as more than expressions of sympathy, but her state of mind made that impossible. Still, because of the other widows, for their sake as well as her own, she was determined to try. 
  This is going to be fun, Elise said, telling them why Anne Marie had spread out the bubble wrap. 
 What a wonderful idea! Barbie exclaimed. 
 Shall I pour? Anne Marie asked, ignoring the sense of oppression she couldnt seem to escape. It had been present for months and shed thought life would be better by now. Perhaps she needed counseling. One thing was certain; she needed something. 
 By all means, Lillie said, motioning toward the champagne. 
 Anne Marie opened the bottle and filled the four glasses and then they toasted one another, clicking the rims of the flutes. 
 To love, Elise said. To Maverick. Her voice broke. 
 To chocolate! Barbie made a silly face, perhaps to draw attention away from Elises tears. 
 And the Widows champagne, Lillie threw in. 
 Anne Marie remained silent. 
 Although itd been nine months, her grief didnt seem to diminish or become any easier to bear. She worked too much, ate too little and grieved for all the might-have-beens. It was more than the fact that the man shed loved was dead. With his death, she was forced to give up the dream of all shed hoped her marriage would be. A true companionshipand the foundation of a family. Even if she were to fall in love again, which seemed unlikely, a pregnancy past the age of forty was risky. The dream of having her own child had died with Robert. 
  The four sipped their champagne in silence, each caught up in her own memories. Anne Marie saw the sorrow on Elises face, the contemplative look on Lillies, Barbies half smile. 
 Will we be removing our shoes in order to pop the bubble wrap? Lillie asked a moment later. 
 Mom has this thing about walking around in stocking feet, Barbie said, glancing at her mother. She doesnt approve. 
 It just wasnt done in our household, Lillie murmured. 
 Theres no reason to take our shoes off, Anne Marie said. The whole idea is to have fun. Make a bit of noise, celebrate our friendship and our memories. 
 Then I say, let er rip, Elise said. She raised her sensibly shod foot and stomped on a bubble. A popping sound exploded in the room. 
 Barbie went next, her step firm. Her high heels effectively demolished a series of bubbles. 
 Pop. Pop. Pop. 
 Pop. 
 Lillie followed. Her movements were tentative, almost apologetic. 
 Pop. 
 Anne Marie went last. It feltgood. Really good, and the noise only added to the unexpected sense of fun and exhilaration. For the first time since the party had begun, she smiled. 
 By then they were all flushed with excitement and champagne. The others were laughing giddily; Anne Marie couldnt quite manage that but she could almost laugh. The ability to express joy had left her when Robert died. That wasnt all shed lost. She used to sing, freely and without self-consciousness. But after Roberts funeral Anne Marie discovered she couldnt sing anymore. She just couldnt. Her throat closed up whenever she tried. What came out were strangled sounds that barely resembled music, and after a while she gave up. Itd been months since shed even attempted a song. 
  The popping continued as they paraded around on the bubble wrap, pausing now and then to sip champagne. They marched with all the pomp and ceremony of soldiers in procession, saluting one another with their champagne flutes. 
 Thanks to her friends, Anne Marie found that her mood had begun to lift. 
 Soon all the bubbles were popped. Bringing their champagne, they sat in the chairs where the reader groups met and toasted each other again in the dimly lit store. 
 Leaning back, Anne Marie tried to relax. Despite her earlier laughter, despite spending this evening with friends, her eyes filled with tears. She blinked them away, but new tears came, and it wasnt long before Barbie noticed. Her friend placed a reassuring hand on Anne Maries knee. 
 Does it ever hurt any less? Anne Marie asked. Searching for a tissue in her hip pocket, she blotted her eyes. She hated breaking down like this. She wanted to explain that shed never been a weepy or sentimental woman. All her emotions had become more intense since Roberts death. 
 Lillie and Barbie exchanged knowing looks. Theyd been widows the longest. 
  It does, Lillie promised her, growing serious, too. But it takes time. 
 I feel so alone. 
 Thats to be expected, Barbie said, passing her the box of chocolates. Here, have another one. Youll feel better. 
 Thats what my grandmother used to say, Elise added. Eat, and everything will seem better. 
 Mine always said Id be good as new if I did something for someone else, Lillie said. Grams swore that showing kindness to others was the cure for any kind of unhappiness. 
 Exercise helps, too, Barbie put in. I spent many, many hours at the gym. 
 Cant I just buy something? Anne Marie asked plaintively, and hiccuped a laugh as she made the suggestion. 
 The others smiled. 
 I wish it was that easy, Elise said in a solemn voice. 
 Anne Maries appetite had been nonexistent for months and she didnt really enjoy going to a gymwalking nowhere on a treadmill seemed rather pointless to her. She didnt feel like doing volunteer work, either, at least not right nowalthough helping another person might get her past this slump, this interval of self-absorption. 
 Were all looking for a quick fix, arent we? Barbie said quietly. 
 Maybe. Lillie settled back in her chair. Of these different options, the one I could really sink my teeth into is buying something. 
 So could I, Barbie said with a laugh. 
  I realize youre jokingwell, partlybut material things wont help, Elise cautioned, bringing them all back to reality. Any relief a spending spree offers is bound to be temporary. 
 As tempting as the idea of buying herself a gift might be, Anne Marie supposed she was right. 
 We all need to take care of ourselves physically. Eat right. Exercise, Elise said thoughtfully. Its important we get our finances in order, too. 
 I couldnt agree with you more on that, Lillie said. 
 Lets make a list of our suggestions, Elise went on. Reaching for her purse, she took out a small spiral notebook. 
 If Im going to make a list, Lillie piped up, it wont be about eating cauliflower and going jogging. Instead, Id plan to do some of the things Ive put off for years. 
 Such as? Anne Marie asked. 
 Oh, something fun, Lillie said, like traveling to Paris. 
 Anne Marie felt as if a bolt of lightning had struck her. When they were first married, Robert had promised her that one day hed take her to Paris. They talked about it frequently, discussing every aspect of their trip to the City of Light. The museums theyd visit, the places theyd walk, the meals theyd eat 
 I want to go to Paris with someone I love, she whispered. 
 I want to fall in love again, Barbie said decisively. Head over heels in love like I was before. A love thatll change my life. 
 They all grew quiet for a long moment, considering her words. 
 Anne Marie couldnt believe Barbie would lack for male companionship. Theyd never discussed the subject, but she was surprised that a woman as attractive as Barbie didnt have her choice of men. Maybe she did. Maybe she simply had high standards. If so, Anne Marie couldnt blame her. 
