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Prologue.

DECEMBER, 1988.

Phyllis Rose Campbell stood with her wrinkled hands on her ample hips and a broad smile on her wizened features. “This is the most beautiful Christmas tree we’ve ever had!” she declared in her girlish, slightly gravelly voice.

Her younger sister, as tall and willowy as Phyllis was short and plump, rolled her eyes. “You say that every year,” Barbara May Wendell commented. But her hazel eyes held a twinkle and her prim lips twitched.

“And you say that every year,” Phyllis retorted, giving Barb a sidelong glance before stepping over to her and slinging an arm around her waist in playful camaraderie. 

The two studied the now-decorated pine as beams from the afternoon sun filtered through its branches. The effect created an intricate shadow that splashed up onto the west-facing side of the large oak desk which dominated the 400-square-foot room. 

Angela Parker eyed her father’s aunts with affection as she replaced an errant piece of the popcorn string that had fallen off its branch. Phyl, four years older than Barb, was a seven-year widow. Barb, on the other hand, was a self-proclaimed independent woman who had once given an entire roomful of men an earful when one of them referred to her as a “spinster.” They usually dressed as differently as they appeared, Barb typically wearing gray, white, or black slacks and a conservative blouse to go along with it, Phyl usually choosing flamboyantly colored dresses, even when the weather grew chilly. 

For decorating the Christmas tree, however, they had a tacit rule to “don they now their gay apparel;” in other words, to dress in holiday colors. As far as Angie could tell, Barb’s green cable knit sweater with a gold scarf tied around the waist didn’t change from year to year. A regular customer of and donator to the local thrift store, Phyl had worn a different outfit every Christmas tree decorating day since Angie had lived with her aunties. Today, she wore a cream-colored acrylic sweater with a Santa embroidered on the front and a flowing green polyester skirt.

The sisters got along splendidly most of the time. And when they didn’t, Angie had learned during her three years working with them at Crazy Quilt Cabins Resort, near the very small town of Montview, that apologies and forgiveness would be doled out readily and in short order.  

Phyllis gave her sister a squeeze, then meandered over to the east-facing window. Most didn’t believe the view out that window to be as spectacular as outside the west one, where one could view miles upon miles of the Ozark mountains of northwest Arkansas, undulating waves of forest. The east window, by contrast, looked into a deep woods that sloped upward toward the peak of this particular mountain that Phyllis had considered home for so long. 

She found this view to be the more peaceable scene. It was solid and cozy, the thick shelter of pines and cedars and hickories and oaks interspersed with the occasional clearing of native vegetation or a swath of moss-covered bedrock. In the middle of summer it provided a welcome respite from the heat and humidity; in the winter, when half the trees were bare, it was a living, artistic display of long, erratically-shaped shadows that danced and played with each other in the wind. Phyl’s favorite part of the view was the wildlife: squirrels, and a variety of birds by day; rabbits and deer in the early evening and early morning; the occasional raccoon, armadillo, or possum scavenging after the sun went down.

No, the western view was too open, too vast for Phyl’s liking. Bert had been the one who’d wanted to build this cabin, which had been their home for years, on this spot specifically to have the open view. Being the sweet, kind man he was, he’d told her if she didn’t really like it, they could choose a different area. She told him that as long as she could have a view into the woods, she’d be happy. 

And she was. As had been their marriage, until Bert went on to glory seven years ago. Now, she found solace in looking out the eastern window, imagining Bert walking along a gold-paved path in the middle of a woods shimmering with colors brighter and more beautiful than the human brain could conceive of.

One thing the vista into the infinite network of forest never failed to do, ever since she’d put down roots here: stir up hope and dreams. Hope of love, dreams of romance. Not for herself. Between Bert and her beloved Savior, she was filled to overflowing with both, enough to last an eternity.

No, the hope and dreams were for the people who walked through the front door, the guests of the Crazy Quilt Cabins Resort. Some came already with a full cup: a loving spouse on their arm, children laughing and chattering around them. Others came alone, lonely, and lost. Phyl could always tell who they were, no matter how wide they smiled or how “fine” they claimed to be. 

For those, Phyl always prayed. And sometimes, just occasionally, the good Lord allowed her to see an answer to her prayers within days. Sometimes, He even allowed her to be the vessel through whom He worked.

As she studied the natural beauty before her, a feeling came over her. A familiar feeling. A knowing.

Angie, who had stepped over to the desk to check on the last two pre-Christmas reservations, happened to glance over to her great-aunt at the same moment. She rolled her eyes at Auntie Phyl’s dreamy expression. The elderly woman was getting something in her head again. Some romantic notion. 

She dropped her gaze back down to the names in the reservation book. Notions about these two? Moving out from behind the desk, she poked her other great aunt in the side and gestured toward Auntie Phyl.

Barb followed Angie’s gaze. Uh-oh, she thought, but a small smile began playing at her lips. The Lord was showing her older sister something.

“Phyllis Rose Campbell,” she said in her rumbling alto voice, “I see that look on your face. You best not be getting any crazy ideas in your head.” She was teasing. Unlike skeptical Angie, Barb believed in Phyl’s special gift. 

Phyl turned toward her sister, the spread of her mouth growing wider and higher. She opened her mouth to spout off a retort, then closed it. Turned back to the window, her smile gentling. She wasn’t going to destroy this holy moment with flippancy, with her fleshly need to have the last word. Though the insight was vague, blurry around the edges rather than sharp, she knew that Crazy Quilts Cabins Resort was going to be the setting, maybe even the vehicle, of an extra-precious Christmas for the two people scheduled to arrive within the next few hours. 

She could hardly wait to see what God was going to do this time.

Chapter 1. 

Debbie Tanner pulled into the tiny gravel parking lot, occupied only by a station wagon, with a sigh of relief. If she’d known that driving on these curvy mountain roads was going to bring back the nausea that had plagued her twenty-four-seven during her first trimester, she would have planned on sticking to the Interstate and staying in a motel along the way. But when she’d read about this resort at the Arkansas Welcome Center, she’d felt almost compelled to come here. 

She’d already been planning to take it slow on her way to her cousin in Waxahachie, Texas. Why not take a four or five day break from her long drive, a break where she could be surrounded by natural beauty? Vanessa wasn’t expecting her until the twenty-second, and today was only the seventeenth. Debbie had left earlier than she needed to because without her parents or brother around, she found she couldn’t handle the swarm of melancholy memories that constantly bombarded her in her previously happy home.

“Well, Baby,” she said as she clicked off the ignition, “we made it without losing our lunch.” 

Holding her keys in her right hand, she absentmindedly stroked her large belly with her left as she studied her surroundings. If the cabin she was about to rent was as immersed in the forest as the structure in front of her was, she just might decide the hour-long fight not to vomit was worth it. 

On her right, the level land ended abruptly, plunging down into a valley, offering a mind-boggling vista of the Ozark mountains. An iron rail stretched across the width of the edge where the land appeared to drop off. To her left stood what looked like a solid wall of trees, evergreens towering up to the pale blue sky, interspersed with bare-branched deciduous trees. If she ever returned, she would have to come in the fall. She imagined the autumn color to be just as glorious here as it was in New England. Or at least as beautiful as it was in her home state of Ohio. 

For the first time in too many months, she felt a warm glow of peace encircle her heart. Muted and dull, but giving off enough light to make her believe that she may one day be able to hope again. 

With a sigh, she pushed open the door of her white ’76 Chevy Nova and struggled to her feet. Invigorated by the beauty surrounding her, she strode toward the front door of the Crazy Quilt Cabins resort office. It was a cabin itself, likely the home of the resort owners. After opening the door and stepping over the threshold, she was immediately greeted with the sights, sounds, and smells of Christmas. 

A long strand of garland, decorated with red and gold balls, looped across what must have been the official registration desk just in front of her. To her right, a colorfully decorated Christmas tree – a real one, not the artificial kind she grew up with – winked with equally colorful lights. A bookshelf along the left wall held groupings of various holiday knick-knacks, including several snow globes and a trio of snow-white porcelain angels. Bing Crosby crooned from somewhere behind the tree, and a spicy aroma filled the air. A scented candle? A pot of hot apple cider? Whatever it was, the ambience of the space, probably around three hundred square feet, vindicated her decision to camp out here for a while. It was Norman-Rockwell-painting perfect. Not that she’d ever lived that kind of life. But she’d had stability, if nothing else, up until six months ago, and wasn’t sure she’d ever find that again.

The peace of mere moments ago slipped away and through the cracks in the floor beneath her feet, and she burst into tears.

Phyl and Barb were both by the young woman’s side in seconds. Both had been wondering at her obvious condition, waiting, as their guest-to-be scanned the area with a mix of wonder and sorrow playing over her features, for a man to follow her in. Then again, hadn’t Angie told them that Deborah Tanner had made a reservation for one? Maybe, then, this wasn’t her.

No matter; she was a woman in distress, and both Phyl and Barb believed in stepping into any opportunity to comfort or minister to such a one to see what the Lord would have them to do. 

The sisters flanked her, one on either side, Phyl draping an arm around her shoulder and Barb lightly settling a hand in the middle of the young woman’s back. Debbie wasn’t one to readily or willingly accept the touch or comfort of strangers, but something about these women made her feel instantly at ease. She only wished she could stop, but the sobs kept coming. Someone put a handful of Kleenex into her right hand, and she gratefully wiped at her eyes and nose. 

“Come,” the plump, short woman with the curly white hair said, giving Debbie’s shoulders a light squeeze, “set yerself down. It’ll help ya get back yer strength.” The Southern drawl was unlike any Debbie had ever heard; then again, she’d never known anyone from Arkansas. But the elderly woman’s voice was kind, even if a bit hoarse from age. 

She allowed the woman to lead her to a chair in front of the desk, where she sat down. Angie, seated opposite her, eyed her with curiosity as the pregnant woman continued crying into a tissue, albeit more quietly now. A pretty blond, she seemed to be around Angie’s age of twenty-nine. Perhaps a little younger. Though the resort needed every spare dollar it could make, Angie now wished she had denied the woman the reservation. She looked like she could pop at any moment. If Angie had known, she would have encouraged her to stay in one of the bed and breakfasts in Eureka Springs. At least there, the full-bellied lady would be much closer to a hospital, have access to better roads should the weather turn bad. Which, in December in northwest Arkansas, was not out of the realm of reality. 

When Debbie finally composed herself, she lifted her head and glanced at the two women who had offered their comfort, even though they had no idea what they were comforting. “Thank you,” she said with a small smile. “I...this...” She waved a hand around, taking a deep breath to keep the tears at bay. “It reminds me of Christmas at home.” 

That was the truth, if not the exact reason she was crying. She wasn’t about to dump her whole life story to strangers and be judged yet again for her stupid, impulsive decision of eighteen months earlier.

She took in another, this time shuddering, breath, meeting the eyes of the petite young woman who sat directly across from her. “My husband died six months ago in a freak accident on his job.” Debbie put a hand on her ballooning belly. “Just after I told him about...” She had to trail off, needing to swallow several times to keep from breaking down again.

That, too, was the truth. However, like everyone else who’d heard her sob story, these women would misinterpret her meaning. And like with everyone else, she wasn’t about to correct them.

“Well, bless your heart!” This came from the other elderly woman, the thin one who had to have several inches on Debbie’s five-foot-six frame.

And the pity in her voice made Debbie break down all over again. This time, from the shame and guilt for continuing to deceive.

Chapter 2.

Two cars were parked in the small lot in front of the cabin office. Paul Furillo hoped that meant that wherever his rental ended up being, it would be surrounded by mostly empty cabins. On the other hand, this was the South. And right now the temperature was hovering around sixty degrees, which had to have been at least thirty degrees warmer than today’s high in his home state of New York. So there might be quite a few Northerners holing up here for the holidays, or for a pre-holiday vacation, escaping from the brutal cold. At least now, in the late ‘80s, the winters weren’t quite as brutal as they’d been a decade ago.

He parked his Camry in front of the small cabin, maintaining a car’s width between it and the beat-up station wagon, then cut off the engine as he took in the surroundings. No snow, still some dried leaves hanging off the deciduous trees. A lot of pines and cedars. A surprising number, given that on the rare occasions he tried to picture the flora of the Southern United States, pine trees were never part of it. 

“Learn something new every day,” he mumbled as he exited his rental car trying not to feel stupid from his ignorance. Ambling toward the cabin’s front entrance, he noticed a lot of green vegetation around, various wild grasses and weeds he couldn’t have named if you’d offered him a million-dollar contract with Simon and Schuster to do so. 

Rage began to boil at the thought. He paused, inhaling deeply. Exhaled sharply, trying to rid himself not only of the strong emotion and all the images it conjured, but also of the stress that had been hounding him on the drive from the Tulsa airport. 

The rage simmered down, but the deadline still hung over him like a power line sagging under the weight of an ice storm. And as long as the deadline was there, the stress would remain.

It was okay. He could do this. He was around sixty percent through the novel. All he had to do was follow the butt-in-chair principle and his skeletal plot outline, and he’d be overnighting the completed manuscript right on time. 

