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Eighty-three year old Sam Davis has always wondered what happened to his high-school sweetheart. But instead of finding the means to track her down, he’s stuck in an assisted living center, reliant on others around him. His grandson, Wyatt, questions Sam’s memories, and it seems that he’ll never find the answers he’s been searching for.

 

Anita Gifford, single mom in her mid-30s, is reluctant to spend community service hours at the assisted living center in their town. But her fourteen-year-old daughter Carly has to work off her school suspension. So instead of a relaxing weekend after a long week of work, Anita takes Carly to the center where they meet Mr. Davis. An unexpected bond forms between the teenager and elderly man, one that might bring healing to both families, past and present.
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Spring 1981

 

“MRS. GIFFORD?”

“Yes?” Anita winced at the formal title because it could mean only one thing—the phone call was from the middle school.

“This is Debbie Nelson, calling from Monroe Middle School,” the woman said in a stern tone. 

The twisting in Anita’s stomach told her it wasn’t a good-news call. She walked with the receiver, its cord stretching, to look out the large front window at the small yard and cracked sidewalk beyond. 

“I’ve called with regretful news.” Debbie paused. “Your daughter Carly has misbehaved, and she’s been given a suspension by our principal, Mr. Mortenson.”

As if Anita didn’t know the principal’s name. They’d had more than one meeting . . . “What happened?” Her tone sounded sharp, but it was too late to change that now.

“Carly and a group of her friends decided to ditch second period and raid the kitchen.”

“Raid?”

“What someone does when they steal food that doesn’t belong to them,” Debbie Nelson said.

Anita dragged in a breath and focused on using normal words that didn’t involve any cussing. “Where is Carly now?”

“Waiting to be picked up by a parent,” Debbie said. “She said it was only her mom since there’s no Mr. Gifford in the picture?”

Anita tightened her hold on the receiver and wondered if it would be too childish to pick up one of the picture frames on the bookcase and throw it. Or maybe she should throw a book. Something. Anything. 

Another steadying breath. “No, there’s no Mr. Gifford in the picture, Ms. Nelson. I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

Anita hung up the phone and closed her eyes for a handful of seconds, trying to keep the scream of frustration inside. How had this become her life? Living in Seattle as a single mom? A year ago, she and Carly had been best friends, bosom buddies, doing everything together. Then Carly turned fourteen, started ninth grade, and poof. It was all gone. She had been swept into a new friend group and undergone a complete personality change. 

“Meow.” A furry head bumped against her ankles.

“Me too, Sassy,” Anita mumbled, opening her eyes. The gray tabby meowed again, then trotted to the front door, waiting to be let outside. 

She replaced the phone receiver, then grabbed her car keys off the top of the fridge. Her hands trembled, not because she was nervous or cold, but because her anger was making her shake. 

Carly had been given everything in life—well, everything Anita could provide as a single mom. She’d been able to make a career out of her creative talents so that she wasn’t an absent parent. She was at home every day after school. She was there every morning to fix school lunch and see her daughter off. Anita scrounged up fun things to do on the weekends, plus stayed flexible with what Carly wanted to do. 

Mostly, they’d go on short road trips to check out a hiking trail, a park, a zoo, or a botanical garden. Sometimes they’d stay overnight, or drive late to get back home. Anita’s favorite thing to do was to not have a particular destination or agenda. Just get into the car and drive, letting adventure come naturally. Although lately, Carly had wanted to stay home on weekend nights, talking on the phone, if she wasn’t hanging out at a friend’s house. 

Anita had even budged on the curfew. Eight on school nights and ten on weekends. 

All these thoughts spun through her mind as she opened the front door, and Sassy zoomed outside. Anita headed toward her Volkswagen Bug that had seen better days. She’d bought it with her first few art commissions when Carly was a baby, and the car had been treating them well. Except for this week. She’d had trouble starting it.

She eyed her sky-blue Bug as she approached. Would she be a good girl today?

“Hello-oo!” a woman’s voice called. The singsong tone was unmistakable.

“Hi, Phyllis,” Anita said to her neighbor, who stood by the mailbox between their properties. She was a seventy-something widow who seemed to always be around when Anita stepped outside her door.

