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      It seemed only weeks ago that I’d opened Seaside Cottage Books for the first time on a bright, early summer day.  Now, seemingly before I’d blinked, the last of the blueberries had been picked and the bushes’ lime green leaves had turned to cinnamon.  Crimson and gold tinged the maples and aspens along the roadsides, and the tang of woodsmoke reached my nose as I closed up shop on a Monday evening and leashed up Winston for a walk into town.

      I’d invited Nicholas Waters, my boyfriend, to join me, but he was finishing up a work meeting; he had, however, promised to join me later for the pot roast that had been bubbling in my oven all day, making the apartment I lived in above the shop smell deliciously cozy.  For now, though, it was just Winston and me.

      The little rescue bichon trotted along beside me, sniffing the lampposts and bounding from planter to planter, investigating the chrysanthemums that had replaced the pansies and lobelia along the streets of Snug Harbor.  I needed to plant some chrysanthemums of my own by the front porch, I reflected, and pick up some pumpkins as October had arrived.  Maybe Bethany, my assistant, and I could put together some Halloween events to draw customers into the store… that is, if she had time between classes and the Snug Harbor ghost tour she and her librarian boyfriend Devin had started organizing for Halloween.  Until now, I’d had no idea how many ghost stories there were in cute little Snug Harbor… and was relieved to learn that none of them were reputed to haunt the bookstore.  My friend Denise’s future coffee shop, on the other hand, which was right next door to the bookstore, had a little bit more history, as we’d discovered a few weeks ago.  Denise hadn’t encountered any ghosts as she worked to renovate the building, but she was definitely on the lookout.

      Before long, the town pier was in view.  A bit of mist shrouded the islands just off the coast, and despite the chill in the air, the schooner Abigail Todd was heading out for one of the last sunset cruises of the season.  I’d never spent a winter in Snug Harbor before, but from what Denise had told me, it was a very different place, with almost no tourists, few restaurants open (other than Rosie’s Pizza, which thankfully made its hand-tossed pies year-round), and the lobster buoys that normally dotted the waters of the harbor following the lobster population out to sea. And of course the small cruise ships that made Snug Harbor one of their ports of call stopped coming, too. Would Seaside Cottage Books survive the winter with no tourists? I’d loved my first summer of running my dream bookstore after years of just managing one, but owning a store—and keeping it going during the slow winter months—was a lot scarier than managing one.

      “Max!”

      I turned; behind me was Nora Bestwick, one of my regular readers.

      “Hey, Nora! Need an emergency book?” I asked, smiling. “We’re closed, but I’ve got the key.”

      “No, no,” she said.  “I just wondered if you wanted some company!”

      “Of course,” I said, happy to have Nora join me; the petite New Englander was cheerful, well read, and overall a delight to spend time with.  She also worked for the Snug Harbor paper, and was a font of local information.  “I’m just taking Winston for his evening constitutional.”

      “Oh, good,” she said, huffing as she hurried up beside me.  Her cheeks were pink above her blue L.L. Bean jacket, and a fringe of white hair poked out of the hood.  “Did you hear the latest news?” she asked, somewhat predictably.

      “Another lobster gang war?” I asked, almost jokingly.

      “Not right now, no, but you know those lobstermen… it’s only a matter of time.  No, this is about the whole cruise ship controversy.”

      “I was just thinking about that, actually,” I said.  “The town meeting on that is later this week, right?”

      “It is.  And I just found out the Snug Harbor Resort is considering hiring a bigshot attorney out of Portland.  They’re canvassing all the business owners to sign a petition to scrap the per-passenger docking fee.”

      A petition? That was the first I’d heard of it.  “Any takers?”

      “Some.  The Snug Harbor Resort started it, of course, but they’ve got the dock and they make money off everyone who comes into town.  And some of the businesses on Main Street are raring to get rid of the fee again, too; they figure it cuts into their profits if fewer ships dock.”

      “I can relate to that,” I said.

      “So they haven’t asked you yet, I presume.”

      “Not yet,” I said.  “What would you recommend I do?”

      “Stay out of it,” she advised me.  “You don’t want the locals boycotting your store all winter long.  Several of the store owners are pro cruise ship, but a lot of local people  don’t want the cruise ship passengers crowding the town and driving prices up for everyone.”

      “Yeah,” I said.  “That’s kind of what I figured.”  I looked down at Winston, who had found a particularly interesting flower pot to investigate.  So much for peaceful small town life.