Arriving at the cabin office entrance, he placed his hand on the door, pushed it open, and stepped inside. The place was quaintly decorated with all the expected holiday objects, but what caught his attention was the group of women in front of what looked like the registration desk. Two elderly women, one with white hair, one much taller and thinner and with gray hair, bent over someone who sat in the chair between them. A woman, by the stylish pink sweater and the length of her blond hair. Was she crying? Somebody was sniffling, anyway, and the old ladies sounded like they were comforting a small child who’d scraped her knee. 

There was one other person in the room. A mousy-looking woman with straight, brunette hair and wearing a red blouse sat on the other side of the desk. He might have thought she owned the place, except she appeared to be about his age. Not that a young woman in 1988 couldn’t own her own business. You just didn’t see it a lot. 

Whoever she was, she seemed to be in charge of checking in guests. She was also the only one to look his way when he began skirting around the trio to the far side of the desk. 

“Paul Furillo?” she asked in a quiet voice as she rounded the desk to meet him a few feet away from the others. 

He nodded, then couldn’t help a glance toward the woman seated in the chair. As if sensing his gaze, she lifted her head just then. Blinked. Stared, a handful of tissues frozen halfway to her eyes. Stared as if she recognized him.

He stared back, not because he recognized her, but because he wasn’t sure he’d ever seen a creature so beautiful. Which was a horrible thought, since by her obvious pregnancy, she belonged to another man. 

And then, an image popped into his head, a scene from the two years his family lived in Ohio when he was a boy. He was standing, awkward and ashamed, his first day at the new school, as three bigger boys jeered at him for being skinny and weak. Out of nowhere a girl appeared and stood by his side. The ringleader faltered. She said nothing, just looked at him, eyebrows slightly raised. The boys slunk off without another word, and the girl told him that her mom and the bully’s mom were friends, and she had a bad habit of telling them both when Anthony was acting up.

The woman seated next to him might have been that girl, thirteen years ago. 

No. That was crazy. She lived in Ohio. 

On the other hand, he lived in New York City. And here he was. What were the chances?

Slim to none. He picked none when the woman slid her gaze away, shaking her head. Good. The last thing he needed while he was here was a distraction. And if that woman was her, well, he’d not only be distracted, but probably in big trouble, too. 

He got the key and directions to his cabin, and walked out without giving the pretty lady so much as a split-second glance.

Debbie stumbled into her cabin in a daze, her heart pounding. That was Paul. She knew it. She’d almost asked the women running the resort for his name, but she figured that as friendly as they were, they wouldn’t reveal confidential information about other guests. 

Besides, she didn’t need to ask. Though he was a little taller, near six feet, and his shoulders were broader, his torso more solid, his hair cut a little shorter than the earlobe-length dark brown strands that she remembered, there was no mistaking those gorgeous eyes that mimicked a slightly cloudy day, that perfect nose, the slightly rounded chin sporting a dimple right in the middle of it. Plus, he still had that scar running down his right cheek which he’d told her he’d earned one day trying to get in the middle of a fight between his older brother and his brother’s friend. It was much lighter now than when she’d last seen him, but it was still visible to anyone who knew him back when.

Back when she was fifteen. Which was the last time she saw him. Or heard from him. Despite having mailed him twenty letters during the next year. He’d told her he’d write back. Had even been the one to suggest they keep in touch. 

She shook her head, picked up the handle of her carry-on suitcase, and wheeled it toward the hall that appeared to lead to the bedroom. She needed to forget him. Forget he was here. Obviously, he hadn’t recognized her. And why would he? She’d been the one to be secretly in love. To him, she’d only been a temporary friend in a temporary home that he knew he was going to leave within three years. 

She laid the suitcase on the floor next to the queen-sized bed. No way was she going to try to pick it up and put it on the bed in her condition. 

“Huh. In love,” she said sardonically as she squatted down to unzip the suitcase. Three years of mourning and secret bouts of crying later, she’d come to her senses and realized that all she’d had was a teenage crush. 

But if it was, why is your heart trying to beat its way out of your chest? a voice in the back of her head challenged. 

“Because I’m pregnant and my hormones are all over the map,” she grumbled. Speaking to herself had become a bad habit during the past few months, but she found it helped her feel a little less lonely. 

The carry-on held only the barest essentials. Her Ob-Gyn back home having cautioned her against trying to carry heavy objects during her last trimester, she’d packed this bag and three other larger pieces of luggage only half full. The one nice thing about having parents who loved to travel was that there was never a shortage of luggage in the house. 

The one bad thing was that they might one day end up on the other side of the ocean when you’re a few weeks away from giving birth to their first grandchild. As was the case now. 

She shook the morbid thoughts away, digging under a pair of jeans to pull out her Walkman and several cassette tapes she’d packed together in a bag. In her twenty-six years of life, she’d discovered that immersing herself in music was the best way to clear her head or distract herself from her troubles.

Good thing she’d brought the music kit, as the resort owners had told her that radio signals were few and far between in these mountains. That went for television, too, which was why each cabin was furnished with a VCR and listing of movies that were available on VHS tapes in the cabin office.

“We expect our guests to spend time in the great outdoors,” the heavyset woman, Phyllis, had told her with a teasing smile, “but we know not everyone cottons to the idea of hiking around at night when the bears and skunks are out.” She’d winked then, but Debbie had spent time in various countrysides long enough to know that surprise encounters with wildlife were possible any time of day. 

Debbie attached the Walkman to the waistband of her jeans, put on the headphones and pressed “play” on an Andy Williams Christmas tape her mom had owned forever. Then she gave herself a tour of the one-bedroom cabin, acquainting herself with all its amenities, and began to wonder if it was possible to fall in love with a building. She knew she was already in love with these mountains, stomach-churning as their roads were. Andy Williams crooned on, and Debbie smiled her first genuine smile in days as she began to sing along.

Chapter 3.

Paul tried. He did. He’d set up the typewriter, rolled a piece of paper into it, and reviewed the last two chapters that he’d written. And he’d sat at the four-person dining table just off the tiny kitchen for thirty solid minutes.

Thirty solid minutes of not. Typing. A. Single. Character. It wasn’t his fault. His brain wouldn’t stop flipping between images of Debbie Stanfield, beautiful teenager, and the pregnant woman he’d seen in the resort office. They were so much alike. The pregnant one was more filled out in every physical way possible than had been the girl he’d known. Maybe she’d looked away because she’d decided she’d been mistaken about who he was, and was embarrassed to have been caught staring. 

His mind also wouldn’t let go of the fact that she was very pregnant, and apparently alone. If she was Debbie, he wouldn’t want her to be alone at a time like this, whatever the reason for it. He thought he’d put her out of his mind years ago, convinced himself that the only thing he’d ever felt for her was a teenage crush. Now, however, his heart felt like it was being pulled like iron filings to a magnet. 

And the heck of it was, she lived just across the gravel road. He’d been looking out his window when she’d driven into the communal parking space, removed a small carry-on from her trunk, and wheeled it to her cabin. He felt like a turkey for not having run out right then to help her, Debbie or not. Women’s lib had most women of his generation getting ticked if a man so much as offered to open a door for them, so he generally didn’t leap to act on his chivalrous instincts. But a woman this far alone in her pregnancy was different.

Growling in frustration, he pushed away from the table. He wasn’t going to get a lick of work done, and would have his possible future editor breathing fire down his neck in a few days, if he didn’t settle the Debbie matter once and for all.

Within a minute, he was tapping on the front door of her rental, more or less in sync with the increased beating of his heart. The small piece of paper in the palm of his hand was getting sweaty, as were the armpits of his T-shirt. Good thing he’d put on deodorant this morning. 

He waited, counting to twenty, then raised his fist again. Lowered it. If the woman wasn’t Debbie, she probably thought he was some kind of weirdo. If it was, she might be peering at him through a window, trying to decide if she should welcome him or kick him to the curb. Good thing for Paul there weren’t any curbs around.

He waited some more. She still didn’t answer. Puffing out a breath, he turned to go back to his cabin. Then, the doorknob turned and the door opened a sliver. 

“Yes?” the woman asked warily. A pair of headphones, the kind that went with a Walkman, dangled around her neck.

He turned back, forehead beading with perspiration and heart going wild. He had to get it all out before he lost his nerve. “Are you Debbie Stanfield?”

The wariness turned to a cautious curiosity. “Uh...yes.”

He shoved a small piece of paper at her. “I guess you’re alone right now and you really shouldn’t be in your condition so here’s the phone number for my cabin right across the road,” he jabbed a thumb backward, “in case you wanna talk or need any kind of help.”

Anger and joy collided inside Debbie’s chest, making her heart constrict and her breath come faster. This was the man – boy – who had broken her heart. Of course, he’d never had any idea about that. But still... 

“You could have at least replied to my first letter,” she spat, “and told me you’d changed your mind about being my friend.”

Heat flooded her face as she took a step back. She hadn’t meant to reveal that she knew him. It was going to be awkward enough, knowing he was staying nearby, but now...

Paul flinched. “I suppose I deserved that,” he admitted. Taking in a deep breath, he reached up and scratched the back of his neck. “If you want me to get lost, just say the word.”

He fully expected her to say just that. Or something even harsher. He would have deserved that, too. Even a punch in the nose.

She gave him a hard stare for several long, gut-wrenching moments. Then, to his surprise, her face softened. “I just don’t understand why you never wrote back. It...it hurt.”

Debbie wanted to kick herself. The last thing she needed was to reopen that wound and explore it. What was she thinking? She needed to tell him to take a hike, as he’d suggested. If the last thing she needed was to reopen that wound, the second to last thing she needed was to open an invisible door that would let any man anywhere close to her heart. She had her baby to think about. No man could or would love her child as she would want him to. Like a real father. Like how her own father loved her. 

Like, she was certain, Rob would have loved the child.

She would never even think about offering her child second-best, so she had to keep a fortress around her heart.

Why did that thought make her sad as she met Paul’s warm, sincere gaze?

Paul fought for the right response. He desperately wanted to tell her the truth, but by the look on her face she was already regretting having opened up to him in the small way she just had. He needed to do his best not to scare her away from him completely. 

He fished around his mind for something that wasn’t a lie, but also that wouldn’t send her scampering away. “Because I was a selfish, inconsiderate teenage boy?” he finally offered. It was the truth, if not the whole of it.

A breeze blew by, tickling the hair on the nape of his neck, and he vaguely registered that the air felt much cooler than it had when he’d checked in at the main office not too long ago. Debbie shivered and wrapped her arms around herself, eyes narrowing. 

After a few uncomfortable beats, she nodded. “Okay. That’s fair.” She gave a short laugh that sounded forced. “Don’t all teenagers think that the world revolves around them?”

Paul’s brow pinched down. “I never took you for that type.”

Another breeze blew by in the awkward silence that followed. If Debbie stood here much longer in this man’s presence, she was going to do or say something completely foolish. And dangerous. “It’s getting colder,” she stated, taking another step back and making as if to close the door. At the same time, her errant heart wanted him to put a hand out to stop the motion. Or stick his foot in the door. Something.

Then she remembered her baby. The pain Paul had caused her all those years ago. Encasing the stony internal fortress with steel, she pushed the cabin door closed right in front of his face. 

––––––––
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PAUL SHOULDN’T HAVE been expecting a better outcome. Nevertheless, his heart sank into his stomach as he stared first at the dark wood inches away from his face, then down at the slip of paper he still held in his hand. 

With great effort, as though a bowling ball weighed down each of his shoes, he began to turn away. He should have known this was a mistake. Not just trying to offer his assistance to Debbie, but just coming here. He really couldn’t afford the trip. There were a hundred other places he could have gone to write that would have been a lot cheaper, yet still have given him the distance he needed from his family to have an excuse not to celebrate Christmas with them this year. 

It would probably be a battle he’d have to fight from now on for every family celebration. His older brother, Lenny, had betrayed him and ripped him off, but it was Paul’s word against Lenny’s, and since their childhood Lenny had been the favored one who could never do any wrong in his parents’ sight. 

Whereas, Paul had been a continual disappointment.

The rage that had finally begun to cool, threatened to come to a boil again. 

No. He couldn’t let his emotions have any kind of impact on him. Talk about distractions. He’d never finish the book, never fulfill the dream that should have already been his, if he allowed himself to waste a single second thinking about his family. 

With a groan, he mentally slammed the lid down on the internal cauldron and began to march away from the door of Debbie’s cabin. Another breeze, more of a gust this time, swept by, fluttering the small piece of paper in his hands.

Debbie. Alone. Pregnant. Very pregnant.  Debbie, who had never forgotten him. And, unless she’d dramatically changed during the past eleven years, was at the moment the only person on earth he could trust to never stab him in the back. 

Despite her understandable reluctance to see him, to talk to him, she merited knowing that he was serious about wanting to help her. 

Determination lightened his feet and he spun back around, bent over, and shoved the paper with his cabin’s phone number into the sliver of a crack under the door as far as it would go. That wasn’t very far, but he managed to jam it enough so that the wind probably couldn’t blow it away.