“Want me to grab your mail?” Phyllis pushed up her gold-framed glasses. “If you’re in a hurry, I can keep it at my house until you return.”

Anita hid a grimace. Her nosy neighbor had just outdone herself. “Oh, it’s fine. I have time to grab the mail.”

“Oh, hello there, Sassy,” Phyllis said as the cat rubbed against her calves. She bent to give the cat a scratch.

As Anita approached, her neighbor stopped petting the cat and snapped open Anita’s mailbox and plucked out the handful of letters that were probably bills.

“Thank you.” Anita held out her hand.

“You’re heading out for some errands?” Phyllis seemed to reluctantly let go of the mail pieces.

“I’m going to a meeting at the school,” Anita said, then immediately regretted giving her that much information. “A . . . a parent meeting.”

Phyllis folded her arms, crinkling her own collection of letters. “Is everything all right? Aren’t parent meetings usually in the morning?”

Anita had no idea what this woman was referring to. “This one isn’t. Thanks for the mail. I’ll see you later.” She hurried away from Phyllis and toward her car.

Once she slid into the driver’s seat of the Bug, she could only hope that it would start, since Phyllis was still hovering at the mailbox, watching. 

“Please start,” Anita muttered as she turned the key. The engine sputtered to life—not quite the purr that would say all was well, but at least it had started. She wasn’t about to be picky, and she really didn’t have extra money for a car repair right now. Not with yesterday’s purchase of summer clothes for Carly. 

She backed out of the driveway, jostled by the eroding concrete, then pulled onto the road. The school was only a mile away, but she was already sweating with the warming April weather and didn’t want to delay picking up her daughter.

Her suspended daughter.

Anita gritted her teeth as she pulled into the school’s parking lot. Were the other parents arriving now too? She hadn’t even checked her appearance before leaving—it had been the last thing on her mind. But now that she was at the school parking lot, she knew there was a good chance of running into the moms. The women who mothered Carly’s friends were all the same type of women. None of them worked outside the home, and they all seemed to have plenty of money, plus extra for hair-coloring jobs, manicured nails, and clothing that hadn’t been purchased from the Salvation Army.

Anita wasn’t embarrassed to shop at a thrift store, because she wanted to cut as many corners as she could, while spending any extra on Carly.

Just as she pulled in, a Saab convertible flew past her, then parked in the handicap spot. Oh, and the other moms had much nicer cars.

Vera Hessington climbed out of the convertible, tossed her long red hair, then practically waltzed toward the front doors of the school. Her step bounced, probably due to the fact that she wore tennis clothes, as if she’d just walked off the court. And she probably had. Anita imagined one of the busboys at the country club, where Vera spent her days, rushing over to inform her she had an important phone call.

“It’s fine,” Anita mumbled to herself. She might be thirty-five, single, and living commission check to commission check, but she was happy. Generally. When her little girl wasn’t cutting classes and getting suspended. She released a breath and headed into the school after Vera disappeared inside. Was it terrible to just want her little girl back? To want to rewind time a few years to when they’d check out videos together, then rush home and argue about which one they’d be popping into the VCR first?

Anita tugged open the front door and a gust of musty swamp-cooler air rushed out. The entrance was empty and quiet, which meant she could hear Vera’s rather shrill voice. Probably talking to the principal.

“I’ll make sure she shadows someone in the country club kitchen this week, Mr. Mortenson,” she said as Anita approached the front office. “You won’t need to worry about Samantha again. She’ll be here bright and early on Monday, ready to work hard.”

Anita stepped inside the office, but no one noticed her. A couple office ladies sat behind their desks, pretending not to be eavesdropping, and Principal Mortenson was nodding at Vera, a pleased look on his round-cheeked face. He pushed up his glasses and extended his hand to the other mother. “Thanks for your cooperation, ma’am. You have a great girl here, but we need to uphold the school rules. Be sure to send her back with a signed note.”

He flashed a smile, and Vera flashed one back. Then she turned, her hand clamped on Samantha’s elbow. Both mother and daughter wore amused expressions, as if they were in on some private joke.