  We all want to be loved, Lillie said. Its a basic human need. 
 I had love, Elise told them, her voice hoarse with pain. I dont expect to find that kind of love again. 
 I had it, too, Barbie said. 
 Another hush fell over them. 
 Making a list is a good idea, Elise stated emphatically. A list of things to do. 
 Anne Marie nodded, fingering one of the suspended Valentines decorations as she did. The idea had caught her interest. She needed to revive her enthusiasm. She needed to find inspiration and motivationand a list might just do that. She was a list-maker anyway, but this would be different. It wouldnt be the usual catalog of appointments and everyday obligations. 
 Personally I dont need another to-do list, Lillie murmured, echoing Anne Maries thought. I have enough of those already. 
 This wouldnt be like that, Anne Marie responded, glancing at Elise for verification. This would be aan inventory of wishes, she said, thinking out loud. She recognized that there were plenty of shoulds involved in widowhood; her friends were right about that. She did need to get her financial affairs in order and pay attention to her health. 
  Twenty wishes, she said suddenly. 
 Why twenty? Elise asked, leaning forward, her interest obvious. 
 Im not sure. It sounds right. Anne Marie shrugged lightly. The number had leaped into her head, and she didnt know quite why. Twenty. Twenty wishes that would help her recapture her excitement about life. Twenty dreams written down. Twenty possibilities that would give her a reason to look toward the future instead of staying mired in her grief. She couldnt continue to drag from one day to the next, lost in pain and heartache because Robert was dead. She needed a new sense of purpose. She owed that to herselfand to him. 
 Twenty wishes, Barbie repeated slowly. I think that works. Twentys a manageable number. Not like a hundred, say. 
 And its not too fewlike two or three, her mother said. 
 Anne Marie could tell that her friends were taking the idea seriously, which only strengthened her own certainty about it. Wishes and hopes for the future. 
 Lets do it! Lillie proclaimed. 
 Barbie sat up straighter in her chair. You should learn French, she said, smiling at Anne Marie. 
 French? 
 For when youre in Paris. 
 I had two years of French in high school. However, about all she remembered was how to conjugate the verbs tre and avoir. 
 Take a refresher course. Barbie slid onto the edge of her cushion. 
  Maybe I will. 
 I might learn how to belly dance, Barbie said next. 
 The others looked at her with expressions of surprise; Anne Marie grinned in approval. 
 Lillie mentioned this earlier, but I think it would do us all a world of good to be volunteers, Elise said. Ive become a Lunch Buddy at my grandsons school and I really look forward to my time with Malcolm. 
 Lunch Buddy? Whats that? 
 A program for children at risk, Elise explained. Once a week I visit the school and have lunch with a little boy in third grade. Malcolm is a sweet-natured child, and hes flourished under my attention. The minute I walk into the school, he races toward me as if hes been waiting for my visit all week. 
 So the two of you have lunch? 
 Well, yes, but he also likes to show me his schoolwork. Hes struggling with reading. However, hes trying hard, and every once in a while hell read to me or Ill read to him. Ive introduced him to the Lemony Snicket books and hes loving those. 
 You tutor him, then? 
 No, no, he has a reading tutor. Its not that kind of program. Im his friend. Or more like an extra grandmother. 
 The idea appealed to Anne Marie, but she didnt know if this was the right program for her. Shed consider it. Her day off was Wednesday and every other Saturday when Theresa came into the store. She had to admit that volunteering at an elementary school would give her something to do other than feel sorry for herself. 
  It wasnt a wish, exactly. Still, Elise claimed she felt better because of it. Helping someone elseperhaps that was the key. 
 The party broke up around nine-thirty, and after shed waved everyone off, Anne Marie locked the front door. Then she climbed the stairs to her tiny apartment above the bookstore. Her ever-faithful Baxter was waiting for her, running circles around her legs until she bent down and lifted him up and lavished him with the attention he craved. After taking him out for a brief walk, she returned to the apartment, still thinking about the widows new project. 
 She made a cup of tea and grabbed a notepad, sitting on the couch with Baxter curled up beside her. At the top of the page she wrote: 
 Twenty Wishes 
 It took her a long time to write down the first item. 
 1. Find one good thing about life 
 She felt almost embarrassed that all she could come up with was such a plaintive, pathetic desire, one that betrayed the sorry state of her mental health. Sitting back, she closed her eyes and tried to remember what she used to dream about, the half-expressed wishes of her younger years. 
 She added a second item, silly though it was. 
 2. Buy myself a pair of red cowboy boots 
 In her twenties, long before she married Robert, Anne Marie had seen a pair in a display window and theyd stopped her cold. She absolutely had to have those boots. When shed gone into the store and tried them on, they were a perfect fit. Perfect. Unfortunately the price tag wasnt. No way could she afford $1500 for a pair of cowboy boots! With reluctance shed walked out of the store, abandoning that small dream. 
  She couldnt have afforded such an extravagance working part-time at the university bookstore. But she still thought about those boots. She still wanted them, and the price no longer daunted her as it had all those years ago. Somehow, shed find herself a pair of decadent cowboy boots. Red ones. 
 Chewing on the end of her pen, she contemplated other wishes. Really, this shouldnt be so difficult. 
 It occurred to her that if she was going to buy red cowboy boots, she should think of something to do in them. 
 3. Learn how to line dance 
 She suspected line dancing might be a bit pass in Seattleas opposed to, say, Dallasbut the good thing was that it didnt require a partner. She could show up and just have fun without worrying about being part of a couple. She wasnt ready for another relationship; perhaps in time, but definitely not yet. After a few minutes she crossed out the line-dancing wish. She didnt have the energy to be sociable. She read over her first wish and scratched that out, too. She didnt know how to gauge whether shed actually found something good about life. It wasnt specific enough. 
 A host of possibilities bounced around in her head but she didnt bother to write any of them on her list. 
 Lillie was right; she needed to get her finances in order. She wrote that down on a second sheet of paper, along with getting her annual physical andmaybesigning up for the gym. The only thing on the first sheet, her wish list, was those boots. 
  So now she had two separate listsone for wishes and the second for the more practical aspects of life. Not that each wish wouldnt ultimately require its own to-do list, but that was a concern for another day. She closed her eyes and tried to figure out what she wanted most, what wish she hoped to fulfill. The next few ideas were all sensible ones, like scheduling appointments shed postponed for months. It was a sad commentary that her one wish, the lone desire of her heart, was an outrageously priced pair of boots. 
