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			To all those burdened and grieved by the sins of their forefathers, and to all those who want more than anything to reconcile with family.

		

	
		

		
			And he shall turn the heart of the fathers to the children, and the heart of the children to their fathers, lest I come and smite the earth with a curse.

			Malachi 4:6
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			1

			In Carrabelle, Florida, along The Big Bend of Florida’s Gulf coast, 89-year-old Allie Bentley stirred from her tormented sleep and broke free from the nightmare. She clasped a shaky hand against her racing heart while she eyed the room and calmed her breathing. With the other hand, she pushed back the quilt and freed her feet to find the floor so she could sit upright.

			Below her, soft squares of moonlight lay across the floor. Solid intact boards. She sat there in the quiet and breathed deep, but the pounding in her chest continued.

			Thank God. She’d only been dreaming.

			But a significant one. Allie knew the difference.

			At best, it could only be a warning, but just as the dream had played out, she knew her store with its ancient-pine walls could burn down in minutes.

			Allie shuddered. God forbid, the dream was prophetic, the kind that would actually come to pass.

			She’d had those before—good ones, however—like the one where her missing granddaughter came through her store’s front door. She’d dreamt it twice.

			Turned out to be her great-granddaughter.

			But prophetic just the same. It came to pass.

			Allie’s nostrils flared, searching for any hint of smoke, but she picked up nothing more than the scent of musty screens and walls.

			She glanced to the bedstead on her right. Across it hung her cane, same as ever. Nothing amiss.

			The beadboard walls stood firm around her. No hint of flame. She turned her eyes to the outdated outlet by the antique dresser. Squinted hard. Nothing there. On top of the dresser sat the familiar stack of Reader’s Digests in front of their mirrored image. All her surroundings seemed to say, “Everything is fine. You’ve experienced a bad dream is all.”

			But the thrumming in her veins would not let up.

			The truth remained. Some of her dreams came true…

			Beyond her open doorway in this back end of the building hung the quiet darkness.

			Unable to rest, she stood upon her homemade cotton rug. A dream like this could not be ignored.

			She grappled for her cane and then put it to use as she hobbled through the dark kitchen and the old parlor to the big door that opened into the store. She leaned her cane against the wall, and then like some strange tree-hugger, placed her cheek against the door and ran her hands across its wood and iron fixtures.

			As cool as ever. Satisfied, she stood back and lifted the slat that held the door shut. Wood scrubbed over wood as she pulled it wide. Cool air rolled in from the store’s mighty interior, along with a hint of ash and smoke from last night’s get-together where they’d met around the stove’s warmth. And there, chilled in the middle of summer, they’d dried their storm-drenched clothes. Afterward, she’d smothered the fire with customary skill and then retired quite late. Wood stoves were nothing new to Allie.

			Across the dusty countertops stretched rectangles of streetlight. But as lovely as this struck her, she tore away her gaze to scour the dark corners, the ceiling, the wire connections…and detected no sign of trouble.

			Allie breathed a sigh.

			She closed the door, latched it, and then felt her way back through the shadows to her bed.

			The mattress remained warm as she climbed in and pulled the quilt to her chin—even during the summer she covered herself. She only hoped her heart and nerves would quiet down and allow her to sleep.

			Outside the dusty window screens, the crickets bowed their songs as if nothing had happened. Allie closed her eyes and concentrated on their music.

			Perhaps the excitement of last night’s get-together with her newly discovered great-granddaughter Coral had caused…

			Yes, that’s all it was. The excitement and late hours had caused the dream.

			•

			Aunt Allie sat bolt upright, shocked awake by a second bad dream. Her heart, like before, thumped like a bunch of racehorses.

			Would this night ever end? Her old heart didn’t need all this.

			Silence now filtered in through the screens, replacing the song of the crickets. The dear little things had all gone to sleep. Thank God, dawn would arrive soon and lift this darkness. It couldn’t come soon enough.

			Allie’s ears perked again as her feet touched the rug.

			She rose, took her cane, and stepped to the dresser to retrieve her glasses from their spot atop the Reader’s Digests.