Satisfaction and a glimmer of hope pushed away the anger and pain of moments earlier. He straightened, smiled, and, sending skyward a silent, wordless plea for help, scuffled down the two steps and back toward his own rental.

––––––––
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DEBBIE GUESSED WHAT Paul was up to when she heard a crinkling sound at the bottom of her door. Well, she wouldn’t pick up the paper. The next time she opened the door, she would let the wind snatch it up and carry it away, sending it sailing over the mountains. 

When she heard footsteps moving away from her door and growing more distant, she huffed out a breath, then turned to open the cabinet that she’d recently filled with simple fare such as soup and crackers. The baby had been begging her for food for the past ten minutes, and if she didn’t eat soon, she was going to throw up. Not that anything would come out, but still. She hadn’t driven so far out of her way so she could spend her time dry-heaving over the toilet.

As she lifted her arm to remove a can of tomato soup, a picture of grown-up Paul gazing down at her with his gorgeous eyes flashed through her mind. Suddenly, that tiny piece of paper under the door seemed to be crying for her attention.

Exasperation swelled larger than the bump protruding from her abdomen. “For the love of Burt Reynolds!” she exclaimed. 

She dropped her hand to her side, pivoted, and jerked the door open as though it had insulted her. Half bending, half squatting, she picked up the paper with a grunt.

“For the love of Meredith Baxter,” she grumbled, because the one concession she allowed herself for cussing involved celebrities of both genders. “I’ve got a giant basketball sticking out of my front, man. Couldn’t you have stuck it in the side of the door?”

But as she stopped and gazed down at the small paper, which appeared to have been ripped off one of those pocket-sized notepads, her heart thawed. Just a teeny bit. It was a sweet gesture, his offer of help. Though he might have ulterior motives for doing so, she doubted it. He was never that kind of kid. He was just the kind to break hearts that he didn’t realize had been handed to him on a silver platter. And that had been all her fault, not his.

With a sigh, she gently laid the paper on the counter underneath the cabinet. She might do best by flushing it down the toilet, but what if she did need help while she was here? It never hurt to take precautions, her mother always said. 

She slipped the headphones back over her ears, pressed the play button on her Walkman, and began preparing supper.

Chapter 4.

Angie awoke to the aroma of bacon wafting into her nostrils. She’d given up trying to convince her aunties that the fatty meat was a heart attack waiting to happen; besides, she couldn’t deny that both the sound and smell of sizzling bacon comforted her. During her childhood, eating that salty cut of pork was a treat that had only happened on Sunday mornings, the most relaxing day of the week. So the scent of it never failed to lift her spirits and make the world feel like a safer place.

As she got out of bed and began to pull on a blue turtleneck and pair of black slacks, another aroma hit her senses: gingerbread cookies. Odd. The aunties usually saved their baking for later in the morning, even for dull and lazy afternoons. Not to mention, she’d never known them to bake on consecutive days, and yesterday they baked a batch of chocolate chip cookies and an apple pie.

Yawning, she exited the small bedroom at the back of the cabin, the same one that housed the resort check-in area, and padded down the hall. She could hear both of her aunts whispering and giggling like schoolgirls. 

Angie froze just before turning the corner to enter the kitchen. Were they planning some sort of Christmas surprise for her? If so, she was about to ruin it. She silently turned and took a step back down the hall, but then Auntie Barb’s enthusiastic voice came through loud and clear.

“Wait ‘til Angie sees all this!” she exclaimed. “I can’t help but wonder if we shoulduh waited a bit and let her help us put it all together.”

Then, it wasn’t a surprise for her. Disappointment stabbed, but curiosity dulled the pang as she headed back to the kitchen. What could they possibly be up to this early in the morning? The energy of those two women never failed to amaze her.

Around 150 square feet, the kitchen featured cabinets and counters that her great uncle Bert had built himself decades ago. Along with the sink, stove, and oven, they took up two entire walls. The refrigerator stood to the left of the open doorway, and on the end of the kitchen to the left of the doorway a long bench ran along the wall until it hit up against the end of one of the counters at the corner where the two walls intersected. A handmade, sturdy wooden table stood in front of it, and three cushioned chairs were arranged on the side opposite from the bench. 

At the moment, the large wicker basket which the aunties used for picking produce from the summer garden sat on the table. It was filled almost to overflowing.

Barb put a hand to her mouth and giggled, wanting Angie to be as excited as she and her sister were. But by the look on Angie’s face, their grand niece was more confused than anything. 

Barb closed the gap between them, took Angie’s hand, and tugged her to the table as Phyl pulled the first tray of cookies out of the oven. “Look! We came up with the idea together, Phyl and me.” She pulled the basket toward the edge of the table even though Angie could surely see inside it from where she stood a foot away. 

Angie scanned the contents. There were a few baby toys and stuffed animals which she recognized from the usually neglected lost-and-found box that sat behind the registration desk in the front room. There were also several jars of jam and other odds and ends such as pens and a brand new notebook. Her confusion fled when she noticed the package of diapers at the other end of the table.

“This is,” she ventured, “for Miss Tanner?”

Barb squealed and clapped her hands together. “Yes! Ain’t it a hoot?”

Somehow, Angie managed to plaster a smile on her face. But Phyl, who had just slid the second tray of cookies into the oven, twisted her neck around in time to catch and read the expression that Angie’s face had betrayed the moment before. Disappointment. At least. And maybe something a little darker on top of it. The girl had been hoping that Phyllis and Barb had been doing something special for her.

Phyl had to stifle both the urge to go to her and put her arms around her, and to lie and tell her that the cookies were for her, not Miss Tanner. But Angie clearly didn’t want her aunties to know what the true state of her emotions, and Phyl wasn’t about to sin on account of feeling guilty.

Not that she felt guilty for wanting to give to a woman who was in clear need. But she felt guilty that Angie had initially misinterpreted the situation. 

For the umpteenth time, Phyllis lifted up a silent prayer that the good Lord would draw Angie into His arms. She was pretty sure He’d been trying for some time, but as sweet and kind and pure-hearted as her grand niece was, she was stubborn when it came to believing in a personal God. 

Phyl waddled toward her and put an arm around her waist. “Now, them cookies are for her morning sickness, which can last all day, I’ve heard tell, but she’s probably miles past that phase and even if she wasn’t, I’ve baked way too many, as usual, so I was hoping a young person with a good appetite would help eat the leftovers.”

Eyebrows raised, Barb stepped over to Phyl and put an arm around her shoulders. “My dear sister,” she said, “take a breath.” 

Phyl gave her a sheepish smile. She was babbling, as she always did when she was feeling guilty about something. As she followed her sister’s suggestion, taking in a slow, deep breath, she wondered if it might not be better for her health to get a neon sign that read, “GUILTY,” which she could somehow fasten to her forehead. 

Angie gave them both a wan smile. “We can put the leftovers out on a platter for the guests as usual, Auntie Phyl,” she said. “And of course I’ll feel free to have a couple when the munchies hit me.” 

Auntie Phyl had always been a bad one for feeling guilty over nothing, then exposing her guilt to the world with a flood of words. Angie felt a bit guilty herself for having brought on this particular instance of her aunt’s guilt. She hadn’t meant to allow her hurt feelings show, but Auntie Phyl always did catch every sliver of emotion anyone accidentally displayed for the minutest slice of time. 

“Dear heavens,” Barb declared, releasing Phyl’s shoulder, “we’re going to burn the bacon.” She hustled over to the stove, picking up a spatula along the way. “Nope,” she announced after raising a strip of the meat into the air. “Just right.” She began scooping the bacon onto the nearby paper towel-lined plate.

Meanwhile, to break the rare tension that had fallen between her and her auntie, Angie turned back to the basket and began lightly fingering its contents. “I have to say,” she commented, “this is a great idea. These toys have been in that box forever. I’m sure Miss Tanner will be thrilled with the gesture.”

Phyl watched her, hands clasped in front of her sagging, round waist. She wanted to throw her arms around the girl and beg her for her forgiveness, but again, that would be forcing the girl to expose feelings she was likely too embarrassed to admit to having. Besides, Phyl figured that Angie’s compliment just now was her way of extending forgiveness. If only her grand niece had the slightest inkling about her own Christmas surprise, there wouldn’t have been any hurt feelings or confusion this morning. Of course, if she had such an inkling, then the surprise would no longer be a surprise, would it?

Well, a few more days, and all would be set as right as a rainbow after an Arkansas spring storm. Her heart feeling lighter, Phyl waddled back over to the oven to check on her cookies. 

Chapter 5.

It was cold this morning. Much colder than Debbie had expected the weather to be here. She would have to go into the office later and see if there was a newspaper so she could check the local forecast, and if there wasn’t, she’d have to drive somewhere that sold a newspaper. Never again would she take her T.V. and the ability to watch the daily news for granted.

At least she’d had the foresight to bring her winter coat on this trip. 

She rolled her eyes at herself. Her mother had had the foresight to insist that she take along her coat, because, as she reminded Debbie for the hundredth time in her life, the weather had a way of doing what you least expected and least wanted. No matter where you were.

So Debbie was able to stand outside comfortably this morning. Down-filled and dyed a dark blue, the coat reached below her knees and had deep pockets in which to cozy up her hands when necessary. She could no longer fasten it in the front, but that was fine. Her back and shoulders had always been the parts that most craved warmth when she was outside in the winter.  At the moment, she stood on the deck off the cabin’s living room enjoying the fresh, if astonishingly crisp, air. 

“At least I can’t see my breath,” she remarked to her baby. Still, the temperature must have been near freezing, and she felt a slight niggle of worry that the weather might take a turn for the worse. Then again, this was the South. How bad could “the worse” be?

A muffled knock startled her out of her thoughts. Her heart leapt. Paul had come to check up on her. She shouldn’t want that, had spent half the night fighting against a rising tide of excitement that he was here, just across a narrow road from her. But there it was, the unreasonable and illogical desire. And, perhaps, there he was, at her door.

She smiled as she stepped back inside the cabin, sliding the glass door closed behind her, and made her way to the front door. 

A cheery, decidedly female, “Halloo!” brought her up short. 

Her shoulders sagged. Not Paul, for sure. If she wasn’t mistaken, the voice belonged to one of the elderly proprietors of this resort. Debbie racked her brain to remember whether anyone in the office had told her that they stopped by to do some sort of cleaning while a guest was in residence, but came up with nothing.

Her disappointment shifted to curiosity rather than irritation or annoyance, because truth be told, she needed a distraction from thoughts about her teenage love who was, at the moment, living mere yards away from her.

She traipsed to the door and pulled it open to reveal two red-cheeked, smiling, wrinkle-faced women. Angie stood behind her great aunts, and the pallor Debbie had noted on her face yesterday afternoon now held a bit of color. Phyllis held a box of diapers, Barbara held a large basket filled with what looked like mostly toys, and Angie had a quilt, about a third of the size of the ones decorating the cabin beds, hanging over her right forearm.

Debbie didn’t want to presume, but she was pretty sure she could guess what was about to happen and couldn’t stop the tears from welling into her eyes. 

“Oh,” was all she could manage.

A few beats passed. “Dear heart,” Barbara asked, “would you mind if we came in for just a minute? The temperature decided to imitate a skydiver last night and take a sudden fall.”

Debbie did her best to blink the blur out of her eyes. “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said, pulling the door open wide enough for the trio to enter. “Yes. Yes, it is cold.” Her voice cracked on the last word, and she swallowed to get her emotions under control.

Within seconds the visitors confirmed Debbie’s guess: they had brought her gifts for her unborn child. Of course Debbie had been an emotional basketcase ever since she got pregnant, and of course a poignant scene like this was going to exacerbate that tendency, so of course as soon as Phyllis had set the package of diapers down onto the floor and announced that the three gift-bringers had come “to bring Christmas to the Christmas baby,” she collapsed into the white-haired woman’s arms and began to sob uncontrollably.

As Phyl held her close, Barb patted her back, cooing, “We’ll take that as a heartfelt thank you.”

Angie, in her turn, clutched the tiny quilt uncertainly to her chest, hoping her auntie’s assessment of Miss Tanner’s reaction was the right one. Even if it was, the situation still made Angie uncomfortable. She wasn’t one to show emotion herself, and she never was sure what to do when a friend broke down in front of her, let alone a near perfect stranger. 

Needing something to do, she lay the quilt on top of the box of diapers and carried the things into the living room, setting them on the coffee table next to the miniature Christmas tree centered there. Miss Tanner could decide later where she wanted to store the items; for now, it was off the floor and no longer threatening to trip anyone. 

“I’m sorry,” Debbie said after around twenty solid seconds of bawling. She pulled away from Phyllis, swiping at her eyes with the back of her hand, glad that she’d been too lazy to put on makeup this morning. “I just...this is so sweet.”

Angie slipped past her then, telling the elderly sisters that she needed to man the registration desk. She flicked an uncertain smile toward Debbie before making her way out the door. 