 That was the problem; she no longer knew what she wanted. Shrouded in grief and lost dreams, her joy had vanished, the same way laughter and singing had. 
 So far, her second list outnumbered the wish list. It included booking appointments with an accountant, an attorney, the vet and a couple of doctors. Sad, sad, sad. She could well imagine what Lillie and Barbies lists looked like. Theyd have wonderful ideas. Places to go, experiences to savor, people to meet. 
 Anne Marie stared at her wish list with its one ridiculous statement, tempted to crumple it up. 
 She didnt. For reasons she couldnt explain, she left it sitting on her kitchen counter. Lists were important; she knew that. Over the years shed read enough about goal-setting to realize the value of writing things down. In fact, the store carried a number of bestselling titles on that very topic. 
 Okay, this was a start. She wasnt going to abandon the idea. And at least shed taken control of some immediate needs. Shed identified what she had to do. 
 Sometime later, shed list what she wanted to do. 
  She ran her finger over the word boots. Foolish, impractical, ridiculousbut she didnt care. She was determined to have the things. 
 Already the thought of listing her wishes was making a difference; already she felt a tiny bit of hope, a whisper of excitement. The thawing had begun. 
 Eventually other desires, other wishes, would come to her. She had nineteen left. She felt as if the genie had finally escaped the lamp and was waiting to hear her greatest desires. All she had to do was listen to her own heart and as soon as she did, her wildest dreams would come true. 
 If only life could be that simple. 
 It wasnt, of course, but Anne Marie decided she was willing to pretend. 
 




      
  Chapter 2 
 
 All that next week Anne Marie continued to look at her list. The sheet of paper with TWENTY WISHES written across the top became a patchwork of scribbles and scratched-out lines. She wrote I want to sing again, then changed her mind, deciding it was unnecessary to waste a wish on something she was convinced would return in its own time. 
 Eventually she transferred her list, such as it was, to a yellow legal pad, which somehow made her wishes seem more official. Then on Wednesday, her day off, she walked past a craft store on her way back from the accountants and noticed the scrapbooking supplies in the window. She stared at the beautifully embellished pages displayed in the showcase. She used to possess a certain decorative flair. She wasnt sure she did anymore, but the idea of creating pages like that for her meager list of wishes appealed to her. A scrapbook to compile her wishes, make her plans and document her efforts. Those wishes would encourage her to look forward, to focus on the future with an optimism that had been lacking since her separation from Robert. 
  With that in mind, Anne Marie bought the necessary supplies, then lugged them home. As she passed A Good Yarn, the shop just two doors down from the bookstore, she impulsively stepped inside. First, she wanted to thank Lydia for the table covering and secondshed ask about classes. 
 Shed add knitting to her wish list. Anne Marie wondered why she hadnt thought of that earlier. Elise was a consummate knitter and often encouraged the others to learn. She described the satisfactions of knitting in such a compelling way, Anne Marie had flirted more than once with the idea of taking a class. Lydia Goetz, who owned A Good Yarn, was a much-loved and admired member of the Blossom Street neighborhood. Anne Marie was friendly with her and had often gone inside the yarn store, but never with the serious intent of learning to knit. Now, the prospect of knitting filled her with unfamiliar enthusiasm. 
 Lydia was sitting at the table in the back of the shop with her sister, Margaret. Although Lydia was petite and graceful, her sister was rather big-boned, a little ungainly. At first glance it was hard to believe they were even related. Once the surprise of learning they were sisters wore off, the resemblance revealed itself in the shape of their eyes and the thrust of their chins. 
 When Anne Marie entered the store, the sisters were obviously involved in their conversation; as they spoke, Lydia was knitting, Margaret crocheting. The bell above the door jingled, startling them both. 
  A smile instantly broke out on Lydias face. Anne Marie, how nice to see you! Im glad you stopped by. 
 Lydia had a natural warmth that made customers feel welcome. 
 Good morning, Anne Marie said, smiling at the two women. Lydia, I came to thank you again for the gorgeous tablecloth. 
 Oh, youre welcome. You know, its really a lace shawl I knit years ago. I hope youll have occasion to use it again. 
 Oh, I will. 
 Ive been meaning to visit the bookstore, Lydia told her. I want to pick up a couple of new mysteries. By the way, how did the Valentines party go? 
 It was wonderful, Anne Marie said, gazing around. Whenever she went into the yarn shop, she was astonished by the range of beautiful colors and inviting textures. She walked over to the blue, green and teal yarns that lined one area of the shelves. Putting down her packages, she reached out a hand to touch a skein of irresistibly soft wool. 
 Can I help you find something? Lydia asked. 
 Anne Marie nodded and, strangely, felt a bit hesitant. Id like to learn to knit. This was the first positive step shed taken toward acting on her wish list. Shed been searching for somewhere to start, and knitting would do very well. Isaw the notice in the window for a beginners class last week, but there isnt a sign now. Do you have one scheduled anytime soon? 
  As it happens, Margaret and I were just discussing a beginners class for Thursday afternoons. 
 Anne Marie shook her head. I work all day on Thursdays. 
 Im also thinking about starting a new class for people who work. How about lunchtime on Tuesdays? Lydia suggested next. Would you like to sign up for that? 
 Before Anne Marie could respond, Margaret was on her feet. Thats too many classes, she muttered. Lydias teaching far too many classes and it exhausts her. 
 Margaret! Lydia protested and cast a despairing look at her sister. 
 Well, its true. You need to get someone else in here who can teach. I do as much as I can, she said, but there are times Ive got more customers than I can handle and youre involved with all those classes. 
 Lydia ignored her sister. Anne Marie, if you want to learn how to knit, Ill teach you myself. 
 It occurred to Anne Marie that what she really wanted was a class. Shed rejected line dancing because that had seemed like an overwhelming social occasion; a small knitting group was far less threatening. Other than the Valentines event with the widows, she hadnt gone anywhere or done much of anything since Roberts funeral. Until now, the mere thought of making cheerful conversation with anyone outside the bookstore was beyond her. She decided she could ease into socializing with a knitting class. A few like-minded women, all focused on the same task 
 I appreciate the offer, Anne Marie told Lydia. However, I think Margarets probably right. Youve got a lot on your plate. Let me know if that noontime beginner class pans out. 
  Of course. 