			“Dear Lord,” she whispered, “I’m begging. Please don’t let this night’s dreams be prophetic.”

			This time, instead of checking the store, Allie crossed the kitchen to the left where her new best friend of all times, Rosella, slept in the adjacent bedroom, along with Coral, the very same great-granddaughter whose recent appearance fulfilled one of Allie’s dreams.

			This nightmare, like the previous one, demanded Allie check things immediately.

			Because in the dream white doves flew down Rosella’s arms and out beyond her fingers. What else could the dream mean but death?

			Maybe Allie could save her new best friend.

			She switched on the kitchen light so she could see into the bedroom without disturbing Rosella and stepped toward the closed door.

			The knob trembled in her hand.

			

		

	
		
			2

			In Carrabelle, Ralph Stone walked up the west end of the bridge. At this sunny time of morning, it still lay in full shadow. He paused halfway up and smiled. Then just like in his childhood, he thrust his arms up through the sun’s rays where they shot horizontally over its crest.

			Normally, people wouldn’t care about that straight line of the sun. Ralph cared. In school, he knew the basics before they were taught, such as light travels in a straight line, and all that. That one he’d learned right here at the bridge.

			His first treks over the bridge started at age six and lasted on up into his teen years. Every school day, he’d cross over to Bentley’s Store and sit by Aunt Allie’s cast-iron stove to wait for the school bus.

			And most every day on the bridge, he’d reach up and pierce the flat plane of light with his hands, just like this morning.

			He lowered his arms again as long-ago events tumbled before him like chips in a kaleidoscope—things that hijacked his youth—Nadine dropping into his life and hiding like a wounded bird, her evil father’s futile armed pursuit, the way it all ended with Ralph and Nadine, Ralph’s guilt, his flight into the Army, then his return home upon his father’s death—yeah, Ralph deserved that. And with it came the inheritance of that dad-gummed restaurant he never asked for.

			His life, like a sinking boat, was sucked below the surface, and there was no way to right it.

			How could there be?

			Meanwhile, Ralph kept the restaurant open. He gave the business a fair shot, in honor of his dad. But it never flourished.

			What more was there for him? If it weren’t for that restaurant keeping him afloat, and Millie, his girlfriend, pushing him along, he’d have probably curled up and died somewhere under a bridge.

			Until last night.

			All because of the news he learned… Oh, God, thank You!

			Ralph was no killer.

			He took a deep breath and ascended the bridge until sunlight hit his face and then consumed his body.

			Its brilliance forced his eyes shut. He kept them closed and allowed his fingers to guide him along the rail.

			Last night’s storm had brought him that news. It washed everything clean.

			Nadine had kept their baby. His daughter was alive.

			The girl’s face, though angry, was so like her mother’s—Thank God Nadine hadn’t—And then how stupid of him to not realize her hate for him before that night. He deserved it. But he couldn’t care less. His daughter was alive.

			The sun seared Ralph’s closed lids as he paused there at the apex to raise his arms like a victor.

			And then she’d called him Daddy on top of it. His arms punctuated the thought. Tears burned behind his lids.

			He dropped his arms and turned to sit there on the rail, soaking up the warmth, free now, free—from the lead coffin of being a murderer.

			Coral was her name. Of all the dear choices, her mother called her Coral. It made perfect sense.

			He gripped the rail and thrust an arm into the sky. “Alive! Alive!” he bellowed and laughed aloud. Boaters downriver would think he’d cracked his bean. But Ralph didn’t care. He stood now, and repeated, his voice quiet now, even hoarse. “Alive! Alive!”

			Her beautiful, angry face simply proof of life. He chuckled at her blast of anger last night. Let the sweet thing yell at him. So what? She was okay. And then a thing he couldn’t have hoped for—she forgave him.

			He choked then, just to think of it.

			Yes, he’d left Nadine the money, but he’d never intended for her to…not really.

			And then Nadine left—disappeared before he could tell her—his bad advice echoing in that empty room and following him through the years like a murderer’s curse.