Debbie wondered at this shy behavior, because when she’d spoken to Angie on the phone the other day, the woman had exuded confidence. She also seemed perfectly at ease in the office yesterday when Debbie arrived to check in. Even after her first breakdown.

“I promise I don’t cry every day,” she said, mainly for Angie’s sake, but the frail-looking young lady had already exited the cabin and shut the door behind her.

“Of course you don’t, dear,” Barb soothed. “A woman in your condition has a lot going on.”

“That’s right,” Phyl agreed, reaching out and patting the hand which Debbie had lain over her large stomach. “And you here all alone. We don’t mean to butt in or intrude, but we wanted to make sure you knew that help is just a one-minute drive down the road. Or a quick phone call to the office. And of course if you ever just want to drop into the main office and talk, why, it’s pretty quiet around this time of year and we’d love the company.”

Relief washed over Debbie. She’d contemplated doing just that, dropping in at the office for the occasional idle chat, but had been afraid of interrupting the ladies’ day. 

She picked up a small, pink stuffed bunny from the basket, reveling in the cushy sensation against her fingers. “I hope you mean it,” she told the women. “Because I intend to take you up on that invitation.”

“We sure do, honey!” Phyllis reassured her. “Now, you see these cookies?” She tapped a bag of brown cookies that was tied with red and green yarn. “These are to help you with any tummy problems. Gingerbread, you know, and if you need any more, well you just holler and I’ll bake you up a batch faster’n you can say Frosty the Snowman.”

Debbie was going to start crying again if these wonderful ladies didn’t leave. She opened her mouth to tell them that she’d just been about to fix breakfast when they arrived, but Barbara saved her the trouble.

She grabbed her sister by the elbow and said with mock sternness, “Enough’s enough, Phyl. We’ve bothered her plenty for one morning.”

The women bade Debbie good-bye and left. As they walked out the door, Debbie couldn’t resist a peek at the cabin across the road. Paul was nowhere in sight, but why would he be on a chilly morning like this? She had no idea why he was here or what he was doing. But since he seemed to be as alone as she was, perhaps he had a purpose in being alone. Without a doubt, she’d read too much into his generous offer last night, and he had no intention of ever speaking to her again unless she found herself in a jam she couldn’t get out of without assistance. 

Annoyance at herself grated inside her chest. “For the love of Cary Grant!” she exclaimed in a low voice when she was sure the two sisters were well away from her cabin. Anyone who was close to Debbie would know that, in using this particular recently deceased actor’s name, she was at the height of irritation. 

She whirled around and yanked opened three cabinet doors before finding a plate. “He’s just a guy I used to know,” she proclaimed to the room. “It’s pure coincidence that he’s here. Pure, ugly coincidence, and I’m better off forgetting that he even exists.”

The feat sounded neither difficult nor impossible, since she hadn’t seen Paul in over a decade, and during that time had made herself busy with real life: four years of college and a brief career in marketing. The problem was, her real life had often left a lot of room for fantasy and dreaming. And Paul never left her fantasies and dreams. And so, not a day had gone by that she hadn’t thought of him.

Pretending he didn’t exist? She’d have greater success lying on a polar ice cap in a bikini and pretending that she was roasting hot.

Chapter 6.

Paul watched with interest as the owners of the resort made their way down the steps of Debbie’s cabin and strolled over to the station wagon parked in front of it. A glimpse out of his window a few minutes earlier had revealed them, along with the young lady who worked the registration desk, sauntering up the path to the cabin laden with a variety of items. Now, their hands were empty.

He released a long breath as he turned away from the window. Apparently, he wasn’t the only one who had offered Debbie help, and most certainly she would prefer to receive it at the hands of those women over an old friend who had, in the end, for all she could see, not been much of a friend at all.

He marched over to the dining table and plopped down into the chair that stood at the place where he’d set up his typewriter. This was a good thing. If Debbie was okay and wanted to forget he was here, then that removed the only distraction that would tempt him away from his story. 

He reread the words he’d written during the past ten minutes.

Doug slung his gun around. Dark. Too dark. And his flashlight was gone forever.

Served him right for trying to scare a raccoon out of the garbage. 

The sound came again. Just to his left. Mere feet down the alley. Footsteps. Doug pressed his back harder against the brick wall. Released the safety on the revolver. This was it. Had to be. It was the time George had given, the exact place. Doug was going to catch the sleazebag and get him off the streets, once and for all. His heart pounded like a bass drum, whether from excitement, or from fear at what might happen if he were caught, he didn’t know.

The footsteps came closer. Closer. An offbeat rhythm, some scuffling in between clopping. Like the guy was wearing shoes a couple sizes too big.

And then, he was right there. Doug could hear the breathing. The dirtbag was just on the other side of the garbage bin. Waiting, no doubt, for his minion to show up.

Doug took a deep breath. Sammy was a big guy, so Doug had to do this right the first time. With a single long stride, he stepped out into view and leveled his gun.

Right at the forehead of a small girl in pigtails who was wearing a pair of man-sized tennis shoes.

––––––––
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WITH A STRANGLED CRY of frustration, Paul snatched the top of the paper, yanked it out of the typewriter, and crumpled it into a ball. He tossed it onto a pile of about twenty other such balls on the floor next to him. He’d worked so hard not to sound like L.B. Hawthorn, but these words had that author’s name all over them.

Of course, there was good reason for that, but Paul couldn’t sound like the newest runaway bestseller. He’d somehow managed to write in a different style for most of this novel, but sometimes he forgot himself. Once, he’d written an entire chapter before he realized that he’d slipped back into L.B. Hawthorn mode. An entire morning’s work, wasted. And it had been another two days before he could rewrite it to his satisfaction. 

No, that was a lie. Not to his satisfaction. To what he guessed would be the satisfaction of his editor. This new style he was forcing on himself? Totally boring, in his opinion. Nothing like what he’d just tossed onto the floor.

Paul picked up another blank sheet from beside the typewriter, then, with a huff, let it drop. Who was he kidding? He should just accept whatever penalty there was for breach of contract and go back to accounting. This was too hard. It was just. Too. Hard. 

Shoving the chair back so that it scraped noisily against the wooden floor beneath, he got to his feet and raked both hands through his hair. “Father, help me!” he begged the ceiling. “Am I even doing the right thing? Or am I doing it all out of pride? Is that why all this is happening? Is it a cruel punishment for my pride?”

He’d asked the painful, and admittedly irreverent, question several times before during the past heartbreaking six months, but, like now, never got any kind of response. He’d even prayed for some kind of sign, any kind of sign, but...nothing. It was like God had written, “CLOSED” on the door of Heaven, and then taken off on a long adventure around the universe. 

Clear his head. He needed to clear his head. Go for a walk. A long walk. He strode to the front door of the cabin, opened it, and was met by a cold gust that instantly chilled his bare arms. He closed the door again, blinking. The temperature had fallen drastically from even the surprising coolness of yesterday evening. And he hadn’t packed a single sweater. Or a winter coat. The heaviest piece of clothing he had was a flannel button-down shirt. 

He flung his head back before releasing a heavy breath. Bringing his head back down and gritting his teeth, he stomped back to the bedroom to dig the shirt out of his suitcase. As he pushed his arms through the sleeves and buttoned the front, he took several deep breaths. It wasn’t like him to get all hot and bothered by small things like not having the right clothes for the weather. Then again, he usually wasn’t dealing with two garbage-bags full of frustration at the same time. 

Who was he kidding? The writing thing had been hounding him since this past spring, and even without that, he knew Debbie being nearby but inaccessible would have thrown him off kilter.

Still, he needed to stop pitching a fit and start acting like the grown man he was. At least now, he had something to do other than fight against the ever-present anger and bitterness. He needed to get to the office and see if there was a newspaper with a weather forecast. Then, depending on what he found, he might need to drive to Eureka Springs and beef up his wardrobe. Another expense he really couldn’t afford, but he didn’t want to be holed up in the cabin the entire time he was here. 

He had just begun walking down the road toward the office when he caught movement in his peripheral vision. He turned to see Debbie closing the front door of her cabin behind her.

He stopped. Should he pretend he hadn’t seen her and just keep walking, call out a greeting, or go over to her and find out how she was doing? 

Their gazes met an instant later, and the decision was made for him. He was glad of it, because his gut had clenched at the mere thought of keeping away from her. He had a lot of self-discipline, but what was a guy to do when the woman of his dreams, the one he was sure had gotten away, suddenly showed up out of the blue against all odds? The truth of it was, whether he ever talked to, or even simply saw her, again, the fact that she was close by was enough to destroy his burgeoning novel-writing career. In other words, knowing she was across the little gravel road was as big and bad a distraction as would be her appearance at his door in a slinky, shimmering evening gown.

Not that she could wear anything like that at this point in time.

The smile that grew on his face was genuine, and he raised a hand in greeting to test the proverbial waters. Debbie had stopped her forward progress at the bottom of the steps, as soon as she’d seen him, and her gaze darted from him to the road in the distance and back. As if she wasn’t sure whether she should talk to him, or to take off running. But in the split second after disappointment poked at his stomach, she met his gaze again, smiled, and began walking toward him. 

He met her halfway. During those few steps, he gave her a subtle once-over. She must have grown smarter than he over the years, as she had had the good sense to bring along a coat. It hung open in the front, exposing a red turtleneck sweater, and...was that a candy cane pin just below her right shoulder? She wore gray, baggy sweat pants, which he envied almost as much as he did her coat. Had she been here before in the winter, so that she knew that it could actually get cold here? Maybe she’d had the brains to ask the girl who ran the desk in the resort office when she called to make reservations.

As she drew closer, he noted dark circles under her eyes that hadn’t been there when they’d spoken yesterday. Had the baby kept her up last night? Or was something else going on? 

He had to slam the brakes on that train of thought because Debbie was now standing a mere four feet away. Too far away for his liking, but, after all, she had seemed eager to get rid of him last night.

Yet the smile on her face easily reached her eyes as she said, “Good morning, Paul. You decided to brave the bitter cold, too?”

They shared a laugh, both having experienced much colder December weather during their time as teenage friends. Debbie wagged her left index finger up and down, indicating his shirt. “Are you really warm enough in that?”

Only just now did he register the change in her voice since her teen years. It was still sweet and silky, but a little lower. 

He gave a self-deprecating laugh. “You’ve gotten smarter and I’ve gotten dumber,” he said. His heart beat a little extra as she stepped closer to him. “I thought it would be warm down here in the South. Like it was yesterday. Consistently,” he added.

Her smile turned wry. “If we’re talking intelligence here,” she countered, “I can’t take the credit. My mom insisted that I take a couple of winter outfits and this coat, just in case.”

Paul remembered Debbie’s mom being a bit bossy. She’d also been kind and fair, so he couldn’t hold anything against her.  

“I was just heading to the office,” he said, feeling a tad more confident, “to see if they have a newspaper.”

Debbie’s eyebrows went up. “Weather forecast?” she asked.

Paul drew back in surprise. “Don’t tell me you had the same idea.”

Debbie giggled, and this sound hadn’t changed a bit from when they were kids. It still twittered like a melody, still made his heart do a little jig. It shouldn’t, since Debbie was pregnant with another man’s baby. 

That’s when it hit him: maybe she’d practically pushed him out of her cabin yesterday evening, and had been reluctant to talk to him just now, because that man was still in her life and she didn’t want to lead Paul on. He shouldn’t be talking to her, shouldn’t have even gone to her cabin yesterday. Not the way he felt about her. 

But she was alone. And she had approached him just now. So maybe – 

“I guess so,” Debbie replied, and it took him a few seconds to recall what they’d been talking about.

Right. Going to the office. For a newspaper.

“I feel silly,” she confessed. “They were just here, the ladies who run the place, and I didn’t even think to ask them if they knew the – oh!” She put a hand on her belly, eyes widening in surprise. She giggled again. “The baby’s kicking.”

Paul had to restrain himself from reaching out and laying his own hand over the large bump in her torso. After all, he didn’t have a death wish. But in that moment, there were two things he wanted more than anything: to feel the baby inside her, and to kiss her the way he’d dreamed of kissing her for years. The first desire made no sense, and the second was likely to earn him a slap on the face.

So he stood there, doing nothing, having no idea what to say or what move to make.

Chapter 7.

Maybe she was seeing what she wanted to see, but Debbie was ninety-three percent sure she saw longing in Paul’s eyes. He wanted to feel the baby kicking. The instant she realized it, she wanted that, too. Without thinking, she reached out her right hand, grabbed his left one, and guided it to her belly. No sooner had she touched him than the same feelings she’d begun to experience during their last six months together pulsed through her like lightning. Her body warmed, and the electricity sparking between them was almost tangible. 

She looked into his eyes, hoping... But he only looked surprised. He smiled, but didn’t appear to be feeling even a fraction of what she was feeling. 

Maybe this was a big mistake. A hot guy like him had to have a girlfriend back home, even if he was still as shy as he used to be. Why would she consider for even the slightest second that he felt anything for her beyond friendship? He probably hadn’t thought of her once during their years apart.

Too late now; besides, if she wasn’t misinterpreting things, his eyes lit up with wonder as she placed his hand over her swollen abdomen and the baby cooperated with an instant movement. 