Anita stepped aside to let them pass. Vera gave her a small nod, her pink-lipsticked mouth pursed—otherwise, there was no eye contact between the mothers.

“Mrs. Gifford,” the principal said, turning to her. “Carly is this way.”

As Anita followed him down the short hallway to his private office, she noted that no other kids were around, so maybe it had been just Samantha and Carly? 

Anita slowed when she saw Carly—her tear-stained face, red-rimmed eyes, and her carefully curled hair hanging limply about her shoulders. Her hair had darkened over the past year. When she was a toddler, Anita used to call her a golden girl because her hair was a shade of gold. Now it was more of a medium brown.

“Hi, Mom,” she said in a near-whisper, and Anita’s heart completely melted.

Carly might have done something stupid, but she was only a kid. A kid who was trying to figure things out and navigate friendships. 

“Hi,” she said in a soft voice. “Are you okay?”

Carly’s eyes welled with new tears, and she sniffled.

Principle Mortenson adjusted his glasses, then clasped his hands together. “Mrs. Gifford, you might have heard some of what we arranged with Mrs. Hessington. The girls are expected to put in eight community service hours before returning to school. I suggest getting them all done over the weekend, or Carly will be marked truant on Monday.”

Clearly, her daughter had heard all of this, because she didn’t react.

Community service hours, though? It wasn’t like Anita could send Carly to the country club with a snap of her fingers. They’d have to make phone calls. She met the principal’s gaze. “Does anything need to be done at the school? Carly could start here.”

He shook his head. “Afraid not. You might check with the library or the senior center. There’s also an assisted living home at the edge of town. Or the bowling alley.” He shrugged. “They could use help cleaning that place.”

Anita agreed, but weren’t bowling alleys supposed to be grungy? “All right, thank you.” 

As they headed out of the office, the principal regaled Carly with another warning, and although Anita wanted her daughter to learn her lesson, she also felt irked. As soon as they were outside, she asked, “Was it just you and Samantha?”

“No,” Carly said. “Evie too. She got picked up first. It’s not fair, though.” 

“What’s not fair? That Evie got picked up first? Or that you were caught raiding the kitchen?”

“No,” Carly said as they neared the car. 

When she hesitated, Anita said, “Out with it. You’re going to be grounded anyway, so you might as well tell me everything.”

Carly ducked her head and reached for the door handle. She had to tug hard to get the car door open. 

Anita slid into the driver’s side and set her hands on the wheel. “Explain please.”

What came out was a disjointed story, with Carly saying it was a dare, and it was stupid, and she regretted it. She relied on the sincerity of her daughter’s tone, which ended in a few more tears, and she decided that the girl felt guilty enough and didn’t need to be berated more.

“All right, I understand doing something stupid—but please don’t do anything like that again,” Anita said. “You’ll be grounded from those friends for two weeks, and you need to make the phone calls when we get home to figure out how to get those service hours in.”

Carly gave a nod and wiped at her face. 

Anita dug out a tissue packet from her purse and handed it over. While Carly dried her tears, she released the brake, then put the car into neutral and turned the key in the ignition. The engine turned over once, then died. 

“Great,” she muttered. “Of all places.” She blew out a breath, then tried to start the car again. Nothing. “We need to jump it.”

Carly groaned, but opened her door. She climbed out, then braced her hands, preparing to help push. 

Anita climbed out as well. Together, they pushed clear of other cars, then jumped back in when they reached the slope that led to the main road. She popped the clutch, and the car started. “Yes!” she yelled, and both of them smacked the roof of the car. 

It was for good luck—but how long would that luck last?

“I think we’re going to be buying a new battery this weekend,” Anita said. “I hope that’s all it is.”

Carly’s tears were gone, and they weren’t stuck in the school parking lot. Anita decided to be grateful for the small things.
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AN HOUR LATER, CARLY CAME into the backyard, where Anita had set up a utility table next to the herbal garden. Her latest creation was a commissioned piece from an older lady who’d wanted her late husband’s likeness created out of plant material and leaves. He’d been an avid outdoorsman before his death, and the widow had mailed photos of him, along with his favorite flannel shirt. 