			Ralph opened his eyes toward the town and the double yellow lines where last night’s surprise encounter took place with Coral in the middle of a raging storm.

			But as he did, the sight below the bridge stopped him cold. Electrified, he lurched into a sprint, pumping, stumbling, nearly falling down the other side, one foot competing with the other. “Millie!” he gasped, his momentum pulling him along the pavement in seeming slow motion. Street signs and properties flew by as he raced to reach the upended roots, massive trunk, and downed limbs blocking his girlfriend’s place.

			“Millie!”

			•

			I grinned when Matt Flores, the love of my life, settled beside me on the ancient steps of Aunt Allie’s back porch.

			“Coral,” he said and leaned in with a warm kiss. “You all right this morning?”

			He gathered up my hand and cupped it between his.

			My other hand cradled the green frog clicker, the very catalyst that led me to follow my dad and confront him out in the middle of the highway last night. He didn’t even realize I was his daughter.

			“How am I?” I answered. “Ever have ice water poured over you? In a happy way, I mean.”

			Matt opened a hand for me to hand him the clicker. “I know the feeling.”

			I handed the gadget over. He’d seen it laying around on top of Aunt Allie’s post. To everyone else it was her chicken clicker. She used it to call the chickens in to eat and then locked them up for the night. It had a different meaning for me. And when the time was right, I’d explain to him. But now wasn’t the time.

			“Truth can be that way,” he said.

			I pinched two fingers together. “I was this close to not telling him I’m his daughter.”

			He smiled. “And then you listened to the rest of his story.”

			I leaned away. “Am I detecting an I told you so?”

			He laughed and hugged my shoulders. “Yeah, well, just a little, Miss Beautiful-but-Stubborn. However, I’m glad things turned out for you the way they did.”

			No doubt I could be hard-headed. Matt and Zeke, his boss and owner of the fishing charter boat, the Gulf Princess, had begged me to hear the rest of my dad’s story. But my mind was made up after the first half. And that placed Matt in a precarious position when I insisted in a very firm tone that he drop the subject. But I should have listened to him.

			“You were right,” I conceded. “Absolutely right.”

			I sighed and gazed down at the clicker in his hand. “Thanks for trying.”

			When my dad showed up at Aunt Allie’s, my anger had exploded. If I hadn’t practically chased him out to the middle of that highway to tell him off, I wouldn’t have learned that he’d actually wanted me—his child—my entire life. Twenty wasted years.

			And I almost cast him aside—to spend the rest of my days as the supposed end of my family line—such as it was.

			Poor Mama, she did the best she could, I guess—God rest her soul.

			“I’ve been thinking,” I said.

			“Uh oh.” He dropped his head as if I were going to scold him. Of course, I had been irritated with him, and he knew it, but not that irritated.

			I elbowed him with a laugh. “Come on, now, drama guy.”

			He fake-mopped his brow. “Whew! Skin of my teeth.”

			“—but I did consider wringing your neck, along with Zeke’s yesterday.”

			He grabbed his neck as if he were choking and pretended to fall over. “Nooooo!”

			I gave his arm a shake. “You silly rabbit.” After all the recent stress it was good to laugh. I waited for him to compose himself. “Okay, seriously now…”

			Besides the good news about my father last night, I’d discovered something else. The friend that Rosella and I called Aunt Allie was actually my great-grandma.

			“There’s a gap in my history, Matt—wider than the Grand Canyon—and Aunt Allie’s eighty-nine years old. Eighty-nine.”

			Matt nodded.

			I had one semester left before college graduation, and so did Matt. “There’s family history to catch up on. Think about it. If I go back to school in North Carolina right now, she might be gone when I get back. What’s more expedient? School can wait.”

			He shrugged. “I know.”

			I spread my hands. “How could I justify leaving?”

			“Good point.”

			“And then there’s my dad—even more to learn—I’ve never even had a step-father.”

			Matt waited, allowing me to finish.

			I slumped against his shoulder. “It’s all so overwhelming.”