Paul released a small laugh. “Wow, that is so cool! I’ve never done this before.”

Her hand still over his, waves of pleasure running up her arm, their gazes met and locked. Was that...? Did she see...? 

No, no. Now she was seeing only what she wanted to see. He was simply in awe of this first time experience. She shouldn’t make anything more out of it. 

Despite how much stronger the urge was to kiss Debbie at that moment, Paul couldn’t regret it or consider it a mistake. He’d heard women complain about the inconveniences of having a menstrual cycle and the challenges with pregnancy and childbirth, but he always thought it must be an incredible privilege and awesome experience to be able to grow another human being inside your own body. 

Okay, so his mother might have influenced that attitude the teensiest bit when he was a kid, but it had always made sense to him. As an adult, the belief was now entirely his own. But regardless of how awesome this moment was, one of them had to break it or he was going to destroy the fragile reconciliation or understanding that seemed to have passed between them during the past several hours. Or minutes. Whenever it happened. So he forced himself to slide his hand out from under Debbie’s, draw it back to himself, and shove it into his jeans pocket. 

“You weren’t going to walk there, were you?” he asked, desperately needing to sidetrack himself from the pain-filled emotion that flickered across her face as he broke both the touch and the eye contact. 

Then he desperately wished he’d thought of something else to say, because, why wouldn’t she walk? Maybe walking was the best thing in the world for a woman that late into her pregnancy. What did he know? Besides the fact that he felt like a complete moron?

“Oh. No,” she replied. “Not this late in the game.” She patted her belly. 

All right, at least he wasn’t a complete moron. But... was he just imagining that her voice sounded a lot more dull now than it had before he’d touched her?

“I was going to drive,” she added in the same unenthusiastic tone, pointing toward the small parking lot to their right.

A cold breeze rustled his hair and penetrated the denim on his legs. “Good call,” he commented, resisting the urge to shiver. 

On impulse, he fished around for the keys in his front pocket and added, “It seems dumb for both of us to take a different vehicle. Why don’t you hop into my rental? Unless you were going somewhere else after?”

Man, he should have quit while he was ahead! He was starting to sound as desperate as he felt, his suddenly racing pulse and breakout of sweat in his armpits verifying this fact. If he wasn’t a complete moron, he sure must sound like one now.

Debbie blinked. As usual, Paul was all charm and casual. Unflappable. But then, why would he be anything else but calm? It wasn’t like he felt remotely what Debbie felt for him. That fact alone should have spurred her to reject the invitation. Instead, she accepted it. Trying to act and sound as casual as Paul, but knowing she was failing miserably.

Mercifully, the drive to the office took less than a minute, and Debbie managed, by biting her lower lip, not to say anything self-incriminating during the brief trip. Forget the newspaper. She needed to pack up her bags, check out, and head down to Vanessa’s. This would be no peaceful vacation, living across the road from a man who had held her heart for over eleven years and didn’t know it.

Yet, as she walked just ahead of Paul, the beauty of the scenery, the peace of this rural mountainous area, struck her heart again with wonder and yearning. She could put down roots in a place like this. That being a pipe dream, she wanted to enjoy it while she could. Would it be so impossible to ignore Paul’s presence for a couple more days? Even better, return to a semblance of their former friendship? If that happened, perhaps these wayward feelings would diminish, even disappear. Perhaps she would be able to see Paul as he was at that moment, with the perspective of a grown woman, and that perspective would show her a different picture than the one she’d painted in her mind when she was fifteen, and subsequently held fast to for so long.

With quick footsteps, Paul moved ahead of her to open the door to the cabin office. She gave him a shy, “Thank you,” and stepped inside.

It didn’t take a spiritual detective like Phyllis Rose Campbell to see the sparks flying between the two young people walking through the door. This is what her sister had been seeing in her mind’s eye yesterday, before Debbie and Paul had even arrived. Barbara would hang her hat on it, if she wore one.

Smiling, she got up from the upholstered chair near the Christmas tree where she’d been knitting and walked over to greet them. “Here for a chat already?” she asked Debbie, then nodded at the handsome young man. An idea walloped up against her brain, and her brow puckered. “There ain’t...  something wrong now, is there?” She shot Paul a questioning glance. 

Debbie gave her a reassuring smile. “No,” she replied. “It’s just... oh, I feel so silly.” She automatically looked at Paul, the way she used to when they were kids and she got flustered at somebody’s question and knew that Paul would come up with the right thing to say. He’d never failed her.

Funny she’d think that he would still do that for her now.

But, like before, he didn’t let her down. He told Barbara in his easy way, “It occurred to both of us this morning that by the way things cooled off last night, we might be in for a colder stay than we’d planned.”

Angie, having had nothing to do since surprising Debbie not a half hour earlier, decided to put in her two cents. “If you were hoping for seventy degree days and fifty degree nights,” she said, “the answer to that would be yes.” She indicated with her left hand the coffee table nearby, on top of which lay this week’s edition of the local paper. It had come out only two days ago, so the forecast wouldn’t have changed that much. Probably.

She noticed the worried glance that the two guests exchanged and wished that, for once in her life, she’d have known when to keep her mouth shut. Sure, they were going to find out for themselves in a minute, but her putting things that way planted more of a damper in the room than there otherwise would have been.

No wonder she had such miserable luck with keeping a guy interested in her. 

“Why don’t you sit down, Deb,” Paul suggested, gesturing toward the loveseat by the coffee table, “and I’ll find the right page and we can look at it together?”

He hoped he wasn’t going out of bounds here, but Debbie had just begun to rub her lower back as if it were bothering her and he hated to see her uncomfortable.

With a relieved groan, Debbie followed the suggestion, but it didn’t help much with the vague pain that had begun without warning. It wasn’t sharp. Just annoying and distracting. She must have sat wrong in the car or something. Or maybe done something to pull a lumbar muscle at some point this morning.

A few beats later, Paul eased himself onto the other cushion, close enough so that they could both see the open paper, but not so close their thighs would touch. A reasonable distance for casual friends. 

She did her best to ignore his nearness as she peered down at the page where the coming week’s weather forecast was laid out. She felt her eyes grow round.

“Well,” Paul remarked after a minute, “at least it’s not supposed to snow.”

The room fell eerily silent at his words. Not that Angie and Barbara had been making much noise, but the rustling of paper at the desk and the light clinking of Barbara’s knitting needles fell silent at those words. Paul must have noticed, too, because he looked up and around at the same time Debbie did. 

He frowned. “Um, is there something we should know?” he asked, looking first at Angie, then at Barbara.

Phyl stepped into the room at the moment. “Know about what?” she queried, brimming over with pleasure at the sight of their two most recent guests sitting together on the loveseat. 

Keyword being, “love.”

It was going to be just as the Lord had shown her. She had to restrain the urge to squirm and clap her hands with delight.

The young man held up the paper. “It looks like it’s going to be a lot colder than either of us,” he cut Debbie a glance, “had realized possible for this part of the country.”

Phyl laughed as she walked over to them. “Goodness, you Northerners. Always thinking everywhere south of the Mason-Dixon line is southern California,” was on the tip of her tongue, ready to tumble out, but she swallowed back the words. She’d learned the hard way that a statement like that wasn’t conducive to the psychological comfort of the Crazy Quilt Cabin resort guests. In fact, the first and only time she’d said such a thing, the guests in question decided to leave and go further south and west for their winter vacation.

Bert, with whom she’d rarely had a quarrel during their marriage, had not been happy with her that day oh so long ago.

That notwithstanding, if she had a dollar for every Northern tourist who’d shown up at the resort with that particular climate stereotype fixed in their head, she’d be a wealthy woman.

At the loveseat, she bent her head down to look at the page which Paul had open, though she knew perfectly well what the forecast said. It was wrong, of course. Oh, up to about three days in the future, they got it pretty accurate, but after that? This time of year the weather might bring a high of ten degrees with a foot of snow, or a high of eighty with a tropical breeze. Which way it would go was anyone’s guess, so Phyl did what she and Barb had promised long ago to do whenever any of their guests worried over the local weather: keep their lips zipped and answer any questions as vaguely as possible.

“Those are some cold temperatures,” she agreed. “But I’m sure not as cold as what y’all experience in your home states.”

Debbie opened her mouth to remind Phyllis that it was “state,” singular, not “states,” plural, but clamped her mouth shut when she remembered that Paul hadn’t lived in Ohio for a long time. 

She took in a slow, deep breath so that nobody would notice. That was weird. A sign, she suspected, that she was getting too comfortable with Paul. Much too comfortable. Perhaps leaving was the thing to do. Especially if the daytime temperatures were going to end up in the high thirties by the day she’d planned to leave, as the paper was predicting.

She would have to remember to thank her mother for talking her into packing winter clothing.

Chapter 8.

Paul glanced down at Debbie to see what she was thinking, but her gaze was fixed on her clasped hands in her lap. She didn’t look any happier than he felt. Moreover, he sensed that the women who ran this resort were holding something back. But, what? It’s not like they could know something about the weather that the meteorologists didn’t. 

He closed his eyes for a few beats to pray. His silent question didn’t bring any sense of impending doom. He added another quick prayer, begging God to reveal to him if it was too risky for Debbie to stay in this remote place in her condition.

When he opened his eyes not ten seconds later, he looked up to find all three of the resort women staring at him. Correction. At them. At both him and Debbie. Angie averted her gaze as a flush grew on her pale cheeks, but the knowing smiles on the two wrinkled faces didn’t waver. 

Ah, so that was what this strangeness was about. They were doing some mental matchmaking. Well, let them do it for real if they wanted. Paul certainly wouldn’t try to stop them. His lips twitched at the thought, and he couldn’t resist another glance at Debbie.

Her eyes were closed now, but she didn’t look like she was praying. She looked like she was in pain. 

Panic struck him, and he turned to her and put a hand on her shoulder. “Debbie, are you all right?” he asked, working to keep the fear out of his voice. She looked like she could give birth any day now, but she was too smart to have stopped at a place like this if her due date was imminent. At least, that’s what he thought.

Debbie peeled open her eyelids. The last thing she needed was Paul worrying over her. That would endear him even more to her, and she needed to create greater distance between them, not less. 

She pasted on a smile. “Oh, it’s nothing. Just a little backache.” She shrugged. “It’s normal for women who are about to give birth to an elephant.” 

His eyes widened, and she realized he’d misunderstood. “I mean... it’s not that,” she quickly amended. “My due date is two weeks away.” 

Paul’s brow smoothed out. “Good. So, it’s... normal? What you’re feeling right now?”

She nodded. “Yes,” she affirmed, though she really didn’t know. This was the first time in her entire pregnancy that she’d had any back pain. 

It had been eleven years, but Paul could still detect that certain tone in Debbie’s voice which meant that she wasn’t being totally honest. He still vividly recalled the day when they went downhill skiing, and she’d told him that she would be fine even though she’d only skied a few times before, and it had been two entire winters since she’d hit even a bunny slope.

She’d twisted her ankle on the first run down and had to go home and rest it for a week.

That day, her voice had had that same little creak, had taken on the slightly higher pitch, as it had just now.

He took in a deep breath. “Sweetheart,” he said, leaning closer to her, “are you sure you’re fine?”

Debbie’s eyes widened. Her mouth dropped. One of the elderly ladies stage-whispered an, “Oh!”

Only then did he realize his mistake. His colossal, USS Enterprise-sized mistake.

––––––––
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THE REST OF THE MORNING passed in a blur. The blessed thing about it was that the ache in her back subsided, then stopped altogether. It happened sometime before lunch. Debbie wasn’t sure when. Around eleven she’d been staring at the small Christmas tree on the living room coffee table, trying to make sense out of Paul’s use of the word “sweetheart,” when she became aware that the backache was gone. One less thing to worry about. 

But her mind had traded that worry out for another. Paul had never called her anything but Debbie or Deb before. Oh, and those couple of times back when they were kids and he was faking being angry with her and had called her “Deborah Lenora Stanfield.” 

She hadn’t dared ask him, either in the resort office or during the short drive back to the cabin parking lot, what he meant by the term of endearment. By the way his light-olive color had taken on a reddish hue after he’d used it, he hadn’t meant for it to come out of his mouth. Or, maybe as a grown man, he’d taken to using terms of endearment with all female friends. If so, to have reacted as he did, he must have thought that Debbie would have taken issue with it.

She had, solely because his use of that word did nothing to calm the conflicting emotions that had begun to swirl inside her head ever since she encountered him at the office yesterday. 

Now it was two o’clock in the afternoon, and, after having spent some time praying and asking whether she should head down to Texas, she was sitting up against the headboard of the queen-sized bed in the cabin’s single bedroom. Her Walkman lay next to her, its headphones carrying the crooning of Bing Crosby’s “White Christmas” into her ears as she tried to think about anything other than Paul Furillo.

The results were the same as being told not to think about a pink and purple polka-dotted zebra.