      “It’s getting pretty nasty, though,” Nora informed me. “The owner of the resort almost came to blows with a resident earlier today.  Right on the town pier, in front of everyone.”

      “Why?”

      “None of the cruise ship passengers want to go out on the Abigail Todd, and they don’t really buy anything of value.  Instead, they clog up the town, buy cheap souvenirs near the pier, and make it hard for other visitors to come into town and spend their money…” Nora shrugged.  “It hurts business, to my mind.”

      “No good answer, is there?’

      She shook her head.  “Seems that way.  Anyway,” she said, “I’ve got to head out and get dinner ready, but I just wanted to give you a heads-up.”

      “Thanks, Nora.  Keep me posted, okay?”

      “Of course.  And put aside anything you think I’d like, okay? I’ll be in in the next couple of days!”

      “I’ve got a few new biographies coming in the next shipment,” I advised her.  “I’ll save you any that look interesting!”

      “Thanks,” she said, hurrying back the way she’d come.  “See you soon!”

      I had just tugged Winston past another tub of chrysanthemums when my phone rang.  It was my mother.

      “Hey, mom!” I said.  “What’s up?”

      “Have you heard from Audrey yet?”

      “About the birthday? No, but she’s so busy, sometimes she’s slow getting back to me.”  My twin girls, Caroline and Audrey, were about to have their twentieth birthday, and my mother and I had planned a family celebration to coincide with Audrey’s fall break.  Caroline, who had decided to postpone college, was in Snug Harbor already, staying at my mom’s place and working at the store.  It would be the first time my twins had been together since Caroline had decided to withdraw from college and come stay in Snug Harbor while she figured out her next move.

      “What do you think we should do to make it special?” my mom asked.

      “I thought we’d do a nice meal and just enjoy being together.”

      “Should we invite Audrey’s college friends to come?”

      “Let’s just make it the two girls,” I suggested.  “They could probably use some time to connect and process all the changes in the family.”  Since their dad, Ted—now Theodore, according to his new soon-to-be-wife—and I had parted ways, the girls had had to manage a lot of change.  I had moved out of the home they’d grown up in and bought a bookstore in Snug Harbor, and Ted had proposed to famous writer K.T. Anderson, who was now living in the girls’ childhood home.  I had started seeing an old Snug Harbor summer flame, as well.  Caroline had had a lot of adjusting to do; I suspected that was at least part of the reason she’d decided college wasn’t the right next step yet.  Audrey had started her university career and seemed to be sailing through as if nothing had happened, but I had a feeling there was more going on under the surface than she showed us.  I wanted time for us to connect again, in a place we’d all loved when they were growing up.

      “I guess you know best,” my mom said, in a tone of voice that suggested she actually thought otherwise.  “You think Audrey will come, right?”

      “I do,” I told her.

      “Well, let me know as soon as you hear, okay?” she said.  “Oh, by the way, are you having another signing for Kirsten anytime soon? I’d love it if she could sign my new books.”

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes.  “We don’t have anything planned,” I said, and since the Kirsten in question was K.T. Anderson, aka my husband’s future second wife, I wasn’t too excited about having her back to the shop anytime soon.  The first time she’d come, back in June, I’d found out she was dating my ex-husband when he showed up on her arm.  Now that the couple had just gotten engaged, less than a year after the dissolution of our two-decade marriage, I needed a little time to adjust.

      “Well, will you have Ted ask her next time you talk?”

      “I’ll try to remember,” I said, wishing my mom had a little less of an author crush on my kids’ future stepmom.  I knew it was best for everyone to get along, but that didn’t mean I was ready for joint family picnics just yet.

      Then she added, “Actually, should we invite Kirsten and Ted to the birthday?”

      My gut response was a big fat no, but it wasn’t my call.  It would be the first birthday Caroline and Audrey had had since the divorce was final, and they might want their father there.  “Let me check with the kids on that,” I suggested.

      “I’ve got plenty of room if they want to stay at the house,” she offered.

      “You know, there are a lot of great inns in Snug Harbor, Mom.”

      “I just thought it would be more…family-like, you know? If everyone stayed here?”

      “I won’t be staying there,” I pointed out.

      “You have your own place.  It’s different.”

      “Uh huh.  Anyway, let me talk to the kids before you begin making up another guest room, okay?”

      “I can talk to Caroline as soon as she gets out of the shower.”

      “Mom, I need to talk to both of them, and at the same time.  Please, just let me take care of it.”

      She sighed.  “Sure, honey.  Just let me know.”