			He nodded and patted my knee. “You’ll do just fine.”

			His sincerity encouraged me.

			Selfishly, I wished Matt could stay and see me through it all. But I said nothing. He needed to finish his last quarter and graduate.

			Of course, Carrabelle wouldn’t be the same without Matt. I would have to brace myself.

			“Thank you, Matt. Thank you for coming up here, for being here for me.”

			He cupped my chin, and his dark eyes looked into mine as he kissed me for the second time. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. I love you. You know that, don’t you?”

			My heart did a pirouette, and I smiled, but my eyes burned.

			He leaned away, and I blinked and gave him a nod. “And I love you. So much,” I whispered.

			The third kiss lasted a little longer, and he gathered my hands in his. “I’m not going anywhere, Coral. Not with things as they are. We’ll pray our way through it all. Look how far God’s already brought you—brought us.”

			Of course, prayer…

			And yes, God had brought me far, rescued this endangered child from the worst trailer in the trailer park, a neglectful mother, and a life connected by mere threads to this—Matt didn’t know the half of it. I scrunched my eyes shut. Oh, God, I thank You.

			Wait.

			I opened my eyes and straightened. “Shouldn’t you be at work? No charter boat today?”

			Matt was Zeke’s temporary hire while the deckhand was healing up from a nasty shark bite. Matt had taken a job so he could be productive while in town and save Grandma some rent money. He could never be called lazy.

			He opened his palm and examined the clicker. “Cancelled.”

			Of course, the storm last night.

			Well, goody. I’d have him to myself today.

			I watched his face as he studied the steps below his feet, and I wondered what else was on his mind. Day by day, I watched his skin grow darker and darker from being out on those waters. He never burned. Cuban blood.

			He grinned down at me. Those brown eyes melted me.

			“Don’t go by looks.” Grandma Rosella would always say, “Go by character.”

			Well, ignoring Matt’s looks was no easy task. He was tall, dark, and handsome—but most of all, kind. Like his Grandfather Eduardo.

			Grandfather Eduardo’s wife, Rosella, wasn’t my real grandma, but I loved her like one. We were neighbors in the trailer park, and she’d taken me under her wing at age twelve before Mama died.

			Funny, though, Rosella never showed me her grandson Matt’s picture. Or talked much about him. Or let on when she paid my college tuition to a school in North Carolina—and his as well. Perhaps she hoped we’d bump into each other naturally.

			Our paths never crossed until a few weeks ago when we met at the office of Peter Cordero, our family lawyer.

			Grandma Rosella had to know I’d be smitten. And I was.

			“Two grandmas,” I said. “Wonder what I should call Aunt Allie.”

			Matt shrugged.

			“You know, she woke up in a bit of a tizzy this morning,” I said. “Told me to be very careful in the kitchen because she had some nightmare about the store burning down.”

			Matt frowned and gazed down at the gadget.

			Eventually he cleared his throat. “Well, on another note—I’ve got some news of my own,” he said.

			I turned his way.

			“What do you choose first, light news or heavy news?”

			I had no idea.

			•

			Matt shifted on the steps. “Great, then. Light news it is…Millie lost her oak tree.”

			“Lost?”

			“As in fell over,” he said, acting it out with his arm.

			“Is sh…?”

			“She’s fine. You didn’t hear the noise?” He flung his hands apart. “Blam! Shook the whole place. Sounded like a dump truck hitting a wall.”

			”I’m surprised I didn’t hear it,” Coral said.

			

			“Well, with your bedroom on the opposite side of the store, no wonder. Aunt Allie didn’t mention hearing it?”

			Coral shook her head and reached for his hand. “C’mon, show it to me. Let’s walk over there.”

			“Wait, wait.” Matt motioned her back to the steps and patted the wood. “Before we do that… Two things.”

			Coral pretended to pout as she sat back down.

			He chuckled but then grew serious. “So—part one,” he said. “Peter called.”