Worse, she was no longer sure her past feelings had been the result of a simple crush. If they had been, they’d changed during the past twenty-four hours. If what Debbie wasn’t feeling now was love, then winter was summer, her heart needed a plumber, and everyone was seeing double.

––––––––
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PAUL HIT PAY DIRT AT the thrift store in Eureka Springs, located exactly where Barb and Phyl – as the sweet, older women told him they preferred to be called – told him it would be. He returned to his rental cabin richer by one dark blue sweater, one Dallas Cowboys sweatshirt, one black leather coat, and a slightly too-large pair of gray sweatpants. And he’d only had to shell out fifteen bucks for the lot. His bargain-seeking, coupon-clipping mother might have been proud, if not for two things. First, the purchases were basically a waste, since he had nicer and warmer clothes back home. Second, his mother would never be proud of anything he did. Paul had never been able to live up to the greatness of His Royal Highness, his brother, and the events of nine months ago had cemented the certainty that Paul would be the family black sheep for the rest of his life.

He shoved the thoughts away with an angry huff. At least he could be proud of himself for one thing: his productivity for the past three hours. He’d typed out two chapters. Sure, he’d added around ten more paper balls to the floor, but he’d managed to move the story forward and write in the style he’d been working so hard to turn into a habit during the past few months. For some reason, he’d been inspired to give Rick, the skinny kid who’d gotten in too deep with a local gang, a love interest named Della. Rick had been needing some kind of ally, other than the detective, and Paul didn’t know why he hadn’t come up with a girlfriend right at the get-go.

Lie. He knew perfectly well why. Paul’s own love life was non-existent, so it wasn’t like his mind instantly jumped to romance when he was trying to plot out and pound out an adventure-mystery story.

Now, it was three o’clock in the afternoon and he’d spent the last couple of hours alternating between typing out garbage that ended up on the floor, and thumbing through an old Agatha Christie novel. The reason for his sudden inability to focus? A vivid image of the inspiration for his latest character had insinuated itself into his mind, grabbed on, and was refusing to let go. 

Mainly, he was worried about her. She hadn’t made any other complaints about her back, but when they’d parted ways this morning he’d been able to tell that she’d been putting on her game face to cover up... something. 

With a weary sigh, Paul heaved himself out of the dining table chair, trudged over to the window by the door, and pulled the curtain aside. The sky, which had been mostly blue with a few white, puffy clouds this morning, had turned grayer as the day progressed. He knew exactly what the kinds of clouds now dominating the sky, those narrow bands of low-hanging gray, could bring: snow. As long as the power didn’t go out, he didn’t care if a foot of the white stuff fell overnight, but regardless of her due date, Debbie wouldn’t want to be trapped here. Not without a doctor or hospital in sight. 

His gaze fell to her front door, and as if the action had willed the next event into fruition, the object of his thoughts opened her own cabin door and glanced his way.

He dropped the curtain and stepped back, face flushing as though he’d been caught doing something wrong. Maybe he had. He still hadn’t found either the right time or the nerve to ask about the man whose child she carried. If she ended up being married or engaged, or even in love with another man, he was going to have a lot of repenting to do. He knew well the verses in the Gospel of Matthew where Jesus spoke of how the mere thought of sin made you as culpable as if you’d committed the actual action itself.  

He needed a diversion. As with winter clothing, he hadn’t had the sense that Debbie had to bring along a cassette player and a few tapes, and he knew sitting down to try to write any more today, or at least for the next hour or two, would be futile. He was going to have to go to the office and ask for a videotape. Or two, if they allowed it. 

He’d just finished shrugging into his new-used coat when several taps sounded on his door. Frowning, he walked to it and peeked out the curtain. His eyebrows hiked up, and despite the sermon he’d been mentally giving himself a minute ago, his lips curved into what felt like a silly grin. It matched the giddy sensation making him feel like he was floating two feet off the ground.  

Man, he needed to calm down. Debbie was likely taken. And his reactions to her were likely a mix of guilt over how he dropped her like a hot potato when his family left Ohio, loneliness, and a need for a distraction, any kind of distraction, from what Lenny had done to him.

So he schooled his expression into as neutral as he could manage, then opened the door.

Chapter 9.

Paul’s tight smile caused her own to falter. Was he starting to regret their reunion? The veiled displeasure on his face was a clear sign that she should have followed her initial determination to steer as far away from him as she could while they were both at the resort. In any case, she was an adult. She didn’t need the advice of someone she barely knew.

Then her gaze snagged on the leather coat he was wearing. It was a stylish piece that highlighted, rather than hid, his broad chest and shoulders and athletic figure. Apparently, he’d made out well at the thrift store that the resort sisters had told him about when he’d asked for a place in the nearby town where he could find some inexpensive winter wear.

“Oh,” she said, casting her gaze down as she felt her cheeks grow warm. “I’m sorry. You were going out. Never mind. It’s not impor – "

Against his better judgment, Paul reached out and put a hand on her arm as she began to turn. “No, no, it’s fine,” he insisted. “I was just going to head to the office and check out their videotapes. Here,” he added, pulling the door open just wide enough for her to fit through, “why don’t you come in out of the cold and tell me what’s going on?”

His countenance had gone from annoyance to welcome in the blink of an eye. He must have had something else on his mind that had been bugging him before she showed up. Boy, if those pregnancy hormones didn’t make her overly sensitive and paranoid!

Warm air engulfed her as she stepped into the cabin. Paul closed the door behind her, and she slid away to increase the space between them. Already her insides were turning to mush and her heart was speeding up, just like would happen years ago whenever he was within so much as fifty feet of her in the months before Paul’s family moved away from her hometown. 

She should make up an excuse to get out of here. Say she forgot about something she left on the stove. But it was hardly dinnertime, and the mere thought of making up a story jabbed her gut. She shot up a silent prayer for strength, wisdom, and help as she removed her coat and slung it over her arm. The safest course of action would be to get to the point, have the brief and business-like conversation she’d intended to have upon deciding to come over here, and leave. 

“It looks like it’s going to snow,” she blurted before Paul had a chance to sidetrack her with any more of his sweetness and kindness.

Grimacing, Paul reached up a hand to scratch the back of his neck. “Yeah, I noticed,” he replied. He wanted to move closer to Debbie, but she still seemed to want to maintain some distance from him, and that was probably for the best. “Are you worried about it?”

She blew out a small breath. “A little,” she admitted, then shook her head. She crossed her arms over her large belly. “No, a lot.” Blowing out another breath, she dropped her arms to her side and added, “I mean, it’s not supposed to snow, right? Or maybe there’ll just be a few flurries.” She threw her arms up into the air. “I want to stay. Just a few more days.” She gestured toward the door. “But... I don’t know.”

She’d come to ask his advice? He felt honored as pleasure bubbled inside him like warm honey. At the same time, did he want that kind of responsibility? 

On the other hand, what if his ideal world had taken shape in his mid-twenties? Then they would be married, and giving her advice would be a responsibility he’d gladly carry. And the baby in her womb...

Whoa. Too far. Way too far.

Debbie watched the conflict pass over Paul’s face in waves. What had she been thinking? It wasn’t right to put him on the spot like this, or push him into a corner. 

Shaking her head, she skirted around him as she made her way back to the door. “Thank you for the confirmation,” she stated in a brisk tone. “I just wanted to be sure I wasn’t freaking out over nothing.”

“Debbie, wait.” The words were out before Paul knew they were on his tongue. What to say next? He wasn’t sure. He just had a strong feeling that he should support her somehow. At least make sure that she knew he’d meant what he’d told her yesterday. 

Debbie stopped, but didn’t turn around. 

“Is... is there someone you could call?” He didn’t realize what a stupid question it was until it fell out of his mouth. If she had someone else, she wouldn’t be here.

She didn’t answer for several beats. He’d pushed enough, so he decided to zip it and let her take her time. 

Finally, her shoulders sagged and she said, so quietly he almost missed it, “No. Not... not right now.”

Debbie had tried calling Vanessa twice already this morning, but got no answer. Anyway, she wasn’t sure her Texas-born-and-raised cousin would have any idea about winter weather.

Paul narrowed his eyes at her words. A nebulous answer if he’d ever heard one. But it might mean that the child’s father was still around, that he and Debbie were separated for some reason. If so, it might be that they were going to eventually reconcile.

Which meant, of course, that Debbie had come to his cabin only as a friend. A desperate friend. Seeking a bit of support and encouragement. Nothing more.

Paul took in a deep breath. Okay. If that was the role God had given him here, as an encouraging friend, he could be that. His heart would be ripped to shreds when she left, regardless of what happened between them, so he might as well be the person she needed right now. 

“Would you... would you sit down for a few minutes?” he asked, taking a tentative step in her direction. “We can go over options. Two heads are better than one.”

She turned to face him then. Her shaky smile and shimmering eyes seared his heart, but he forced himself to hold back the compulsion to close the gap between them and wrap her in a strong embrace. 

“Okay,” she agreed, and allowed him to put a hand on her elbow and begin to guide her to the living room sofa. 

They didn’t quite make it, because to get to the living room they had to pass the dining area. And the floor of this particular dining area was covered in crumpled sheets of paper.

He found himself cringing, and wishing he hadn’t open the door to her. 

She was about to find out more about his current life than he was ready for her to know.

Chapter 10.

If you walk into somebody’s house and see several inches of snow on the floor, you’re bound to notice it. So the white mass of crumpled paper in the dining room caught Debbie’s attention before they’d even stepped completely out of the kitchen. 

Her heart turned over. Memories flooded. Because if Paul was throwing paper on the floor, that meant... 

Slowly, her eyes tracked from the floor to the chair to the table. And there it was. A typewriter. Not the manual kind he’d used as a kid, one his grandfather had given him when Paul was ten, but a modern electric one. And, there was a sheet of paper rolled into it.

Paul saw the glint in her eye, and made a long, quick step to prevent what he knew she wanted to do. He slapped his palm over the paper just as she began to peer over the top of the machine.

“It’s no good,” he said, sweat breaking out all over his body and his mouth turning into the Sahara Desert. 

She crossed her arms over her chest. Raised one eyebrow. “Everything you wrote was always good.” Skepticism and curiosity mingled in her tone. She took a step toward a spot where she’d be able to see the front of the typewriter.

“Please,” Paul begged, his nervousness ramping up another notch. 

Debbie stared at him for a few seconds, then looked behind him toward the ceiling. “Oh, that’s so cute! I’ll bet you hadn’t even noticed it.”

As he turned to look behind himself and up, she managed, with a little discomfort, to pick up one of the balls of paper that were strewn all around the table.

“What are you talking about?” Paul asked, his gaze still shifted upward. “There isn’t – Debbie!” Frustration strangled her name in his throat when he turned back around to find her reading the words on the paper she’d just straightened.

Her lips stretching into a grin, she spun away from him more quickly than she thought possible, given her condition, and did her best to scan the words while holding the paper away from Paul. He finally quit grabbing for it, however, instead rubbing both hands down either side of his face. 

The page was two-thirds full of words, so it took her a minute to read it in its entirety. For a long moment after, the only sounds in the place were Paul’s ragged breathing and the light crinkling of the paper in her hand. She frowned, then raised her gaze to meet his. 

“This... it isn’t...” She inhaled, searching for the right words. “I don’t remember your writing sounding... quite like this.” She was trying to be polite. But, Paul could write much better than this. Or, he had when he was a kid. 

“People change.” Paul’s response was hard. Angry? 

Gingerly, she laid the piece of paper on the table. “I guess so,” she agreed, her heart tearing in two. Coming here had been a mistake. Paul had changed, it seemed, and not in a good way.

Paul wanted to kick himself for his overreaction. He needed to fix this, and fast. “Deb,” he began, venturing a step closer to her, “I’m not mad at you, and I totally agree. This isn’t my best style. But...” How could he put this? Did he even want her to know? Not really. Not yet, because of how complicated this whole publishing mess was. At the same time, he wanted her to understand. Wanted to stop her from building a wall between them, which he could almost feel happening as the dismay on her face melted into indifference. Besides, after the harsh way he’d spoken to her just now, he owed her at least part of the truth.

So he gave her what he dared, saying, “It’s what my editor wants.” 

Debbie’s expression changed in a flash. Her narrowed eyes widened, then began sparkling as her tight lips softened and drew up into a smile. “Oh, Paul!” She reached over and grasped his upper arm. “You have a contract? An actual contract? With a publisher? Who is it? Is it one of the big ones? Is this your first book?” 

She shook her head, her eyebrows tugging down and mouth twisting in self-disgust. “Oh, Paul,” she added, sliding her hand away, “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to insult you.”

Though Debbie couldn’t comprehend why a publisher would prefer the kind of writing she’d just read to the way Paul had written as a teenager, fast-paced and witty, she felt terrible for having insinuated that he was now a lousy writer. Besides, what she’d just seen had been a throw-away piece. Maybe it was on the floor because it hadn’t measured up to Paul’s standards.

Before he had a chance to reply to her barrage of questions, another one popped into her head, slipping off her tongue a half beat later. “Is that why you’re here? To finish a book?”