 After theyd exchanged farewells, Anne Marie picked up her shopping bags and left the yarn store. As she strolled past the shop window she noticed Whiskers, Lydias cat, curled up in a basket of red wool. When Anne Marie walked Baxter, he often stood on his hind legs, front paws against the window, fixated on Lydias catwho wanted nothing to do with him. 
 Hauling the scrapbooking supplies upstairs to her apartment, Anne Marie set her bags on the kitchen table, then scooped up her dog, stroking his silky fur. Hey, Mr. Baxter. I just saw your friend Whiskers. 
 He wriggled excitedly and she put him down, collecting a biscuit from a box on the counter. Here you go. She smiled as he loudly crunched his cookie, licking up each and every crumb. Maybe Ill knit you a little coat sometimeand maybe I wont. 
 Now that a knitting class apparently wasnt a sure thing, Anne Marie was shocked at how discouraged she felt. One roadblock, and she was ready to pack it in. Less than a year ago, hardly anything seemed to defeat her, but these days even the most mundane problems were disheartening. 
 At least Baxters needs were straightforward and easily met, and he viewed her with unwavering devotion. There was comfort in that. 
 Eager to start her scrapbook project, she got to work. The three-ring binder was black with a clear plastic cover. For the next thirty minutes she cut out letters, decorated them with glitter glue and pasted them on a bright pink sheet. Then she slipped it behind the cover so the front of the binder read TWENTY WISHES. In addition to the binder, Anne Marie had purchased twenty plastic folders, one for each wish. 
  She became so involved in her work that it was well past one before she realized she hadnt eaten lunch. She emptied a can of soup into a bowl, and it was heating in the microwave when her phone rang. 
 Startled, she picked up the receiver on the first ring. The beeper went off at the same time, indicating that her meal was ready. 
 Hello, she said, cradling the phone against her shoulder as she opened the microwave. She rarely got calls at home anymore. In the weeks after Roberts funeral, shed heard from a number of couples theyd been friends with, but those people had gradually drifted away. Anne Marie hadnt made the effort to keep in touch, either. It was easier to lose herself in her grief than to reach out to others. 
 Anne Marie, its Lillie. Guess what? her friend said breathlessly. 
 What? Hearing the excitement in Lillies voice lifted her own spirits. 
 Remember what you said Valentines night? 
 Anne Marie frowned. Not exactly. I said various things. Which one do you mean? 
 Oh, you know. Elise was talking about eating something to feel better and then someone elseme, I thinkbrought up volunteering and you said She giggled. You asked why we couldnt just buy ourselves something. 
  Anne Marie smiled. Shed been joking at the time, but it appeared that Lillie had taken her seriously. Are you about to tell me you bought yourself something? 
 I sure did, Lillie said gleefully. 
 Well, dont leave me in suspense. What did you get? 
 Lillie giggled again. A brand-new shiny red convertible. 
 No! Anne Marie feigned shock. 
 Yes. Can you imagine me at sixty-three buying myself a sports car? 
 What kind is it? Anne Marie knew next to nothing about cars, which was why she belonged to Triple A. In truth, Robert had been pretty helpless, too. 
 A BMW. 
 It mustve been expensive; Anne Marie knew that much. Well, Lillie could afford it. The perfume company had been more than generous to her and Barbie after the plane crash, and they were both financially secure. 
 Want to go for a ride? 
 Anne Maries first inclination was to decline. Almost immediately she changed her mind. Why not go? Lillies excitement was so contagious, she couldnt resist joining in. 
 Id love to, she said warmly. 
 Great. Ill meet you in front of the bookstore in twenty minutes. 
 Uh, what about Jacqueline? She knew Lillie had plenty of other friends and that she and Jacqueline Donovan were especially close. Theyd raised their children together, belonged to the same country club and were active members of several charitable organizations. Jacqueline, too, was a frequent customer at Blossom Street Books, not to mention all the other neighborhood stores. 
  Rest assured, shell get her turn, Lillie told her. So, do you want to go for a ride or not? 
 I do. I just thoughtnever mind. Id love to ride in your shiny new red convertible. 
 Gulping down her soup and then grabbing her coat, Anne Marie waited outside by the curb. Lillie pulled up right on time. The car, a convertible, was certainly bright red, and it shone from fender to fender. Despite the overcast skies, her friend had the top down. 
 Anne Marie stepped forward, gawking at the vehicle. Lillie, its fabulous! 
 The older woman grinned. I think so, too. 
 What did Barbie have to say? 
 Lillie shook her head. She doesnt know yet. No one does. Id just driven it off the showroom floor when I called you. 
 Why me? 
 Youre the one who inspired the idea. So its only fitting that you be the first one to ride in it. 
 Anne Marie remembered the eat something, do something conversation, but she never wouldve guessed shed end up riding in a brand-new BMW because of it. 
 Its the first time in my life that Ive purchased my own car. I negotiated the deal myself, Lillie announced proudly. And I had all my facts straight before I even walked inside. Those salesmen take one look at me and see dollar signs. I needed to prove to themand to myselfthat Im no pushover. 
  Im sure you didand then some. 
 Lillie nodded. I got on the Internet and found a Web site that showed the invoice price, and then broke out the dealers typical overheads and advertising costs. 
 Anne Marie was more impressed by the minute. You really did your research. 
 My dear, you can find out just about anything on the Internet. She raised her eyebrows. I also discovered that the dealer cost includes a holdback for profit. Lillie smiled roguishly as she continued her story. The salesman was a charming fellow, I will say that. He expected to walk away with a substantial commission check, but I quickly disavowed him of that notion. 
 Anne Marie stared at her, astonished. How did you do it? 
 We started negotiating and I had him at the point of accepting my offer when I remembered that dealers sometimes get incentives and rebates on cars sold. 
 You mentioned that, too? 
 Darn right I did and he agreed to my terms. 
 Lillie, congratulations. Anne Marie had no idea the older woman had such a head for business. As far as she was aware, Lillie hadnt worked a day in her life, or at least not outside the home. In many ways Barbie was a younger version of her mother. Both women had married young, and each had chosen a husband ten or so years her senior. That was something Anne Marie had in common with them; the fact that they were both mothers was not. Theyd promptly delivered the requisite child, in Barbies case, twin sons. If Anne Marie recalled correctly, the Foster boys, Eric and Kurt, were enrolled in separate East Coast schoolsvery elite ones, naturally. 
  It feels so good to drive a vehicle I negotiated for myself, Lillie said. And this came about because of you. 