			Anytime Peter got involved, things could get pretty sobering. Peter Cordero was a lawyer and close family friend of Grandma Rosella. He’s the one who’d researched Coral’s father and ran background checks. Then, finding nothing of concern, he encouraged the three of them to come to Carrabelle and check him out from a distance. If Coral wanted to meet him, fine. If not, then fine as well. But Peter was the cause for them coming up here. Grandma Rosella Flores refused to stay home but needed time to rest from her recent illness. Matt came mainly for both of them, especially for Coral’s moral support. How could they send her off alone?

			“Dad showed up at Peter’s office,” Matt continued. “And now he’s headed this way.”

			“Oh boy,” Coral said.

			Matt’s father, Sol Flores, was a pretty angry guy.

			“You know he’s afraid to fly,” Matt said. “After that long drive from Las Vegas, and not finding Grandma in Ft. Myers, he’s had to backtrack—so look out. I expect Dad to be extra hateful when he arrives.”

			Short, balding, and fair-haired, Dad was unlike the rest of his family. He was nasty and self-centered. So many times, his loud abusive voice came through the walls at home when Dad was talking to Grandma Rosella. Matt shuddered to think of his arrival any day now, to check on his mother’s health. Actually, he probably expected her to be dying.

			Coral’s face showed concern. “Matt, I don’t want him to badger us about that co-executorship thing regarding her will.”

			Grandma had assigned it to the two of them to keep Dad from taking undesirable liberties with her burial. Neither Coral nor Matt knew anything about it until Peter arranged for the two of them to meet in his office during this semester break. And neither had met until that day they arrived at Grandma’s in Fort Myers.

			And that’s the exact moment Matt fell in love.

			He hugged Coral’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. I won’t let him near you.”

			“What are we going to do? We can’t let him harass Grandma. He’ll attack her, too.”

			Matt sucked in a breath and let it out. “Rest assured, that’s not going to happen.”

			Matt would do what was necessary to keep his dad at bay.

			He brought his hand up to the crown of Coral’s light brown hair and stroked its long waves. This was the girl of his dreams, the kind of woman he never thought he’d find, with all the attributes of his wise grandmother and all the beauty of a princess.

			The one he’d want to spend the rest of his life with.

			And Dad was not going to destroy it. Not if Matt had anything to do with it.
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			I sat there on the steps and stared across the highway at the lovely masts and furled sails of the quiet harbor as I mulled over the news about Matt’s dad. What loud destruction would he bring to the peace and serenity of our little Carrabelle? I shuddered at the thought of it.

			Matt seemed to read my feelings and pulled me up by the hand. “It’s going to be all right. I’m always here with you, and I’ll never leave. And I won’t let him pick on you. Now, let’s go see that tree.”

			My dread had distracted me from the tree.

			“So, are you ready for the rest of the news?” he said as we came around the side of the store.

			I’d forgotten about that, too. “That other was bad enough.”

			“It’s good, really. My mother called me. Actually, a couple of times lately.”

			“Paulette?”

			“Remember what I told you? My mom and dad never married?”

			I nodded. She left when Matt was sixteen. It dealt him and his dad a low blow those four years ago, all about the same time Grandpa Eduardo died in Ft. Myers. I’d wondered why they never attended the funeral, but Matt had filled me in. They were simply too distraught.

			“It wasn’t right what she did. I was her kid. She did me wrong when she just walked away.” He paused there in front of the store and gazed toward the water without seeing it.

			I took his hand. “Oh, Matt. I can’t even imagine that. I-I just have no words.” I couldn’t blame Paulette for leaving Sol, of course. He was so hateful. But to leave her child?

			Even my mother, Nadine, with all her faults, never walked off and left me.

			He gazed down at the clicker in his hand. “And now she’s asked forgiveness.”

			I had no doubt Matt would do the right thing. After all, she was his mother.

			For years, Grandma Rosella and I had prayed for Sol. But I’m ashamed to say, I never once thought about praying for Paulette.

			“I know you’ll do what’s best.” I pulled his hand close. “And I’ll be right here beside you.”

			“Like you mentioned before—it’s like getting splashed with ice water,” he said. “I’m feeling that too. Big time.”