Paul nodded, hoping with his whole heart that Debbie had forgotten her other questions. He knew where a conversation about his non-existent novel contract would lead, and he wasn’t ready to go there with her just yet. 

“Oh, I’m sorry.” Debbie began putting on her coat as she backed away a couple of steps. “Then you’re busy. Never mind. I’m a big girl. I can figure out –"

“No,” Paul argued. He closed the small gap between them and settled a hand on hers. “I needed a break. I never do that great in the afternoon, anyway.” 

His heart didn’t seem to care at all that this action would surely lead to greater pain for it. And it completely ignored his brain’s command to let her leave. All the easier to do because of the tingling sensation he was experiencing where his fingers touched Debbie’s silky skin.

Debbie flicked her gaze between Paul and the typewriter and the papers on the floor, as if deliberating. “Okay,” she finally said, then grinned. “Let’s be boring and talk about the weather.”

Paul grinned back, and if he’d felt like he was floating a few minutes ago, now he felt like he was soaring above the clouds. So of course, his heart took over his mouth again. “Afterward,” he said, “do you wanna watch a movie with me?”

Chapter 11.

Images flickered across the television screen, and Paul chuckled, but Debbie was having a hard time concentrating on the movie. First, she kept questioning whether she should be here, in Paul’s cabin, watching a movie with him. Though he was on the loveseat and she was on the sofa adjacent to it, the arrangement still felt intimate. She hoped that his invitation for her to stay and watch a movie meant that he had no special someone waiting for him back home, but he was older now. He might have changed in ways that had nothing to do with a writing talent. Some good teenage boys turned into deceitful, cheating men.

But, no. Not quiet Paul. She could tell that the boy with a strong character and wholesome set of morals had grown into a man with the same admirable traits. Traits that might have strengthened, because the boy had never been one to wear his faith on his sleeve, but the man had said a brief but sweet prayer for her as they’d ended their conversation over an hour ago. And she could tell by his humble attitude and tone of voice that his relationship with God was real.

The conversation had been about whether she should stay or leave. That was the second thing bothering her right now. The options. If she wanted to stay but it began to snow in earnest, he would be happy to check out of the resort and drive her to Texas, where they both assumed the weather wouldn’t be as bad. She hadn’t wanted to take him up on his offer, primarily because she didn’t know if her heart could take several hours in the car alone with him. The second reason was that neither of the two obvious options appealed to her. She didn’t want to leave right away when these clouds might end up doing nothing, nor was she willing to risk getting stuck here as her due date drew closer.

“Michael J. Fox is so good in this.” Paul’s comment pulled her out of her worries and back to the movie. “You never really know an actor’s potential until they get on the big screen.”

Debbie didn’t agree with the sentiment 100 percent, but his words brought back to her mind another question she’d had earlier, after realizing that he’d finally begun living his dream to become a published novelist.

Picking up the remote for the VCR, she hit the pause button, leaving Marty McFly staring at Doc Brown’s DeLorean-cum-time machine. 

Paul turned to her with a frown. “I thought you said you liked Back to the Future.”

Debbie ignored his comment so as not to get sidetracked. “Why don’t you write on a computer?” As soon as the words were out, her face heated and she wanted to snatch them back and swallow them down. There was a good chance Paul did write on a computer, back at his home. It’s not like you could carry one around in your hand, let alone easily pack one in a suitcase. 

Before she had a chance to open her mouth and apologize, Paul replied, “I don’t like computers.” He averted his gaze as he spoke. What was he not telling her?

Debbie shrugged. “I guess that’s fair. And the upfront cost is a lot more.” She gave the dining area a pointed glance. “It’s just that, well, it’s a lot easier to fix mistakes with a word processing program, compared to a typewriter.”

Paul felt his face flush. He needed to watch what he said next. Not only did he not want to ruin the lighthearted mood of this afternoon, but also he didn’t want to reveal too much. What he should say was nothing at all, but the anger Debbie’s remark had stirred up begged for some sort of release.

He forced his voice to remain level as he began the inevitable tirade. “Computers are going to take over our lives one day, Debbie.” He shifted on the cushion to face her fully. “They’re going to destroy society as we know it, as people depend more and more on screens to communicate with others instead of on face-to-face meetings. They’ll spend their days isolated in their homes, typing notes back and forth, and because there’ll be a good bit of anonymity, maybe even talking to strangers on the other side of the world, things’ll turn nasty. People will start saying whatever they think, without regard for other people’s beliefs or feelings. So everyone will lose empathy and forget how to genuinely connect to and relate with other people.”

Debbie’s jaw dropped, and she seemed to want to interject something, but he was on a roll and far from finished. He’d been musing on this topic for months. 

He continued, “Then there’s the fact – the fact, Deb – that computers are already turning people’s brains to mush. Not too far from now, nobody will have to do any sort of computation. And nobody will have to memorize or study anything, either, because whatever they want to know, they’ll be able to find out instantly with a press of a button.” He jabbed a finger at her. “Mark my words, one day computers will even be writing books, putting real, human authors who live to use their creativity to entertain, out of business. The same is likely to happen with music and movies, too.” 

He could hear his voice getting louder, could feel the tension at the back of his neck growing tighter, so he paused to take a breath. 

When he felt better composed, he leaned forward, pleading silently for Debbie to hear what he was saying. “Computers are already being used to steal, cheat, and destroy lives.” He eased back, shaking his head. “Nope. No way. The day my editor or publisher insists that I use a word processor to write is the day I quit writing.”

Debbie had a hard time picking her jaw up off the floor. “Did... did the Lord show you all that? In prayer, or something?” She could hear the timidity in her own voice. She’d heard some bleak pictures painted of the future, but this one, perhaps because it was the most realistic, terrified her more than any other. 

Paul had already said way too much. So he limited his answer to a mumbled, “Or something.”

Debbie took in a deep, raspy breath. Let it out. Then, gestured to the television. “So, you believe that by 2015 there will be flying cars and pencil-thin cameras that fit in the palm of your hand?”

She was scared, and it was all his fault. Great. Why couldn’t he keep his big trap shut? He forced lightness into his tone when he replied, “The first one, I doubt. Not in the next thirty years. The second? Conceivable. Computers are already a lot smaller now than they were twenty years ago.”

Debbie stared at the stilled images on the screen. The baby kicked, as if demanding to know what was going on, but her only reaction to the movement was to place a palm over the unborn child. It was all she could do at the moment, thanks to the thoughts swirling around in her mind. It was metaphorical, this conversation. She was going to bring this baby into a completely unknown future. The small bit of life insurance Rob had left behind wouldn’t go far, and at thirty-four years old, he hadn’t worked long enough to earn much in the way of Social Security benefits. Debbie was going to have to figure out how to raise her child and hold down a job. Without a husband to help her with either. 

She would never judge the parents of latchkey kids again. Some of those families, she realized with the power of a truck slamming into a concrete wall at seventy miles per hour, had no other choice. 

She pulled her gaze back to Paul. He looked as miserable as she felt. Just when she had a chance to feel him out, rekindle their friendship, she had to go and blow it. Why couldn’t she keep her big trap shut?

On the other hand, she’d learned something about Paul’s adult life that she never would have guessed: someone, sometime, had hurt him somehow by the use of technology. Perhaps even with a computer. But had this  knowledge really been worth the sacrifice of an enjoyable afternoon with the one person on earth she trusted more than any other, besides her parents and brother?

No. No, it hadn’t. 

And she knew that nothing could bring the happy mood of five minutes ago back.

“Paul,” she said, “I’m feeling a little queasy. Maybe I can take a rain check?”

She was back in her cabin five minutes later, lying on her side on the bed and sobbing into the pillow.

And this time, it had nothing to do with pregnancy hormones.

Chapter 12.

The next day, there was no snow on the ground, but the backache had returned. It wasn’t any worse than it had been yesterday, but equally as distracting and bothersome. As much as she wanted to forget it, the conversation with Paul yesterday afternoon circled back into her head. Specifically, the part where he’d claimed that people would one day be able to find answers to any questions they might have by looking them up on a computer. 

As horrible as that machine-run future sounded, she wished she could do that now. Her doctor had told her about Braxton-Hicks, false contractions that could happen anytime in the weeks before a baby’s due date, but as far as she could recall, Dr. Lansing hadn’t mentioned anything about feeling them in the lower back. And, weren’t those fake contractions supposed to be painless?

Perhaps if a howling wind hadn’t interrupted her sleep at around one in the morning, she would be okay. Fearing a blizzard, she’d forgotten in her semi-conscious state that she was pregnant and pulled herself up into a sitting position much too quickly than was good for her. But there hadn’t been any snow, just tree branches bending over almost double. It had taken her almost an hour to get back to sleep, and she woke up three times more, worried that a storm might be on its way, before finally getting up at a little after six. By that time, the outside air had stilled, and she hadn’t heard any wind since. 

Turning away from the now-peaceful, if gray, scenery outside the sliding glass door, Debbie sighed. She wasn’t going to worry about the pain. Dr. Lansing had also told her that women in their third trimester were at high risk of pulling muscles, thanks to the loosened joints, so any little wrong move could potentially cause a disproportionate amount of pain compared to a non-pregnant body. If not last night, Debbie must have done something yesterday to pull a muscle. She was going to ignore the twinge as much as she could and enjoy this day.

She padded toward the kitchen just as the tea kettle on the stove began to whistle. While she no longer needed lemon-honey tea to quell morning nausea, drinking the hot beverage had become a calming ritual that was now embedded into her morning routine. She didn’t see herself ever giving it up, though she might expand the flavors of tea at some point. 

As she poured the water into a mug and squeezed a wedge of lemon into it, she lifted up a silent prayer of gratitude that, however much her back ached this morning, the ache in her heart seemed to have diminished. After she got through feeling sorry for herself yesterday afternoon, she spent some time praying. She’d prayed that Paul would be healed from whatever wound had turned him bitter, that he would be able to forgive whomever had wronged him. She’d prayed to know if she was supposed to continue to try to be his friend, or keep her distance. And she prayed that if it was the latter, that God would protect her heart and help her to see the situation from His point of view. 

She couldn’t say whether she had the answer to her last two requests, but simply putting them into the hands of her loving Father had enabled her to relinquish the emotions surrounding her relationship with Paul, at least the strongest of them. 

Her stomach growled as she sat down at the dining table with the tea, and she laughed. “I guess I’ll be in the rocking chair a lot, feeding you,” she said to her baby, “if you’re this hungry all the time once you get out.” 

She allowed herself a few sips of the comforting citrus brew before pushing herself up to make some toast. As she did, a tiny white something floated down outside the balcony door. She blinked, then focused hard on the spot. A few seconds later, another one came down a couple of feet away from where the first had fallen.

Debbie gasped. Walked over to the glass door and peered out. 

Yes. It was snowing. Okay, they were light flurries, with a single tiny flake falling only every few seconds, but still. There hadn’t been flurries in the forecast, either, and when she’d opened that same door a half hour ago, she was sure the nighttime temperature had dropped lower than the number she’d seen in the paper yesterday. Without a thermometer, she couldn’t be sure, but the flakes still floating down at random intervals from the sky and not melting when they hit the ground? They told the truth better than the most skilled weatherman ever could.

Her heart sank. She was going to have to make a decision about whether to stay sooner than she’d hoped.

Or.

She cast a glance in the direction of the parking lot, even though several walls blocked her view of it. She could call Vanessa to let her know she was on her way, pack up, and be gone within an hour. That way, she’d be sure to leave while the roads were still drivable, and she could be at her cousin’s by the middle of this afternoon. The notion was practical, reasonable, and logical.

But, if it was such a great idea, why did the thought make her want to cry?

––––––––

[image: ]


“WE’RE GLAD YOU ENJOYED your stay.” Phyl beamed at the middle-aged couple who had entered the office a few minutes ago to check out. “But I hope you’re not leaving on account of those few measly frozen bits we had earlier. That might be the last we see of snow for a while.”

“Or,” the man countered with a jovial smile, “it could be the beginning of something a lot worse.” The rotund man turned to his equally plump wife, whose long, silver-streaked hair was piled high on her head in proper Texas style. “In Amarillo, we have a saying,” he said with a wink. “If you don’t like the weather right now...”

“...then wait a minute,” finished Barb, who had left her post by the Christmas tree to chat with the departing guests.

The man, an attorney named Earl Chester, shook his head with a grin. “Wrong,” he said. “Count yer blessings, ‘cause it’s about to git worse.”

Phyl and Barb laughed heartily at that. Even Angie, who was often slow to understand punch lines, curved her lips up into a smile.

“Even if we could stay another day in this beautiful place,” Mrs. Chester interjected, “which we can’t on account of this thing called Christmas coming up,” she elbowed her husband in the ribs, “we’ve seen innocent snowflakes turn into a blizzard within minutes out where we live, so we wouldn’t want to take any chances.”

“Well, I ain’t about to twist your arm,” Phyl said, “but you do know that we appreciate your visits.” The Chesters had been regular guests for the past six years, usually in October, because, as the mister put it one time, the missus liked to see something besides flat grassland once in a while. 