 Really, I just made an off hand comment. 
 Its more than purchasing my own car, she said, as though Anne Marie hadnt spoken, it was managing everything myself instead of handing the task over to someone else. Ive always felt I could be a good businesswoman if Id been given the opportunity. She rubbed her hand over the arc of the steering wheel. No one seemed to consider me capable of running my own affairs. Ironically, the person I needed to convince most was me. Thanks to you, I did. 
 Anne Marie felt a bit uncomfortable; Lillie was giving her far more credit than she deserved. 
 Come on, Lillie said. Get in. 
 Swinging open the passenger door, Anne Marie climbed into the convertible and fastened her seat belt. 
 Lillie gripped the steering wheel tightly, throwing back her head. I have to tell you, Im really getting into this Twenty Wishes thing. 
 I am, too, Anne Marie said. When you phoned I was in the middle of making a scrapbook, a page for each wish. Im going to cut out magazine pictures to visualize them and to document the various steps. 
 Lillie turned to smile at her. What a great idea. 
  The praise encouraged her andAnne Marie quickly went on to describe the craft-store supplies shed purchased. I dont have much of a list as yet, but Im working on it. How about you? 
 Lillie was silent for a moment. Ive decided I want to fall in love. She spoke with a determination Anne Marie had never heard from her. 
 Barbie said the same thing at our Valentines party, Anne Marie pointed out. 
 I know. 
 Anne Marie waited. 
 Ive had plenty of men ask me out, Lillie told her. I dont mean to sound egotistical, but Im not interested in most of them. 
 Anne Marie nodded, not surprised that plenty of men would find Lillie attractive. 
 Ive learned a thing or two in the last sixty-odd years, Lillie was saying, and Im not as impressed with riches or connections as I once was. When I fall in love, I want it to be with a man of integrity. Someone whos decent and kind and She paused as though searching for the right word. Honorable. I want to fall in love with an honorable man. She seemed embarrassed at having spoken her wish aloud, and leaned forward to start the engine. As you mightve guessed, my marriageunlike my daughterswasnt a particularly good one. I dont want to repeat the mistakes I made when I was younger. The car roared to life, then purred with the sound of a flawlessly tuned engine. 
 Checking behind her, Lillie backed out of the parking space on Blossom Street. From there they headed toward the freeway on-ramp. Lillie proposed a drive through the Kent Valley and along the Green River, and Anne Marie agreed. 
  Closing her eyes, Anne Marie let the cold February wind sweep past her. Lillie turned on the radio just as the DJ announced a hit from the late 1960s. Soon she was crooning along to The Lovin Spoonfuls Did You Ever HaveTo Make Up Your Mind. Anne Marie remembered her mother singing that song as a girl. Perhaps it was unusual to find herself good friends with a woman who was her mothers contemporary. Sadly, although Anne Marie was an only child, she and her mother werent close. Her parents had divorced when she was in sixth grade, and the bitterness, especially on her mothers part, had lingered through the years. It didnt help that Anne Marie resembled her father. Shed had little contact with him after the divorce, and he died in a boating accident on Lake Washington when she was twenty-five. Her mother had never remarried. 
 Because they had such an uneasy relationship, Anne Marie avoided frequent visits home. She made a point of calling her mother at least once a month. Even then, it seemed they didnt have much to discuss. Sad as it was to admit, Anne Marie had more in common with Lillie than she did with her own mother. 
 As Lillies voice grew louder, Anne Marie stayed quiet, afraid that if she attempted to sing shed embarrass herself. After about twenty minutes, Lillie exited the freeway and drove toward the road that ran beside the banks of the Green River. 
 This was about as perfect a moment as Anne Marie could remember since Roberts death. They had the road to themselves. The sun was on her face and the wind tossed her hair in every direction and she couldnt have cared less. 
  Lillie, however, had wrapped a silk scarf over her elegantly arranged hair, which held it neatly in place. 
 Darting around the twisting country roads, Lillie revealed her skill as a driver. Then, in the middle of a sharp turn, she let out a small cry of alarm. 
 Whats wrong? Anne Marie was instantly on edge. She grasped the passenger door as Lillie struggled to control the vehicle. 
 The steering wheel, she gasped. She pulled the car over to the side of the road and cut the engine. She looked wide-eyed at Anne Marie. Theres something wrong with the steering. 
 This is a brand-new car! 
 You dont need to remind me, Lillie said through clenched teeth. She opened the car door and got out, then reached behind the seat for her purse. Taking out her cell phone, she exhaled slowly. Fortunately I have the dealerships number in my Calls Received. She wrapped one arm around her waist while she waited for someone to answer. 
 Hello, she said, speaking without even a hint of irritation in her voice. This is Lillie Higgins. I was in the dealership earlier this afternoon. Could I speak with Darryl Pierpont, please? Hes the salesman who sold me this vehicle. She waited, and it seemed the salesman was unavailable because Lillie asked to speak with the manager, who was apparently out of the office, as well. Lillie then said, All right, answer me this. Has the dealership deposited the check I wrote? She turned to Anne Marie, eyes fierce. I suggest you dont, as Im about to put a stop payment order on it. 
  That quickly got her the attention she sought. After explaining what had happened and listening for a moment, then describing her location, Lillie closed the cell. 
 The dealerships sending a tow truck for the car. The service manager is bringing me a replacement vehicle until they can determine whats wrong with mine. 
 As they should. 
 Until then we have to sit here and wait. 
 They climbed back into the car and chatted for half an hour or so until another BMW arrived, followed by a tow truck. A Hispanic man stepped out of the car. Ms. Higgins? he asked with a slight Mexican accent, looking at Lillie. 
 Yes. 
 Im Hector Silva, manager of the service department. I would like to personally apologize for this inconvenience. 
 Ive owned this car for less than two hours! 
 Hector shook his head. I give you my word that we will find out what caused the problem and repair it properly. Until then, the dealership would like you to use this loaner car. 
 Anne Marie liked the man immediately. He was around Lillies age, she guessed, with lovely tanned skin and salt-and-pepper hair. He handed Lillie some papers to sign and then the keys to the other car. 
 Would you like a ride back to the dealership, Mr. Silva? Lillie offered, surprising Anne Marie. 
  No, thank you, Ill escort your convertible with the tow truck driver. Ill have your car back to you as soon as possible. 
 Thank you. 
 He bowed his head. It is my pleasure, Ms. Higgins. 
 While Hector Silva and the driver of the tow truck conferred, Lillie and Anne Marie slipped into the second car, a luxury sedan. 