			“I know. Buckets.”

			•

			Millie had just zipped up her waitress dress when her cabin’s front door burst open.

			“Millie!” Ralph seemed frantic.

			She poked her head through the bedroom door.

			He leaned in, gripping the knob, his face ashen.

			Then it occurred to Millie. He must have seen that fallen tree out front.

			“Are you okay?” he said.

			She smoothed her hem and stepped into the kitchen. “Well, come on in. Good grief. Doesn’t anybody knock anymore?”

			Ralph motioned toward the cabin’s front yard as he stepped inside. “Did you see that thing?”

			She laughed as if to say, how could I miss it? Its trunk and leafy mass filled her entire lot and part of the street between her place and Aunt Allie’s store. Of course, she had.

			From the street, it eclipsed the view of Millie’s three cabins, but not a leaf had grazed them. She stepped over and gave him a peck on the lips. “I love it that you care enough to worry.”

			He pulled her close and wrapped his arms around her, smoothing her hair. “Thank God you’re okay.” He leaned away. “You are, aren’t you? I don’t know what I’d do if…”

			She smiled and reached around him to shove the door closed.

			“It fell way after the storm last night,” she said. “I was sound asleep, and this loud craaack and pop woke me right up. I looked around the room, tryin’ to figure out what was going on. And before I could sit up, there was a swoosh, and a foom! Sounded like an elephant falling. Even the windows rattled. I thought the world was comin’ apart, Ralph.”

			He frowned.

			“So I grabbed a flashlight and stepped outside to see what happened. And there out of nowhere stood this gigantic new hedge. You saw it. When you came in.”

			Ralph studied her.

			“When I looked up, there came Matt with his own flashlight, squeezin’ round it from the left. Boy, was I glad to see him.” Matt rented Millie’s cabin number two. “We teamed up and checked things over.”

			“You shoulda…”

			Her hand shook as she gestured toward the coffeepot. “Have a cup. It’s fresh.” She paused. “’Course, the way you came bustin’ in here like some kind of wild man, maybe you don’t need caffeine.”

			She knew he hadn’t missed her shakiness, but she couldn’t control it.

			Like a gentleman, he didn’t focus on that but glanced toward the coffeepot.

			“Shoot,” Millie said, “my beautiful tree’s gone. Gone.” She returned to what Ralph had started to say. “Now, Ralph, really. The tree was already down. Why would I call you and wake you up from a good sleep for that?” She reached up and squeezed his chin. “Not after all you had going on last night.”

			She turned and stepped toward the coffeepot. Her hand refused to steady as she lifted her own cup off the counter and took a sip. She didn’t normally tremble like this. “Rotten trunk, I’m sure of it.”

			“I would have come right down here, and you know it. You should have called. Next time…you call me anyway. Okay?”

			She gave him a quick nod, afraid the rest of herself might fall to pieces like her hands.

			“I’m okay, Ralph. That’s what counts. Matt’s okay. Nobody was hurt. And I love that you care, honey.”

			Ralph, focused and serious, gathered her in his arms again and gave her a long hug. He held on tight until her shaking stopped—shaking she didn’t even know she had until now.

			Her nerves finally calmed, and she pulled away. “I’m okay, Ralph, I am.” But her knees weren’t. “Thank you, honey. I’ll just sit down here a minute.” Her energy suddenly drained, she scooted out a chair from her red fifties’ dinette set and sank down upon it. “Woo. I’m not sure what just happened there.” She wrapped both hands around her cup and held it on the table. “Go on ahead and get you some coffee, honey. And then we’ll go.”

			He leaned down to kiss her ever so gently and then stepped over to the pot. He pulled his favorite red mug from the hook over the sink and poured it half full. A special cup from when he used to stay at Millie’s. Its gold lettering said My Man. Something Millie had special-ordered for him. She liked pretty things in her house, and she liked them to match, and he would always be her man. Even if he didn’t want to get married. One could only hope.