“Is that from the dead guy?” Carly asked, recognizing the project.

“Be respectful,” Anita said.

Carly puffed out a breath. “Well, he’s dead, right? What else should I say?”

Was her daughter really going to start with the attitude an hour after her suspension? “His name was Roger Barton, so you can refer to him as Mr. Barton.” Anita set down the bit of rosemary she’d been using to create the effect of hair. She folded her arms. “Well?”

Carly shifted from one foot to the other. She’d combed her hair into a ponytail, and it looked like all the curl had fallen out. Like Anita, she had no natural curl, and it could only be achieved by wearing curlers all night or using their old curling iron that didn’t get very hot anymore. Her daughter usually opted for the curlers. 

“I called all of the places,” Carly said, her tone sounding uncertain. “And . . .”

Anita waited, wanting her to take ownership in this process.

“And . . . the assisted living place said I could come and play games or read with the old people.”

Anita winced. “Old people? You mean the residents?”

“Whatever.”

She tried not to bristle. “All right. That’s a good idea. When are you going?”

Carly’s eyes widened. “Uh, tomorrow, I guess. But I don’t want to go alone.”

Anita sat back in her chair. “I can take you to the place, but this is your service, Carly, not mine. I have plenty to do here.”

Carly looked down at the ground, her sandal scuffing the paving stones. “They said I needed your permission.” 

“I can send a note.”

Carly looked up again. “I think they want it over the phone. The lady is waiting right now to talk to you.”

Anita shot up from her chair. “You left her on the phone and waited to tell me?” She didn’t pause for an answer, hurrying to the back door that led to the kitchen.

“Hello-oo, Anita! Oh, is that you, Carly?” Phyllis had come out into her backyard, which shared a fence with theirs.

How long had she been standing there and what had she heard?

“Hi, Phyllis,” Anita said. “I need to answer the phone.”

“Oh, you go right ahead.” Phyllis held up rose clippers. “I’m just trimming a few roses. By the way, Sassy is over here, and I fed her some tuna.”

“Oh, all right. Thank you.” Anita stepped into her house. She found the receiver on the kitchen table. “Hello? This is Mrs. Gifford. Sorry to make you wait.”

The woman’s voice that came through the phone was completely nonplussed and cheerful. “No worries, Mrs. Gifford. This is Nancy. I’ve had a nice chat with your delightful daughter, and we’re looking forward to seeing the two of you tomorrow.”

Delightful daughter? “I think there’s been a mistake,” Anita said. “This is a service project for Carly. I’ll drop her off, then pick her up when she’s done.”

The other end went silent for a moment, then Nancy said, “I think there’s been a misunderstanding, perhaps? Since Carly is a minor, she needs to have a parent in the building while she’s spending time with the residents.”

Anita frowned and turned to gaze out the window overlooking the garden. Carly was crouched near the late tulips, inspecting something. “Well, I wasn’t aware of that.” She dragged in a breath. “I have a busy schedule just now, and I’m happy to sign a permission form. You see—”

“We can’t accept that,” Nancy said, her voice still kind. “I understand busy. I raised three kids myself—on my own. I’ve been in your shoes as a single mom.”

Anita’s mouth parted. What had Carly told this stranger over the phone?

“But sometimes, you have to make the sacrifice of time,” Nancy said. “Carly told us she needs eight hours, and so we are accommodating your family, not the other way around.”

Well. The woman was certainly direct. And right. “I’m sorry,” Anita said. “I didn’t mean to . . . I guess what I’m trying to say is . . .” Her thoughts were so jumbled that she had no idea what she was trying to say.

“Look, Mrs. Gifford,” Nancy continued in her gentle, calming voice, “Carly’s a good kid. You showing up for her will only strengthen that relationship as she’s adjusting to adolescence. We all make mistakes.”

“Did Carly tell you that . . .” 

When her voice dropped off, Nancy said, “She explained everything. And if you can agree to our terms, we’ll see you tomorrow afternoon from two to six p.m., and then again on Sunday. Same time.” 

Anita had no idea if her daughter had called the other places, or if they also required that a parent be on the premises. “All right. That’s fine. We’ll be there tomorrow at two o’clock.” 