 He was so nice, Anne Marie commented. The service manager couldnt have been more accommodating or polite. 
 I was looking forward to giving the dealership a piece of my mind, Lillie said with a sigh. But how can I when everyones being so wonderful? Well, she said, grinning, after I threatened them. 
 That had nothing to do with Mr. Silva, though. 
 I agree, Lillie said. He struck me as genuine. 
 They resumed their drive, except that this time Lillie headed straight back to the city, stopping in front of Blossom Street Books. 
 Thank you, Lillie, Anne Marie said as she climbed out. Ive never enjoyed a car ride more. 
 Bye. And with a smile that shone from her eyes and her heart, Lillie drove off. 
 




      
  Chapter 3 
 
 Standing in front of WoodrowWilson Elementary School, Anne Marie took a deep breath. Elise Beaumont had repeatedly encouraged her to become a volunteer and had recommended the Lunch Buddy program. Elise herself was a Lunch Buddy at a different schoolher grandsonsbut WoodrowWilson was closer to Blossom Street. Shed sounded so positive about the experience that Anne Marie had felt inspired to make the initial call. Volunteering was now number three on her list of Twenty Wishes, after the red boots and learning to knit. 
 Lillie had bought her red BMW convertible and despite the problems that first day, she was thrilled with her purchase. Buoyed by that sense of exhilaration, Lillie had decided to look more closely into the financial matters shed left in the hands of others. She, too, was working on her list, as were Barbie and Elise. 
  Last week Elise had said she was applying for a part-time job. For the last three years of her husbands illness, shed been Mavericks primary caregiver. Now that her husband was gone, Elise needed some kind of activity to fill her time. Maverick wouldnt have wanted her to mope uselessly around the house, she insisted. 
 Although Anne Marie had only met Maverick Beaumonta professional poker playeronce or twice, she felt Elise was right. Maverick was obviously a man of action and he wouldve urged his wife to do something constructive and meaningful with her remaining years. The Lunch Buddy program was a worthwhile start, but Elise had extra time, lots of it, and energy to spare. 
 Anne Marie wasnt sure how Robert would react if he were to find out shed volunteered as a Lunch Buddylet alone that shed begun a list of Twenty Wishes. Would he consider it frivolous? Self-involved? Or would he think it was a good idea, a good way of recapturing her enthusiasm for life? Theyd been married almost eleven years and there were days Anne Marie felt shed never really known her husband. 
 Robert was a private person who kept his feelings hidden from the world and sometimes even from her. When she first told him she wanted a child, Robert had simply left the room. Not until three days later was he willing to discuss the matter. Hed told her that a second family was out of the question; as far as he was concerned, theyd made that decision before their marriage. He was right. Shed agreed thered be no children. What he didnt understand or seem capable of acknowledging was that shed been at a very different point in her life when shed married him. Shed been too young to realize how intense the desire for a baby would become as the years went on. 
  Robert said he already had his family, that it was time to think about grandchildren, not more children. Shed agreed to his terms and, according to him, that agreement was binding. 
 Anne Marie had tried to ignore her yearning for a child. With Roberts encouragement and support, shed purchased Blossom Street Books with a small inheritance from her grand-parents estate, which shed invested years before. That hadnt solved the problem, nor had Baxter, the Yorkie hed surprised her with one evening. Much as she loved Robert, her bookstore and her dog, her need for a baby was still there, growing until she could no longer ignore it. 
 She wanted a baby. Roberts baby. The promise shed made him had been more than eleven years ago. Shed changed her mind, but he refused to change his. Shed pleaded and cajoled, all to no avail. 
 To complicate everything, Robert had discussed this personal and private matter with his daughter, whod naturally sided with her father. That made Anne Maries relationship with Melissaand with Roberteven more difficult. 
 Melissa had hated Anne Marie from the day she married Robert. Granted, the girl had only been thirteen at the time, but shed rejected Anne Maries overtures in no uncertain terms, and her attitude had become more adamant, more intolerant, with age. His daughter had always been Daddys little girl and her resentment toward Anne Marie was unyielding. Melissa had done everything possible to make her feel like an outsider. Anne Marie hadnt been invited to graduations, birthdays or other family events. Brandon, her stepson, had accepted her from the beginning, and theyd held their own little celebrations. During the first few years, Robert had tried to build a bridge between her and his daughter, but that effort had fallen by the wayside. After a while both she and Robert had given up. His relationship with Melissa had become something completely separate from his marriage. 
  Still, Anne Marie felt deeply betrayed when her husband took a private matter between the two of them to his daughter. Hed been disloyal to her. Even worse was learning about it from Melissa, whod taunted Anne Marie with what she knew. That had added humiliation to the pain. 
 Robert listened stoically as she wept and cried out her fury. Nothing she said seemed to affect him. He listened, his face impassive, and then a few days later, packed a bag and moved out. Just like that. 
 The shock of it had left Anne Marie reeling for weeks. After a month in which she refused to give him the satisfaction of calling, Robert had briefly returned to the house to suggest a legal separation. 
 Remaining as unemotional as possible, Anne Marie had agreed. Perhaps living apart would be best while they both considered their options. By then, Anne Marie had been angry. Okay, furious. Shed wondered if Robert had ever really loved her. How selfish, how unfair, howmale of him. 
  Anne Marie felt it was imperative that Robert know she was serious about a baby. Hed moved out of the house and, following his lead, shed moved out, too, leaving the place to sit vacant. Fortunately she had the apartment above the bookstore, which had recently become available. She hoped such a drastic action would give Robert notice that she was more than able to support herselfmore than capable of living her life without him. In his own fit of defiance, Robert had listed the house, which was in his name. Everyone was surprised when it sold the first week. Anne Maries things, whatever she hadnt moved to the apartment, had been taken to a storage unit. It had all been so petty, so juvenile. 
 Their separation had become a battle of wills, each of them intent on showing how unnecessary and superfluous the other was. They were clearly destined for the divorce court, until Anne Marie decided enough was enough. After all, this was the man she loved. Despite everythingher disappointment, her anger toward Melissaher feelings for her husband hadnt changed. The day she called Robert at the office had been a turning point. She admitted she missed him and was sorry the situation had deteriorated so far. He seemed surprised to hear from her and at the same time delighted. He said he was sorry, too, and theyd agreed to meet for dinner. 