			His moving out was recent. After Millie had sat in on Aunt Allie’s Bible studies, she’d taken the high road and told him to move back into his own place. He pouted and sulked. But once he’d figured out Millie wasn’t trying to break up with him, they remained an item.

			Ralph stood at the sink sipping his coffee and thinking about who-knows-what.

			“Say, did you really mean all what you said last night,” she asked, “or were you just a little half-crazed in that storm?” She’d finally figured out—after Ralph and Coral’s loud back and forth hullabaloo in the middle of the road—who Coral was. The girl was his daughter. And all his strange behavior around the girl had nothing to do with romantic notions for the twenty-year-old but was him simply tryin’ to figure out why she looked familiar.

			“Every word of it, sweetheart.”

			She lifted her near-empty cup like a toast and smiled. “Give me a minute,” she said and stood. Steadier now, she stepped back into the bedroom to put on her shoes.

			When she came out, she brought her empty cup. He’d downed his coffee as well, rinsed his cup, and set it in the sink. She reached out to set hers beside his, but it slipped and fell against it instead. The shatter of broken ceramic filled the kitchen.

			She clapped her hand over her mouth. “Oh, Ralph! I’m so sorry.” He had to be disappointed. These were their special cups.

			But Ralph shook his head. “It’s okay.” He took her hands and pulled her toward him. “Accidents happen.”

			“I’ll order us some more.”

			“Listen, you’re rattled this morning. After all, last night was a big night. Don’t worry about it.”

			Millie slipped loose. “We better go.” She waved toward the sink. “I can clean that up tonight.”

			Ralph ignored her and gathered up the chunks of ceramic. He dropped them into the trash and brushed off his hands. “Don’t give it another thought.”

			As she took a deep breath, she thought back to Ralph’s words from last night. She paused. This seemed like a good time to make sure she heard them right. “Ralph, about last night, just to be clear, you said I could decorate the restaurant to my heart’s content?” It hadn’t been all that long since she showed Ralph her ideas, and he’d shut her down.

			His grin told Millie all she needed to know.

			She glanced at the clock and grabbed her keys. “Okay, then.” It was her turn to grin. “We really need to get going. Larry’s down at the restaurant by himself.” Along with Jack the dishwasher who could barely cook. Jack was catching on, though. And Larry was learning new skills fast. But just the two of them? No. That could be a disaster.

			Ralph took the keys from her hand and guided her out the door, locking things up. Still, she couldn’t help but wonder why Ralph was out and about on this side of the bridge this morning instead of down at the Captain’s Table, his restaurant. He never ever did that.

			As they stepped away together and he reached for her hand, it reminded her of one more thing. “Does this mean we can go out together to hunt down the decorations?”

			He gave her hand a squeeze and a quick smile.

			But the quick fade of his smile and the accompanying sigh told Millie he was probably realizing it was time to bite the bullet and hire her some more wait help. The very thing she’d pressed and pressed him for.

			Up until yesterday he’d been dodging her every request.

			How quickly life could change.

			

		

	
		
			4

			Ralph squeezed Millie’s hand. Here was his woman worrin’ about decoratin’ the restaurant…and he had so much more on his mind beyond that. Last night’s revelation of his daughter had changed everything. He sighed at the magnitude of it all and then smiled at Millie. “Like I said, decorate to your heart’s content. Make a list, and we’ll go hunt the decorations together.”

			Millie had once shown him her notebook of decorating ideas to enhance the business at his seafood place. He’d discouraged her, even hurt her feelings about it. And for that, he was sorry.

			She tugged his hand. “A date?”

			She’d often complained they never did things together. But that was about to change.

			He gave her a sideways glance. “Sure, baby. A date.” And that would give him an excuse to head up to Tallahassee and find her a nice diamond. The very thing she’d hinted about for so long. Like she had always suggested, her body-clock was ticking.

			Well, so was his.

			Life was too short for all this monkey business.

			He turned back long enough to catch a parting glimpse of Aunt Allie’s store, where he was first headed this morning.

			His heart-to-heart talk with Aunt Allie would have to wait.