Nancy cheerfully gave her directions, which Anita decided not to interrupt, though she already knew where the assisted living facility was. After hanging up, she found Carly in the garden. She was still crouched next to the tulips, and on her hand crawled a ladybug.

The sight brought back a flood of memories of Carly as a little girl, following her around the garden, asking nonstop questions, helping do small tasks, and her endless fascination with the bugs. Anita’s irritation abated.

“I talked to Nancy.” 

Carly looked up.

“Next time you have someone waiting to speak with me, tell me that first.”

Carly nodded. “Okay.”

“I guess I have to go with you,” Anita said in the most even tone she could muster. “Go get your homework done, and I’ll let you know when dinner is ready. You’re on cleanup duty, and tomorrow morning, you’ll have some other chores before we go to the facility.”

Carly nodded again, her expression sheepish. Then she headed past Anita, who noticed she had the ladybug latched on to her wrist.

Anita hid a smile, then stood for a quiet moment in the garden. As much as she wanted to return to her project, she should probably preempt her car’s maintenance troubles. She guessed that most auto shops closed at five or six p.m., which meant she had to start calling now to track down a battery.

After a handful of phone calls, she had the battery priced out. Everyone would be closed on the weekend, so it needed to be her top priority on Monday. Surely her car could behave until then, even if it required another jump-start.

Meanwhile, she pulled out a box of Hamburger Helper. Not her favorite meal, but a childhood favorite of Carly’s. There was hamburger meat in the freezer, so she took it out and set it in a pan of warm water to begin thawing. She should have started this all earlier, but Carly’s original plans had been to hang out at Samantha’s house tonight, and have dinner there. Anita had planned on having a sandwich solo.

Just as she was pulling out a few salad fixings from the refrigerator, the phone rang. She answered, and it was Samantha on the other line. 

“Carly, it’s Samantha,” Anita called out.

In record time, she appeared from her bedroom. 

“Keep it short,” Anita said before Carly picked up the receiver.

“Hi,” Carly said, then headed down the hallway, the long cord trailing after her. “I can’t. I’m grounded.”

That was the last Anita heard of the conversation before Carly disappeared into the bedroom. She wondered if Samantha was grounded. And what about Evie? Was grounding the right thing to do with a fourteen-year-old? Would something else be more effective? She didn’t want to push Carly too far, but she also didn’t want her daughter suspended from school.

She began to rip up the iceberg lettuce. She’d make a Caesar salad because Carly was sure to eat that. When Anita had been in school, she’d never considered stealing or vandalizing. But then again, her single best friend hadn’t been the type to do that either. So maybe she had just been lucky with her friend choice. Not that she had a ton of choices. She seemed to say awkward things in social situations, so she hadn’t been the type of teenager to have a gaggle of friends or get invited to the cool-kid parties. She’d kept to herself most of the time, unless she was with her best friend.

The conversation between Carly and Samantha was officially past “keep it short,” but something tugged in Anita’s heart, and she couldn’t bring herself to give Carly a warning. She set the bowl of lettuce aside and checked on the thawing meat. It was mostly soft, so she set the frying pan on the stove and turned on the element. The meat began to sizzle right away, and she filled a pot with water to begin boiling the pasta from the Hamburger Helper box.

A few minutes later, Carly came out of her bedroom, her expression sullen. 

Anita couldn’t help but ask, “Are your friends grounded too?”

“No,” she said. “Their moms are letting them hang out tonight.” She turned her sad eyes on her mother. “They want me to come over.”

Anita wished she could say yes—she wanted to say yes—but wasn’t getting suspended from school kind of serious? And why were the other parents not being more strict? “No, I can’t go back on our agreement.”

Carly huffed and walked back to her room.

What were the chances she was actually doing homework? Again, an ache pinched Anita’s heart as she wished she had her little girl back. She stirred in the pasta, added a dash of salt, then used the spatula to dice up the hamburger into smaller pieces. 

The phone rang again, and she wiped off her hands to answer it. 

“Anita?” the deep voice said. “How are you?”

Her arms broke out in goose bumps, and she didn’t know if it was in a good way. “Hi, Glenn.”