 The one stipulation was that there be no talk about Anne Marie having a baby. Although she didnt like it, shed promised. Dinner was wonderful and Robert had gone out of his way to make the evening as romantic as possible. 
  Robert Roche could certainly be charming when he put his mind to it, and that night hed charmed himself right into her bed. Their lovemaking had always been powerful and it felt so wonderful to be with him again. Then, in the morning when she awoke, Anne Marie discovered hed left during the night. That was like a slap in the face. It would serve him right if she ended up pregnant, shed thought angrily. 
 Only she hadnt. 
 Theyd continued to meet and to talk regularly but that was the last time theyd made love. 
 Shaking her head, trying to free herself from the memories, Anne Marie realized shed been standing in front of the elementary school for ten minutes without moving. Making a determined effort, she walked into the building. 
 She had an appointment with the school counselor, Ms. Helen Mayer, at ten-thirty and she was already five minutes late. 
 As soon as Anne Marie entered the school, the hallway immediately filled with noisy youngsters, all of them trying to get past her and outside. But for the first time that day, the sun peeked out through dark clouds, and she took that as a favorable sign. 
 Eventually Anne Marie located the school office, which had a small waiting area, a large counter that stretched across the room and a number of offices behind it. 
 May I help you? the woman at the counter asked. 
 Im Anne Marie Roche. I have an appointment with Ms. Mayer. 
  Youre here for the Lunch Buddy program? 
 Thats right. Anne Marie nervously brushed her hair away from her face. She wore it straight, shoulder-length, and had dressed in wool slacks and a white turtleneck sweater. Now that she was actually at the office, her uncertainty returned. She wasnt convinced this was the best project for her, wish list or not. She didnt know anything about children of elementary-school age, or any age for that matter. Her experience with Melissa hadnt exactly inspired confidence in her ability to relate to kids. 
 Ms. Mayer is meeting with the other volunteers in Room 121, the woman told her. Theres an orientation first. 
 Okay, Anne Marie said with a nod, figuring the orientation would help her decide. How do I find Room 121? 
 Its easy. Just go out the way you came in, take a left and follow the hallway to the end. 
 Thank you. 
 Youre welcome, the secretary mumbled as she turned back to her computer screen. 
 Mentally repeating the directions, Anne Marie stepped out of the office. For a moment she hesitated, thinking she could just leave now, simply walk out. She didnt know any young children and couldnt imagine what theyd want to talk about. But her hesitation was brief. The prospect of confessing to Elise that she hadnt even tried compelled Anne Marie to go to Room 121. 
 Two other women and one man were already seated on metal folding chairs at a long conference table. There was a chalkboard behind them. Helen Mayer welcomed her with a gesture toward an empty seat. 
  You must be Anne Marie, she said. Meet Maggie, Lois and John. 
 Anne Marie nodded in the direction of the other volunteers and pulled out a chair. She still felt the urge to make an excuse and walk out. She couldnt, though. Not without at least going through the orientation. 
 I believe thats everyone, Helen said, reaching for a piece of chalk. She walked over to the board and wrote each persons name. 
 During the next thirty minutes, Anne Marie learned that this was a four-month commitment. She must agree to meet faithfully with her lunch buddy once a week for that period of time. 
 Every week? one of the other women asked. 
 Yes, the same day if possible but its understandable if you occasionally need to change days. Its best for the children to have a sense of routine and trust that youll be here for them. 
 The others all nodded. A little belatedly, Anne Marie did, too. 
 Next, we ask that you eat the food from the cafeteria. Lunch Buddy kids get their lunch free, thanks to a government subsidy, but you can buy yours at a minimal charge. If you must bring in food from outside, please check to be sure the child youre paired with doesnt have any food allergies. 
 That was reasonable, Anne Marie thought. 
 After lunch you can let the child take you to his or her classroom. Or you can go outside for recess if you prefer. The idea is to spend the entire lunch period with your assigned child. 
  Do they still jump rope? Lois asked. 
 Ms. Mayer nodded. With the same rhymes we used when I was a girl. 
 The women exchanged smiles. 
 The important thing is to interact with the child, the school counselor continued. Get to know him or her and forge a friendship. 
 What about seeing the child outside school? This question came from Maggie, who appeared to be in her early fifties. 
 Thatll have to be approved by the childs parent or guardian. 
 Anne Marie couldnt imagine seeing the child other than inside the protected walls of the school. She didnt want to get emotionally attached. Besides, that wasnt part of the deal. All that was required was to come in and have lunch with her young charge. If he or she wanted to show off school assignments, fine. But that was the limit of what Anne Marie could handle. She had enough to cope with; she didnt need to add anything else to the mix. Any relationship with an at-risk child would have to remain casual. Nothing beyond the most basic obligations. 
 The orientation meeting took the full half hour. Several additional questions were asked, but Anne Marie only half listened. While the others chatted, she struggled, asking herself over and over if this was the right volunteer program. She couldnt imagine why Elise seemed to think shed be a perfect Lunch Buddy. Anne Marie didnt feel perfect. What she felt wasnothing. Nothing at all. Zoned out. Emotionally dead. Disinterested. 
  Ms. Mayer handed out the assignments, leaving Anne Marie for last. She must have sensed her doubts because she asked, Do you have any further questions? 
 Anne Marie shook her head. Not really. Im just wondering if Im really a good candidate for this. 
 Why not give it a try? I suspect youll enjoy it. Almost everyone does. 
 The other womans reassurance warmed her. Okay, I will. 
 The child I have in mind for you is named Ellen Falk, she went on to say. Ellen is eight years old and in second grade. Because of the Right to Privacy Laws, Im not allowed to reveal any details about her home background. However, I can tell you that Ellen is currently living with her maternal grandmother. 
 Has she been in this school long? 
 Ellens been a student here for the past two years. 
 Okay. 
 Before Anne Marie could ask why the school counselor had decided to pair her with this particular child, Helen Mayer continued. Ellen is an intense child. Very quiet. Shy. She doesnt have a lot to say, but dont let that discourage you. 
 Okay, Anne Marie said again. 
 Talk to her and be patient. Shell speak to you when shes ready. 
 Oh, great. Shed have to carry the entire conversation for heaven only knew how many weeks. Is there a reason you decided to match me up with this child? she asked. Surely there was another one, another little girl who was more personable. Anne Marie wasnt much of a talker herself these days, and she wasnt sure that pairing her with an intense, reticent child would work. 
  Thats an excellent question, Helen Mayer said approvingly. Ellen loves to read, and since you own Blossom Street Bookswell, it seemed to be a good fit. 