      I hung up, feeling agitated and also guilty for feeling agitated.  I should be okay with my ex-husband and his new girlfriend… I mean, fiancée… right? It would be better for the kids if we got along, after all.  I took a few deep breaths and focused on the water, watching the masts of the Abigail Todd as she headed between the spruce-covered islands.  A cruise ship was anchored offshore a bit, its brilliantly white side reminding me of a blank billboard.  I didn’t love all the cruisers spilling out onto the streets all at once, either, but I did appreciate the folks who visited the bookstore to find something to read before they tucked into their staterooms at night.  All that business was going to disappear soon, too, once everything closed down for winter… just weeks from now.  What had I been thinking when I decided to buy Seaside Cottage Books?

      I knew what I’d been thinking, though.  It was the dream of a lifetime.  And at this stage of life, I had more years behind me than ahead of me.

      Besides, fortune favors the bold, right?

      Thank goodness Ted had family money and a high-paying job; the modest amount I’d gotten from the divorce settlement I’d plowed into the bookstore, and the store’s income was barely enough to cover expenses.  When Ted and I were married, I’d stayed home with the girls and worked part-time while Ted built his law career.  The division of labor had seemed like the logical thing to do at the time, but now that we weren’t together anymore, I wondered sometimes if I’d made the right choice.  I loved that I had been able to be there for the girls when they were growing up, but I also wanted to make sure I was able to take care of myself when I was older without being a burden to them.

      Now, Ted was traveling all over the world while I was trying to figure out how to get my fledgling bookstore to survive the winter season.  I couldn’t begrudge him his travels too much, though.  In the divorce, Ted’s parents had agreed to pay most of Caroline’s and Audrey’s school expenses.  I was glad the girls wouldn’t be affected financially by our decision to part ways.

      I dialed Audrey: no answer.  Same with Caroline.  I ended up texting the two of them: “Let me know if we’re still on for the birthday.  Let’s catch up and make a plan.”  There.  That was non-confrontational.  I’d find a good time to ask about their dad when we talked.

      I had just tucked my phone into my pocket and was about to turn the corner onto Cottage Street when a familiar voice sounded from behind me.

      “It was so good to see you again.  You haven’t changed a bit.”

      I turned to see Nicholas, my boyfriend, beaming at a pretty woman in a red suit and tall black heels.  They appeared to have just stepped out of Rockfish Oyster Bar.

      “You haven’t, either,” the woman was saying to him with a coquettish smile.  “I’m so glad we’ll be working together.  It’ll be just like old times!”

      “Let me get caught up on everything and we’ll reconvene tomorrow, then, okay?”

      “Got it.”  She tilted her head.  “Can I get a hug?”

      “Of course,” Nicholas said, and as my stomach curdled, he folded her into his arms for what seemed like twenty minutes.  Finally, reluctantly—at least it seemed so to me—they released each other.  “I’ll call you tomorrow, once I’ve had a chance to look at everything.”

      “I’m looking forward to it,” she said, reaching out to squeeze his hand.  “It is just so good to see you!”

      “I know,” Nicholas responded, and they paused a moment before parting ways, the red-suited woman to cross the street, and Nicholas to head down toward the water, in the direction I’d just come from.

      As I watched, Nicholas turned and glanced back toward the woman he’d just hugged.  She waved as she opened the door of her BMW convertible.  He gave an answering wave and then continued down the street while I stood there, Winston at my feet, feeling like I’d just been sucker-punched.
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      I finished my walk in a daze, the beautiful scenery lost on me.

      Who was the woman in red? How did she and Nicholas know each other? She was obviously not just a client, or coworker. My heart felt heavy and bruised in my chest, as if someone had stomped on it.

      I took a deep breath, ignoring the ache in my chest, and told myself to put my emotions aside and think logically about things.  Nicholas would be over tonight, I knew.  I should ask him about what I’d seen point-blank.  Now, though, I felt awkward for not calling attention to myself and letting them know I was there.  On the other hand, it was ostensibly a business meeting; I wouldn’t have wanted to interrupt.

      Maybe, I thought as I walked by Mainely Home Accents, where a young woman was painting autumn leaves on the plate glass window and the cozy scent of cinnamon wafted from the open doorway, Nicholas and the other woman were just old friends, happy to see each other.  I shouldn’t read into things.  After all, he’d said he was just having a business meeting.

      But at an oyster bar?

      The world had been an okay place about fifteen minutes ago.  Sure, I was worried about going bankrupt this coming winter, and my mother’s idolization of my ex’s future wife was annoying, to say the least.  But the one thing I hadn’t been worried about was my relationship with Nicholas.