“What are you doing?”

The question irritated her because after their last date, he said he’d call her the next day and figure out something to do the next weekend. He’d never called. And now it was the following weekend, but Anita wasn’t going anywhere with Carly stuck at home. Carly would probably love her to leave, so that was out of the question. 

Anita had attempted dating this past year. Previously, she hadn’t wanted anything to interfere with raising Carly, even though she knew that having a father figure in her daughter’s life would be of value. With Carly’s social life picking up on the weekends, it gave Anita a little more freedom than she was used to.

“Making dinner,” she told Glenn. “What are you doing?”

“Hmm.” His voice was a low rumble, which might have been sexy, but it was only irritating right now. “What’s for dinner?” 

“Hamburger Helper.”

Glenn laughed. “I haven’t had that in forever. Which box? Maybe I’ll come over.”

“Uh . . .” Anita was already tired of the twenty-questions game. “Doesn’t really matter because I don’t want any company tonight. It’s just me and Carly.” For some reason, she didn’t want to tell him about Carly’s suspension.

“Girls only, huh?” Glenn asked, then lowered his voice. “What about after hours? Carly goes to bed around ten, right?”

They’d been on three official dates, and a couple of meetups at city events. Anita sensed that Glenn liked her more than she liked him, but that he wasn’t exactly fully invested. He sort of disappeared for a while, then suddenly reappeared. They’d almost kissed on the last date, but then it hadn’t happened. Anita had been disappointed at the time, but right now she was feeling kind of glad. Strange. 

Was her heart still that messed up from Carly’s dad?

“Let’s talk next week sometime.” Anita felt more than a little hungry. She didn’t want to deal with Glenn right now, which was another strange thing. When she’d met him, she’d been charmed and was excited he’d asked her out on a date. Life had been much simpler then—and the past few hours had changed all of that.

“Sure thing,” Glenn said in an easy tone, as if he were already thinking of someone else. “We’ll talk next week.”
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“HI, GRAMPS, HOW ARE YOU doing?”

Sam Davis already knew what was coming. His grandson only called on the days he was canceling. He adjusted the receiver against his ear—lately he’d had trouble hearing as clearly as he liked. “Doing about the same as yesterday.”

“Oh, that’s great to hear,” Wyatt said in a rush. “Really great. Hey, uh, look, I’ve had some things come up, and I’m afraid I won’t make it this afternoon. But I can stop by tomorrow, if that’s all right?”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Sam said. And he wasn’t. He’d been banished to this assisted living place a few months ago, and so far, he hated it. You’ll meet new friends, they’d said. You’ll love having all your meals prepared for you, they’d said. There are so many activities, they’d said. You’ll enjoy reminiscing with the others, they’d said. 

It was all hogwash, and he didn’t really need to be here. So what if he’d fallen a couple of times. He’d been able to get up—eventually—and he refused to use a wheelchair. No matter how long it took him to make his way to the dining room or the other activities, a walker was better than a wheelchair. His body was turning against him, choosing the good days and bad days without his input. This morning had been good, but with the news of Wyatt’s cancellation, Sam might as well just stay in his room for the rest of the day. Do some reading, which would probably turn into napping. So be it.

He reached for the book on the coffee table in front of him and turned to his bookmark. He adjusted his glasses and read a half page of the large-type print, then realized he couldn’t remember what was going on in the story, so he restarted the chapter. How far he got, he didn’t know, because the next thing he knew, he was being awakened from a nice nap.

“Mr. Davis?” a young female voice said from his partially open doorway. “It’s time for our activity. Do you want me to help you into the wheelchair?”

Sam blinked at the dark-haired woman, trying to clear his mind from the dream he’d been having about Susan . . . again. This time, she hadn’t moved with her family. She’d decided to stay in Seattle and attend the community college. She’d been worried about a place to stay since room and board at the college was expensive. Sam had just been about to suggest they talk to his parents’ neighbors when he’d been awakened.

“I’m skipping the activity,” he said in a rasp. He cleared his throat. “My grandson’s not coming today.”