 Oh. 
 Ellen is one of our top second-grade readers. 
 Rather than suggest being paired with a different child, Anne Marie decided to go ahead with this arrangement. I look forward to meeting her, she said, wincing inwardly at the lie. 
 Ellen has first lunch, which starts in a few minutes, so if youll come with me, Ill introduce you. 
 Anne Marie still wasnt convinced she was ready for this. However, it was now or never. Once she walked out of Room 121, Anne Marie knew that unless she met the child immediately, she wouldnt be back. 
 Ms. Mayer led her down the hallway to a row of classrooms, each door marked with the grade and the teachers name. Ellen was in Ms. Peterskis class. Helen Mayer waited until a young womanobviously Ms. Peterskiand twenty or so children had filed out, thenwalked inside, Anne Mariea fewsteps behind her. 
 The first thing Anne Marie noticed was how impossibly small the desks were. The second was the child sitting in the far corner all alone. Her head was lowered, and her stick-straight hair fell forward, hiding her eyes. 
 Ellen, the school counselor said, her voice full of enthusiasm. I want you to meet your Lunch Buddy. 
  The little girl, dressed in dirty tennis shoes, jeans and a red T-shirt, slid out of her chair and moved toward them, her gaze on the floor. 
 Anne Marie, meet Ellen. 
 Hello, Ellen, Anne Marie said dutifully. She kept her voice soft and modulated. 
 Ellen didnt acknowledge the greeting. 
 After an awkward silence, Ms. Mayer spoke again. Ellen, would you please escort your guest to the lunchroom? 
 In response Ellen nodded and walked quickly out of the room. She stood outside the door until Anne Marie caught up. 
 Thats a nice T-shirt youre wearing, Anne Marie said, testing the waters. Red is one of my favorite colors. 
 No response. 
 The noise from the cafeteria grew louder as they made their way down the hall. Ellen joined the other students in the lunch line and Anne Marie stood behind her. 
 Whats for lunch today? Anne Marie asked. 
 Ellen pointed to one of the students at a nearby table, spooning macaroni and cheese into her mouth. That. 
 At last! The eight-year-old actually had a voice. 
 The line started to move. Macaroni and cheese used to be one of my favorite lunches, Anne Marie said. Do you like it, too? 
 Ellen shrugged. 
 Whats your favorite? 
 She expected the universal response of pizza. Instead Ellen said, Chili and corn bread. 
 I like that, too. Well, she didnt hate it, but it wasnt one of Anne Maries favorites. Thus far they didnt seem to have a lot in common. 
  Their lunch consisted of macaroni and cheese, a gelatin salad, carrot sticks, milk and an oatmeal cookie. Carrying her tray, Anne Marie followed the girl to a table near the back of the room. Ellen chose to sit at the far end, away from the other children. 
 Anne Marie set her tray across from Ellen, then pulled out her chair and sat down. Ellen bowed her head and folded her hands on her lap for a silent moment before she reached for her silverware. Apparently she was saying grace before eating her lunch. 
 Anne Marie took a sip of milk once Ellen had taken her first bite. I understand you like to read, she said conversationally. 
 Ellen nodded. 
 I own a bookstore. Have you read any of the Harry Potter books? 
 Ellen shook her head. My grandma said theyre too advanced for me. She said I could read them in fourth grade. 
 Your grandmothers probably right. 
 Ellen crunched down on a carrot stick. 
 Whos your favorite author? Anne Marie asked, encouraged by the girls response. 
 Ellen swallowed. I like lots of authors. 
 Again, this was progress. Of a sort. And the girl didnt talk with her mouth full, which meant shed been taught some manners. 
 When I was your age, books were my best friends. Anne Marie could recall reading in her bedroom with the door closed to drown out the sound of her parents arguing. 
  That comment didnt warrant a response. Anne Marie took another bite of her lunch as she mentally sorted through potential topics of conversation. It was hard to remember what shed liked when she was eight. She didnt think Ellen would be interested in hearing about her widowed friends or her list of Twenty Wishes. 
 They continued to eat in silence until an idea struck Anne Marie. Do you like dogs? 
 Ellen nodded vigorously. 
 I have a dog. 
 For the first time since theyd sat at the table, Ellen looked up. A boy dog or a girl dog? 
 A boy. His name is Baxter. 
 Baxter. A hint of a smile flashed in her eyes. 
 Anne Marie felt a surge of relief. Shed hit pay dirt. Ellen liked dogs. Hes a Yorkshire terrier. Do you know what kind of dog that is? 
 Ellen shook her head. 
 Baxter is small but he has the heart of a tiger. Hes not afraid of anything. 
 Ellens eyes brightened. 
 Would you like to meet him one day? 
 Ellen nodded again. What color is he? 
 Mostly hes black but his face is sort of a tan, and he has funny-looking ears that stick straight up. 
 My ears stick out, too, Ellen said in a solemn voice. 
  Anne Marie studied the child. She could see the faint outline of Ellens ears beneath her straight hair, which hung just below her chin. I had ears like that when I was your age, Anne Marie told her. Then I grew up and my ears stayed the same size and everything else got bigger. 
 Ellen took another bite of her macaroni and cheese. 
 Anne Marie did, too. She finished the lunch period by telling the girl stories about Baxter. Ellen asked dozens of questions and even giggled once. 
 The other children gradually left the lunchroom, drifting out to the schoolyard. The muted sound of their play could be heard through the windows. Anne Marie looked out several times; when she asked if Ellen wanted to go outside, the youngster declined. 
 The bell finally rang, signaling the end of lunch. Ellen stood. 
 So did Anne Marie. 
 Ellen carried her dirty tray to the kitchen and showed Anne Marie where to place it. 
 I guess you have to go back to class now, Anne Marie said. 
 Ellen nodded. Anne Marie walked her to the classroom door and just as she was about to leave, Ellen whispered something she couldnt quite hear. 
 What did you say? Anne Marie asked. 
 Ellen glanced up. Thank you, she said more loudly. 
 Youre welcome, Ellen. Ill see you next Wednesday. 
 Ellen smiled, then quietly entered the room and walked to her desk. 
 As Anne Marie watched, her chest constricted with a sensation that felt alien to her. It was a good feeling, thoughone that came from reaching out to someone else. 
  Elise was right; Anne Marie did feel better for volunteering. Little Ellen Falk needed a friend. 
 The ironic thing was that Anne Marie needed one even more. 
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