      Now, though, after seeing that hug, I couldn’t think of anything else.

      No wonder my friend Joanie, back in Boston, refused to date after her divorce from her husband of thirty years.  “Too much drama,” she’d told me.  “I’m never going to let myself be that vulnerable again.  It hurts too much when they let you down.”

      I’d been so cautious with Nicholas.  Making sure I didn’t get my heart involved until my head had fully vetted him.  And I’d known him since we were teenagers… it wasn’t like he was an unknown quantity.

      I picked up my phone and called Denise, my soon-to-be next-door business neighbor and closest friend in Snug Harbor.

      “Hey, you! I just finished caulking a bathroom,” she announced with pride.  Denise was making great strides on her remodel of the building next door in preparation for turning it into a coffee house.  “What’s up with you?”

      “I just saw Nicholas hugging a woman,” I blurted as I stepped off the sidewalk onto the cool, empty grass of the town green, as far away from other people as I could get and still be outside.

      “What? Where?”

      I told her what I’d seen… the lingering hug outside the oyster bar, the excitement in their voices.

      “That seems totally out of left field.  Who is she?”

      “I don’t know.  He said he was having a business meeting.  I heard her say she was looking forward to working together again, but it felt… more intimate than just business.” My heart throbbed again at the memory of their lingering hug.

      “Have you talked to Nicholas about it?” Denise asked.

      “No.  They don’t know I saw them.  He’s coming over for pot roast tonight, though.” I gave a sad chuckle.  “I can’t afford oysters on the half shell, unfortunately.”

      “Ask him about it,” Denise advised.

      “Ask him what? ‘Who’s the gorgeous woman I saw you hugging on Main Street?’ ‘Are you working together, or is there more to it than work?’”

      “Well, I wouldn’t put it quite like that,” she said.  “Just say you saw him with his new business contact and it seemed like they knew each other.  It wasn’t like she had her tongue down his throat, right?”

      “I guess,” I agreed grudgingly.  She sounded so… reasonable.  Was I overreacting? “Shouldn’t I wait for him to tell me about his meeting?”

      “I think you should just bring it up.  We’re too old to play games, don’t you think?”

      “I hate this,” I said.  “I feel like I’m in high school again.”

      “That’s the thing with divorce.  We get to enjoy a second adolescence.”

      “I didn’t like the first one.  Why do I have to do it again?”

      She laughed.  “Maybe we can do a better job the second time around?”

      I grunted, but realized she was right.

      “You know, that’s the thing about relationships,” Denise continued. “They hit our buttons in a way nothing else can.”

      “Ted seems to be doing just fine,” I commented sourly.

      “That’s what he lets you see, anyway.  Besides, they’re in the honeymoon stage.  Give it a year or two.”

      “They’ve been together longer than Nicholas and I have,” I said, sounding a bit petulant even to myself.

      “How many people were shocked when they learned you and Ted were divorcing?”

      She had a point.

      “Talk to Nicholas,” she reiterated.  “And call or text me when you do.  I promise you’ll feel better.”

      “Okay, Mom,” I said, grudgingly.  “Speaking of Mom…” I relayed my mother’s suggestion for inviting Ted and his fiancée to stay at the house for the girls’ birthday.

      “That’s nice of her,” Denise said.  “But a little short-sighted.  He’s staying at her house with his fiancée while you’re staying elsewhere?”

      “I know, right? It’s not just me, is it?”

      “No. She loves you, but she’s starstruck.”

      “But she’s my mom!” I blinked.  “Oh, my God.  I sound like a five-year-old, don’t I? First adolescence, now kindergarten; I’m going to be a wailing baby if this keeps going!”

      “This is hard, primal stuff,” Denise reminded me.  “There’s no right way to feel.  And divorce… it isn’t just losing the person.  It’s losing the family.”

      “Unless you’re my mom, apparently,” I grumbled.

      “So talk to her, too,” she suggested.

      I sighed.  “You’re right, as usual.  But enough about me.”  I wanted to stop thinking about all of this messy relationship stuff right now and just eat cookies.  And talk about tile samples, or paint colors, or caulk.  “So you finished caulking,” I said.  “What else is going on with you and the renovation?”

      “Ugh.  I was happy about the caulking, but… Do we have to talk about it?”

      I laughed.  “Your turn for uncomfortable conversation, my friend.  Lay it on me.”