			Besides, he didn’t exactly know how to explain things, on the why and how of Nadine’s story—and how much to leave out.

			Ralph thought back to that black night when old Horace Smith, Nadine’s father, came stomping through the town with his gun. He stopped at every door. “Where’s my blasted daughter?” Every other word was a cuss word or God’s name in vain. “Whoever’s got her, you’ll pay for it if you’re hidin’ her in there. Turn her over to me. Where is she?”

			Seeing how Aunt Allie was Nadine’s maternal grandmother, Ralph was sure Horace had found his way to her store first. More than likely, he’d spoken as disrespectfully to her as to the other townsfolk.

			And that’s why Nadine didn’t go to Allie Bentley’s house.

			With the facts out in the open now, Ralph was ready to learn the details concerning her family.

			Aunt Allie learned the truth about Ralph last night, that Ralph was Coral’s father, so she could certainly piece two and two together and know his relationship with Nadine.

			Aunt Allie would have questions.

			And she deserved answers, but thank God, she hadn’t quizzed him last night. Not on such a happy occasion. Why destroy it?

			Nadine’s running away—and him hiding her—nobody knew a thing about it, nobody but Zeke, his best buddy from childhood.

			And based on Nadine’s story, Ralph realized he’d saved her from a fate worse than death or death itself.

			And he was pretty sure Aunt Allie knew nothing about what Nadine’s father did to Nadine’s mother, or to Nadine, or about the baby Nadine lost before she met Ralph. Her father was an incestuous and violent man.

			Ralph didn’t blame Nadine for running away. Not at all.

			At least she was lucky enough to end up on Ralph’s doorstep, a young stranger who believed her story and was willing to help.

			On the other hand, as heroically as Ralph began, when one thing had led to another over time, it ended differently, and Ralph turned into a complete jerk. He had some serious apologies to make.

			There was no excuse for him waiting twenty years to confess his guilt to Aunt Allie. Despite keeping his anonymous eye out for her and helping her in so many ways over the years, he’d studiously avoided her.

			How could he face her?

			As for the raw facts, Ralph would have to hold some of it back from her.

			Not because he didn’t owe her the truth, but at her age, if he laid it all out for Aunt Allie, it would likely destroy her.

			As well as Coral.

			•

			After they arrived at The Captain’s Table, Millie parted ways with Ralph and headed straight toward Larry on the other side of the room to retrieve her order pad. Larry shouldn’t have to wait tables.

			The Captain’s Table was jam packed. Of all days! Before she reached Larry, who hadn’t noticed her, he finished up his order and delivered it to the kitchen window like a relay racer, picking up two plates for a return to the tables. She nodded her approval. The bumbling teen was highly competent when he needed to be.

			She hurried toward him. “I’ve got it now, honey. Good job,” she said as he approached.

			Millie eyed the plated toast and eggs in his hands. The food looked pretty decent. So, back in the kitchen, Jack the dishwasher had to be doing okay as well. Who knew? “Ralph’s here, too. You get on back to the kitchen and help out your buddy.”

			She made a mental note to ask Ralph to give them both a little extra pay this week. Just for being so responsible.

			Larry delivered the plates, gave her a wordless sigh of relief, and shoved the order pad into her hands as he passed. He plunged back through the double swinging doors.

			Ralph had also disappeared into the kitchen, and the crowded restaurant was quickly brought under control. She let the customers know they’d been a little short-handed and asked for patience. “We’ll getchall set here in a few minutes,” she said.

			Back at the order window, Ralph had already slid another pair of plates onto the ledge.

			She caught his eye. “Ralph…”

			He waved a consoling hand in her direction. “You got it, Millie. The first applicant I see gets the job. The first one.”

			“The first one?”

			“I don’t care who it is,” he said. “I’m gettin’ you some help.”

			She raised her brows and smiled as she turned away with her pair of plates.

			Wow. This change in her man was hard to believe.

			But as she wound her way through the dining room, she wondered again what Ralph was doing on her side of the bridge just now instead of back at the restaurant.
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