The woman named Ginny tilted her head, and her brown eyes went soft. “Oh, sorry to hear that. But I’m happy to take you anyway. You’ll enjoy yourself, and I’d hate for you to stay cooped up in your room.”

The whole place was like living in a coop. 

Before Sam could protest, Ginny pulled the wheelchair out of the corner and grasped his arm. The woman was strong, he’d give her that—or maybe he’d weakened. Both were likely true. 

“There you are,” she said after she’d strong-armed him into the chair. “Now, would you like a lap quilt?”

“No, I don’t want a lap quilt.” What was he? An old man? He tried to keep the bite out of his tone, but he doubted he’d been successful. 

Ginny, to her credit, didn’t flinch or become upset. “We have lemon bars for dessert tonight. Do you like lemon bars?”

“I don’t like getting powdered sugar all over me.”

She laughed as she rotated the wheelchair toward the door. “I’ll keep that in mind, Mr. Davis.” She began to push, then stopped rather abruptly. “Oh, were you in the Air Force?”

She must have spotted the row of framed photos that Wyatt and Paula had insisted on setting up. 

“It was called the Army Air Corps back then,” he said.

Ginny reached for a photo and picked up the frame. He was standing in front of the B-29 Superfortress with his co-pilot Jeffrey. The man hadn’t made it through the war. 

“Is this World War II?” she asked, awe in her voice.

“Yes.”

“Oh boy, did you fly in Europe?”

“I did.” 

Ginny angled the picture as if to get a better spot of light on it. “What was that like?” 

“What was it like dropping bombs on cities?” Sam asked. “Hell.”

She set the picture down carefully. “I’m sorry, Mr. Davis, I didn’t mean to bring up bad memories.”

He was already feeling guilty about his sharp retort. It had been honest, yes, but Ginny didn’t need to be the target of his bad mood. He drew in a breath and decided he’d explain, but then she wheeled him right out of the room. The hallway was filled with a few other wheelchair-bound residents, also on their way to the activity. Whatever that would be.

Ginny was a brisk walker, and they overtook a couple of the residents. They reached the dining room, which apparently had been converted into a game room. Each table had two to three game boxes in the middle like a decorative centerpiece. Visitors were scattered among the residents.

“Here you are,” Ginny said cheerfully. “These visitors don’t have family here, and they’re happy to spend time with you.”

Before Sam could tell her to take him back to his room, she’d wheeled him to a table with a woman and a teenager—likely her daughter, if their similar looks of honey-brown hair and blue eyes were any indication. The woman gave him a faint smile, but the teenager’s eyes had shuttered. She looked about as happy to be here as he was.

“Hello, sir, what’s your name?” the woman asked.

“This is Sam Davis,” Ginny interjected, setting the brakes on his wheelchair. She stood next to him. “This is Anita Gifford and her daughter, Carly. They’re here all afternoon. Now, does anyone want some punch?”

“Sure, that would be great,” Anita said. “What about you, Carly?”

Carly looked down at her hands, folded atop the table. “Okay.”

As Ginny bustled away, Sam got right to the point. “I don’t need company, if that’s what you’re here for. My grandson, who’s an accountant, is too busy to visit. I was taking a perfectly good nap in my room before Ginny woke me up. So if you’d rather do something else with your Saturday, don’t give me a second thought.”

Carly lifted her chin and eyed him.

Sam unlocked the wheelchair brakes, then pushed back from the table. Maybe he’d get one of the other aides to wheel him back since Ginny wouldn’t take no for an answer. He’d just managed to rotate his wheelchair when the girl said, “Mr. Davis, we’d like to play at least one game with you. If that’s all right?”

Surely, she’d been prompted by her mother. Sam might be a grump, but he wasn’t rude. He looked over at the teenager. Her hands were clasped together so tightly that her knuckles had gone white.

“Are you on a mother-daughter outing? Maybe passing off something for the Girl Scouts?”

Carly’s cheeks pinked. “Not really. I . . .” She gave a side glance toward her mother. “I was suspended from school yesterday, and I have to put in service hours before I can go back.”

Well, this was interesting. “You were suspended? Did you change your grades or something?”

The girl had the decency to look mortified. Another glance at her mother, then, “No, my friends and I were dumb and raided the kitchen.”