      “So, remember how I was having the first floor bathroom tiled with this cool hex tile pattern?”

      “Very retro.  Yes.”

      “So, they tiled it, but they did an awful job.  There are big grout lines everywhere.”

      “Oh, no! Are they going to redo it?”

      “Yes, but that’s not the worst of it.”

      “What else?”

      “The tile people didn’t level the bathroom floor, so I can’t put the toilets back down. And then one of them managed to knock over a bucket of leveling compound and it went down the floor drain in the bathroom.”

      “Oh, no,” I groaned.  “Is it stopped up?”

      “Completely… and not just the floor drain, I’m guessing.  They’ve drilled through as far as they can, but they can’t find the end of the concrete plug.”

      “Didn’t you just have all the bathroom plumbing fixed?”

      “I did.  New wax seals, new pipes, the works.  And now it’s going to take another week or two to finish.”

      “What about your grand opening?”

      “I have to push it back.  I’m livid.  The longer we have to wait to open, the harder it will be for me to stay afloat through the winter months.”

      “I feel that,” I said, another tug of anxiety in my gut.  “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “Unless you can figure out how to get concrete out of pipes, I’m afraid moral support will have to do.”

      “It’s yours,” I said.  “Some days, corporate America doesn’t sound so bad, does it?”

      “I’m not there just yet, but talk to me in January.  Anyway, that’s the tile people on the other line, so I’ve got to run.”

      “Give them heck,” I advised.

      “I will, don’t worry.  Catch you later?”

      “Of course,” I said, hanging up and feeling mildly better.  Good friends were priceless, I decided, feeling a little lighter as Winston and I turned the corner onto Cottage Street, which was ablaze in chrysanthemums, and then toward home.
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      Nicholas arrived thirty minutes late that evening, and by the time I heard him pull up into the little driveway behind the shop, I was wound up again and feeling like a teenaged girl.  I’d poured myself a glass of wine and eaten six cookies to calm my nerves.  Now, I finished the glass and poured another, taking a few sips to calm myself.  Despite my best efforts, all I could think about was that lingering hug.  The sooner we talked about it, the better.

      “Hey,” he said as I opened the door.  He folded me into a hug, and I tried to relax my body, but it was strung too tight.  “Smells good in here,” he said as he released me.  He was just as handsome as he had been almost three decades ago, when I’d met him one summer in Snug Harbor, with windblown hair and an easy smile that made my heart do somersaults.  I’d felt so secure in his love.  Now, despite myself, doubt was gnawing at me.  I needed to get this over with.

      I reached for my glass of wine.  “Can I get you one?” I asked.

      “Sure,” he said.  “Anything I can do to help?”

      “Just tell me about your day,” I said as I reached for potholders.

      He sat down at my kitchen table as I slid the dutch oven out of the oven and set it on top of the stove.

      “It looks like I’m taking on a new case,” he said.

      “Oh, really?” I said nonchalantly as I took the lid off the dutch oven, releasing a delicious-smelling cloud of steam.  “For who?”

      “The people that want to limit the cruise ships coming to town.  They want to file suit against the owners of Snug Harbor Resort for letting passengers unload all summer without paying a fee, too.  To the tune of half a million dollars.”

      “That’s a lot of money,” I said with a low whistle.  “Who’s the client?”

      “The town, primarily,” he said.  “It’s going to be a big case.  I’ll actually be working with a firm out of Bangor, so I’ll have their infrastructure to help with all the research and discovery documents.”

      “Who’s the firm?” I asked in what I hoped was a light voice as I set a plate in front of him.

      “It’s a big firm called Lee, Cowan and Grover,” he said.  “I worked with them on another case about five years ago.”

      I watched him carefully and sat down across from him.  “Oh?”

      “Yeah.  They’re pretty professional, so I feel good about it.”

      “Anyone in particular?” I asked, taking a sip of wine.

      “Just a few attorneys I’ve been on a case with in the past,” he said with a shrug.  “Man, that pot roast smells good.  I’m starving.”

      “Are you?” I asked, unfolding my napkin.  “I saw you at Rockfish Oyster Bar not too long ago.”

      “You did? Oh.  Yeah, we stopped in for a drink to catch up after the meeting.  I didn’t eat anything, though.”

      “She’s pretty,” I said.

      He blinked at me.  “Who? Larissa?”

      I grabbed my wine glass and took a sip before answering.  “The woman in the red suit.”

      “Yeah, that’s her.”  He cocked his head at me.  “Wait.  Are you… jealous?”