The couple had barely walked out of the cabin when Angie began pulling on a strand of hair. A few seconds later, as Barb suspected would happen, she put the strand in her mouth and began chewing on it. 

When Angie had first come to work for her great-aunts, Phyl and Barb both tried to get her to stop that odd habit, plus a couple of other ones. But though Angie never expressed them when guests were around, and not nearly as often as she used to, she’d never given them completely up. Barb and Phyl now realized that was a good thing. These behaviors, they soon learned, relayed to them information that Angie didn’t admit easily: something was bothering her. And the something usually ended up being, if not of the utmost importance, not anything trivial, either.

Furrowing her brow, Barb walked the few steps needed to get in front of where Angie was sitting, then asked, “Dear heart, what’s wrong?”

Angie had been taught to respect her elders, and she didn’t want to risk her position here. As sweet and kind as the aunties were, everyone had their limits. And Angie felt that if she spoke the truth, she would surpass that limit and offend the gracious ladies forever.

But she couldn’t lie. She never had been able to. Not without turning six shades of red. And what she had to say needed to be said. Because lives could be at stake. Specifically, the lives of a pregnant woman and her unborn baby.

Pulling the hair out of her mouth with a huff, she pushed the chair back, stood, and began pacing in front of the desk. Her pacing was a habit neither of the aunties cared for, but she couldn’t help it. It was the only way she could think and articulate when she was upset. 

“Y’all are Christians,” she said, watching her feet as they moved her in an oval in front of the desk. “You believe that lying is wrong. But yesterday when Miss Tanner and Mr. Furillo were in here, asking about the weather, you made it sound like the forecast was accurate. Like they didn’t have anything to worry about. And you know that’s not true.” She began swinging her arms back and forth in front of her body as she continued to pace, trying to keep her emotions in check. “It’s not true. It’s not true.” She mumbled the same phrase three more times before finally screeching to a stop at the end of the desk opposite to where her aunties were standing. 

She gave them the briefest of glances, dropped her gaze to the surface of the desk while grabbing a bunch of hair in each hand, then declared, “Debbie could pop at any moment and you lied to her and you need to make it right.”

Barb and Phyl stared at Angie for several beats. Then, Barb stared at Phyl. Phyl stared at Barb. As usual, Angie’s words hit like the blunt edge of a hammer. But not as usual, this time, Angie was wrong.

Wasn’t she? Phyl knew what the Lord had shown her the day before yesterday. If either Debbie or Paul left, then His will wouldn’t be done. His plans would come to nothing.

And two precious people would be left alone in this world.

Though Barb didn’t have the visionary gift that her sister did, she’d always been good at math. So it was easy for her to put two and two together. 

Meaning, if she were a betting woman, which she wasn’t, and if she had a farm, which she didn’t, Barb would bet that farm that she knew what was going through her sister’s head.

She moved to stand next to her and put a hand on her shoulder as Angie plopped back down into her desk chair and put her head in her hands. “His ways aren’t our ways,” Barb reminded Phyl gently. “His thoughts are not our thoughts.”

As her breast heaved with a deep breath, Phyl shifted her gaze away from her great-niece and looked up at Barb. “I messed up bad, didn’t I?” she asked. Remorse filled her chest cavity until she felt like she might suffocate. 

Offering her a small smile, Barb squeezed her shoulder, then lifted one of her own. “We see as in a mirror, darkly,” she responded. 

Phyl let out a sigh as she lifted her left hand and covered her mouth with the index finger. After a moment of thought and silent repentance, she lowered her hand, then walked over to Angie and cupped a hand on the top of her head. “You’re right, dear heart, you’re right,” she admitted. “As always. Thank you for helping get this old woman’s head on straight.”

Angie pressed her hands more tightly against her face, the weight of what she’d just done still crushing, despite Phyl’s implied absolution. She needed at least a good five minutes before her emotions stopped threatening to explode. In the ideal world, she’d go back to her room and listen to music and dance for a while.

She felt a tender stroke down her shoulder-length hair as Auntie Phyl said, “You go on and listen to your music for about a half hour. We’ll be okay here.”

Auntie Barb would have attributed this mind-reading to Auntie Phyl’s gift, but Angie knew that it was down to the fact that both of her aunties had come to know her quirky habits, and understand how she best de-stressed.

Nevertheless, Angie was grateful for the reprieve. She nodded, slid her hands away from her face, and, mumbling a “thanks,” kept her gaze on the floor as she trotted to the back of the cabin. 

Phyl turned to Barb and squared her shoulders. “Well,” she huffed, “I guess I have a visit to pay.”

But she hadn’t made it halfway to the front door when it swung open. Mrs. Chester bustled in, her husband right on her heels. 

“The wind last night!” Mrs. Chester exclaimed breathlessly. “It knocked down a big oak ‘bout a quarter of a mile down the road. It’s blocking the entire road, and there’s no way around it!”

Chapter 13.

When Paul stepped into the office, he immediately wondered who’d died. No, that wasn’t right. The four faces that turned toward him as he entered weren’t showing grief, but dismay. Dismay hovering on horror. 

He took a step back as if Freddie Kruger was about to jump out from the hallway that was located to the left and behind the registration desk. “I can... come back later?” he suggested, though it would be easy enough to set the VHS tape in his hand on any piece of furniture and slip back out.

Except that now, guilt skittered over the dismay on the faces of the two elderly sisters. Suspicion tweaked at his insides. His smile faltered, for the guilt seemed aimed directly at him. What could they possibly have to feel guilty about?

His mind jumped to Debbie. Had she left, thus foiling their matchmaking endeavor? That wouldn’t explain the worry splayed over the faces of the portly couple who stood between him and the resort owners. On the other hand, they could have been relatives of Debbie’s whom he’d never met. 

If something had happened to Debbie, he would blame himself and never be able to forgive himself for it. 

A baseball-sized lump in his throat, and heart pounding in his stomach, he ignored the couple and rushed over to the desk. “Is it Debbie? Has something happened to her?” he demanded.

The idea that swooped into his mind a half second later sent a terror icier than the outside air screaming through him. “It’s not her baby, is it?” Though, surely he would have heard any sort of commotion going on around her cabin, wouldn’t he? Unless it had happened in the middle of the night when the wind was making a raucous that would have prevented him from hearing a train go by right outside his window.

Barb stepped to his side and put a hand on his arm. “Oh, no, dear. We’re so sorry.” She glanced at Phyl. “It’s nothing like that. It’s just...” Her voice trailed off, and her gaze turned pleading as it slid back to her sister.

Phyl, realizing full well that she had been the main instigator in this whole muddle, moved to stand on the other side of the young man, whose naturally light tan color had turned a little pale. She explained about the fallen tree, then forcing a smile, excused herself from the Chesters and pulled him down the hall. The muted notes of Michael Jackson’s “Beat It” drifted out from underneath Angie’s bedroom door. 

“We committed a grave sin, Barb and me,” she confessed in a whisper. “I’m afraid we lied to you. I ain’t gonna sugarcoat it. At my age I know good and well that not telling the whole truth when you know ya ought to is the same as lyin’.” She had to push the words out through and over the invisible wads of cotton suddenly filling her mouth. When was she going to stop letting her pride get the better of her?

She went on to explain about the unreliable weather forecasting, and the reality of winters in northwest Arkansas. She couldn’t apologize enough. 

Paul finally had to raise a hand to get the woman to stop apologizing. “What’s done is done,” he said, keeping his voice calm, though for Debbie’s sake he was unable to dredge up an ounce of kindness into it. “Do you have a chainsaw on the premises? I know I don’t look it,” he glanced down at his accountant-slash-writer’s arms, “but I’ve handled my fair share of power tools.”

Phyl clapped her hands together, eyes growing wide with relief and delight, mouth tugging upward in a smile to match. “Oh, yes! Yes, we do.” She tugged at his arm to lead him back to the cabin office, where they could exit the back door beyond Angie’s desk and through their private living room. “None of us girls can handle the thing, ya know, and we’ve got a couple of guys we could call, but if you really don’t mind...”

Ten minutes later, the Chesters having returned to their cabin with a promise of a free stay as long as they were stranded at Crazy Quilt Cabins, Paul joined Barb and Phyl in their dismay. The chainsaw was broken, and Phyl couldn’t get a hold of the several people she knew who might come to their rescue.
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FINALLY GETTING HOLD of her cousin and telling her she was on her way to her house, Debbie got busy.

At least, in her mind, she did. In reality? Ninety minutes later, she still hadn’t completed a task that should have taken fewer than thirty. Repacking the suitcase she’d only emptied a couple of days ago had turned out to be more tedious than cutting an acre of grass with a pair of scissors, so, at frequent intervals, she’d abandoned the job to go stare out one of the windows, or out of the balcony door. It had been well over an hour since she’d seen a single flake. Not that she couldn’t have missed one, but there was nothing white on the ground. And the clouds were breaking up, allowing bits and pieces of blue sky to show through. 

Would it be so risky to stay a couple of more days according to her original plan? As the morning wore on and the backache once again eased, she was increasingly inclined to think not. At the very least, she couldn’t leave without making things right with Paul. Without seeing if the boy who left her eleven years ago, the boy she’d fallen in love with, was still there, hiding beneath the shadows of grown-up defeats and despair. 

She wanted – no, needed – to find out if he had a significant other in his life, and if not, if he’d ever had any feelings for her beyond friendship. She hadn’t spent all this time staring out of windows with a blank mind. Not hardly. She hadn’t spent so much time in prayer and deep thought since the days after Rob proposed marriage.

As a result of this morning’s contemplation, she came to the conclusion that neither God nor she wanted to be one of the millions of miserable people who spent their entire lives not knowing a potentially life-changing and enriching truth, simply because they were afraid to find it out.

At ten-sixteen in the morning, she placed both her hands over her child and asked, “It’s going to be okay, isn’t it, little one? If any man could love you like he was your father, it would be Paul, wouldn’t it?”

Perhaps she was lying to herself, but she knew for certain that if she and Paul had any chance of becoming life partners, Paul would do the best he could. He would care for the child and be good to him, so that he would never have to miss having a father, would never know that he might have experienced something better, if only...

She cut the thoughts off with a moan. Who was she kidding? What had she been thinking? She couldn’t force Paul into a life he hadn’t chosen, and that’s exactly what she would do, intentionally or not, if she confessed her true feelings for him and it turned out that he reciprocated them. Or, would be willing to see if he could ever reciprocate them. 

What a horrible irony! She carried the child of a man she’d never cared for, not in the way a wife should care for her husband, and the only man she’d ever loved, she had to forget so that he could live a life free of hindrances.

Debbie had paced to the front door of her cabin amidst this onslaught of thoughts, and these last ones had her changing her mind. She needed to leave this resort. Now. Before she saw Paul again.

The very consideration tore her heart into pieces. 

“Oh, Rob, oh, Rob!” she wailed as she rubbed her belly, “can you ever forgive me? I didn’t mean for things to turn out this way. Please, can I have another chance? Can’t I go back in time and...” She choked on the next words, leaned her head against the door, and began sobbing with deep gasps and cries.

––––––––
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PAUL FROZE WITH HIS foot in the air, ready to take the first step up to the front door of Debbie’s cabin. Who was Rob? Was she talking to him on the phone? 

The answer to the first question tumbled into his head before her pleading to go back in time. Rob was the baby’s father. Paul knew it like he knew that Debbie was right about his new writing style. And by the sound of it, Debbie was ready to go back to this Rob. Wanted to start fresh. Do things right.

Boy, did he relate to that. Unfortunately, he knew now with horrible certainty that he could never fix the mistake he’d made over a decade ago. Debbie belonged to someone else, and by the sound of it, wanted to return to him.

Although he’d figured as much, knowing the truth seared his chest cavity into two bleeding chunks. 

His mind turning numb, he backed away from her cabin. One step. Two. Three. On the fourth, he began to turn, but never got to finish the move. He felt his left foot slip underneath him, and a couple of heartbeats later, he was lying flat on his back, unable to move.

Chapter 14.

Realizing whatever neighbors she had, even if just the one across the road, might be able to hear her, Debbie gulped back the sobs a few seconds after she’d begun. She’d go to her bedroom and stick her face into her pillow to get the rest of her frustration, guilt, and sorrow out. And perhaps figure out how to articulate that prayer about going back in time without sounding like she’d lost all her faith.

Fat chance. In intense moments like these, it was almost impossible to see God as anything but a cruel trickster. Impossible to remember that her life as it was at that moment was the sum total of all the choices she’d made. Made, not been pushed into by her heavenly Father.

As she turned from the door, movement outside her window caught in her peripheral vision. Was someone there? She turned back in time to find Paul falling flat on his back not far from the front steps of her cabin. 

With a gasp, she yanked open the door and made her way down the steps as quickly as she dared, which, in her fear, felt like the pace of a snail lugging a tractor tire behind it. 

“Paul! Paul! Are you okay?” she called. 

From what she could see, his eyes were closed and he wasn’t moving. Panic sliced through her. 

Relief swept it away just as quickly when Paul replied with a feeble, “I don’t know.” 
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