Sam didn’t even hesitate. “What did you take? Something good?”

Carly’s mouth quirked. “Not really. We grabbed a bag of carrot sticks and another one of green apples.”

Sam didn’t mean to laugh—it just came out. And it was his full belly laugh. The one that hadn’t made an appearance in quite some time. The other residents looked over, of course, and Ginny arrived at the table just then with a tray of punch.

“Mr. Davis, are you all right?”

Sam drew in a breath, nodded, wheezed, then laughed again. 

Across the table, Carly’s mouth opened in surprise, as if she wasn’t sure if she was allowed to laugh or not. And her mother . . . her expression could put a thundercloud to shame.

Sam grasped one of the cups and downed the punch as if he’d been crossing a desert until this very moment. “I’m sorry, ma’am,” he said to the girl’s mother. He used the edge of his sleeve to dab at his eyes. “Getting suspended is no lighthearted matter, but at least when you raid the kitchen, go for the dessert.”

Ginny looked confused, as she should, but Anita Gifford’s expression cleared. And Carly’s lips twitched.

Sam raised a hand. “Not that I’m encouraging you to go back anytime soon, young lady. The best way to get through school and life in general is to follow most rules.”

“Most rules?” Carly said, her voice less timid.

Ah, she’d caught that. Smart girl. “Some rules are absolutely necessary,” Sam qualified. “But sometimes a rule has to be broken to save a life.”

Both mother’s and daughter’s eyes widened. 

Laughing had put Sam too much at ease around these ladies. “Now,” he said, sliding over one of the game boxes. “What are we playing? Scrabble or Life?”

“Scrabble,” Carly said immediately.

This surprised him. “Good choice.” He pushed the game box toward her. “Get us set up, and your mother can keep score. My eyes aren’t what they used to be.”

Carly eagerly opened the box and set up the game. 

“Tell us about yourself, Mr. Davis,” Anita said in a polite tone. “Are you from Seattle originally?”

“I was born and raised here,” Sam said. “Joined the Air Service out of high school to put myself through college.”

Carly actually looked interested. He was impressed. He gave them the shortened version of his life. “Married, had a daughter, served a tour in the war, ran a furniture business after I retired from the Air Force, then I sold my business, and here I am in my golden years.”

“How old are you?” Carly asked, her eyes wide again.

“Carly, that’s not polite to ask,” her mother cut in.

Sam lifted a hand. “I just turned eighty-three. Seems I have a balance problem, and my eyes are losing some vision. Can’t be trusted on my own.”

“Oh, that’s terrible,” Carly said.

It was probably the most accurate and sincere thing that had been said to him in a long time. “It is terrible. I have to read books with large print.”

Carly wrinkled her nose.

“And they make me use a wheelchair in here,” he complained. “Makes me feel like I’m eighty-four.”

Carly laughed.

Sam chuckled. 

Anita smiled.

Maybe game night with some strangers wasn’t so bad.

Over the next couple of hours, they took turns beating each other in Scrabble. Carly came up with a few clever words too. “You must be a proud mom,” Sam told Anita at one point. “You’ve got a smart daughter who’s easy to talk to.”

Anita’s brows lifted, and Sam didn’t miss the pleased look in her eyes. 

“I assume she takes after you, unless there’s a spelling-whiz Mr. Gifford?” he asked.

“My dad’s a bad speller,” Carly said. “I once got a birthday card from him, and he spelled ‘sincerely’ wrong. Turns out it was the last time I heard from him.”

Sam blinked. “What?” Then his mind clicked. “Oh, are your parents . . .” 

Carly filled it in for him. “They’re divorced.” She shrugged as if it were the most natural thing to tell a near-stranger. “Dad has another family now.”

Sam was almost afraid to look at Anita—was this line of conversation upsetting her? He took a peek, and her expression was completely neutral. She caught him looking at her, though. 

“Carly’s dad and I were high school sweethearts,” she said, “and I honestly don’t remember if he was a good speller. He got okay grades.” She looked at her daughter and said in a quieter tone, “I hadn’t noticed the misspelling on that birthday card.”
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