      I felt my cheeks color, and took another sip of wine.  “You two just looked… well, kind of familiar.”

      “Like I said, we worked together on a big case a few years ago,” he said, standing up and coming over to squat down beside me. “Max.  Larissa Gruene is a coworker, nothing more.  I’m with you.  I’m not interested in anyone else.”

      I felt tears sting my eyes.  “Are you sure?” I croaked.

      “Oh, sweetheart,” he said, taking my glass from me and setting it down on the table so he could fold me into his arms.  “I’m sorry this is all so upsetting.”

      I let myself relax into his arms.  “I’m sorry to bring it up,” I said.  “I just… I didn’t want to not say anything.”

      “It was the right thing to do,” he said, holding me tight.  “I don’t want there to be anything we can’t talk about.”

      “Thank you,” I murmured into his chest.

      He held me for a long while, then took my shoulders and studied my face.  “Better?” he asked.

      I nodded and swiped at my eyes.  “Much.  And ready for pot roast.”

      “That makes two of us,” he said, digging in the junk drawer for a lighter and lighting a candle.

      As we spooned gravy-laden meat onto our plates and sipped at our wine, I made a point to tell Denise that she had been right… and I was very glad I’d listened to her.
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      After kissing Nicholas good night, I decided to check my e-mail to see if there was any news on the next book shipment.

      There was no news from the distributor… but there was a missive from my ex-husband.  It was titled EXPENSES.

      Dear Maxine:

      After reviewing our finances, Kirsten and I have decided that it is time to reassess our situation.  The divorce decree does not require that I pay the majority of the girls’ health insurance and other expenses.  Since the college costs my parents are providing will come out of my eventual inheritance,  I’ve actually been footing almost all of their expenses. I think it’s only fair that we should split costs more evenly going forward.

      Warmly,

      Theodore

      My palms got clammy, and my heart rate doubled.

      I did everything I could for the girls, given my limited resources.  But splitting the cost of insurance… and possibly even college expenses?

      Since Ted’s income was orders of magnitude greater than mine, he had agreed to cover their health insurance expenses, and his parents had said they would pay for school.  Was Ted now asking me to foot half of their tuition bills, too, so it wouldn’t affect his inheritance? He’d always seemed so devoted to the kids’ wellbeing it had never occurred to me that he wouldn’t continue to do so until the girls were out of college.

      Evidently, I’d been wrong.

      I felt sick to my stomach.  How was I supposed to come up with thousands of extra dollars a month… and keep the doors of Seaside Cottage Books open?
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      I barely slept a wink that night, and called my attorney first thing in the morning.

      “Unfortunately, there’s not much we can do legally,” she said.  “You should talk to him and see if you can negotiate a compromise.”

      “A compromise? I can barely pay my mortgage and afford to stock my store.  I’m going to have to get a second and third job to even pay a fraction of their expenses.”

      “If things change and he decides their tuition isn’t covered, they can always take loans for college,” she said.  “Most kids do.  It might help them to have some skin in the game, anyway.”

      “You’re probably right,” I said.  “And I know it’s not the end of the world.  It’s just… Ted’s family had always committed to getting them through college without any debt, but if he decides they’re only paying half, I don’t know how I can swing the other half.  I don’t want them to suffer any more than they already have from the divorce.”

      “I know it’s hard,” the attorney said.  “I wish I could say something to make it better.”

      I sighed.  “I’ll talk to him and see what I can do.  He’s just so well-off, I never expected him to want to skimp on the kids.”

      “People do strange things when they divorce,” she told me.  “And when you get new partners involved… does he have a new person in his life?”

      An image of the glamorous K.T. Anderson flitted past my mind’s eye.  “He’s engaged, actually.”

      “Ah.  Well, she’ll have a say, then.  Does she have kids?’

      “No.”

      “Is she planning to?”

      I swallowed hard; I’d never even considered that possibility.  “I have no idea.  I hadn’t even thought about that.”  How would it be for the girls if their dad had a second family? Kirsten was in her early forties… still within range for childbearing.  Were kids in their plan?   “Wow.  This divorce thing just keeps being awful, doesn’t it?”

      “It’s not exactly a tropical paradise,” she agreed.  “But you’re lucky; your kids aren’t little anymore, you’ve got yourself established in a new place… things could be a whole lot worse.”

      “Yay?” I said tentatively.

      She laughed.  “I’m sorry I don’t have better news. You and the girls will be okay; I promise.  Even if you have to take out loans. But I’d advise you to talk with your ex.”
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