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Chapter 1

[image: ]




During the height of the busy summer season, the small town of Wellfleet found itself mourning one of its own. 

Vivienne stood out in a subdued gray t-shirt and jeans, among tourists who crowded the streets in their shorts and tops of lemon, lavender, pink, green and white. The colors reminded her, I could use some of Howie’s saltwater taffy before going to Magda’s shop.

Howie’s taffy and sundries store was stocked for the summer and already crowded with tourists browsing for t-shirts, flip flops, visors, hats and other Cape novelties. Standing behind the counter, the sound of his old cash register rang like the bell at the end of a boxing round.

“Morning, Howie.” Vivienne maneuvered her way through the tourists and narrow aisles. Sand from the beach dusted the old, uneven wood floor and crackled under her sandals. After taking one of the small bags, she filled it with every flavor he had. Waiting patiently behind several people, she then handed Howie the bag. “I could use this today.” 

His frown was one of many in the town, saddened by Vivienne’s loss. “It’s on me.”

Magda’s shop was on the opposite side of the street and toward the middle of town, so Vivienne went to the corner and waited with the others to cross. Directing traffic was Jack Higgins. He was new on the Wellfleet Police Department, and Vivienne could feel his calm demeanor simmering in the rising heat, having landed this duty no one wanted. Sweat lines appeared on his short-sleeve khaki uniform. 

“Stay hydrated, Jack,” Vivienne said.

“Got plenty of water, Mrs. Callane, thank you. Steve is replacing me in a few hours, so I’m good.”

Before she entered Magda’s shop, Vivienne paused outside, admiring the two window displays that Magda changed every day. On the right, she had coordinated cotton and linen tops with patterned shorts and leisure pants, for daywear. The other window showed the transition to evening. Magda chose long flowy dresses in jeweled colors that would graze sandaled ankles, and pashminas to cover sun-kissed shoulders. Needing nothing more than a delicate velvet hanger, a little black dress shared the spotlight for eveningwear. In Vivienne’s eyes, it stole the show. A row of tiny black sequins around the neckline, added a stunning elegance to this classic dress. Vivienne’s sigh was deep. For an instant, she closed her eyes and wished for that time again, when life was simple, and beautiful dresses like this one hung freely in her closet. 

Magda was ready for Vivienne’s visit to her shop. Having been widowed herself, five years ago, she would never forget how Vivienne helped her shoulder her grief and find a way to live without her husband. Magda knew Vivienne needed the same support now. “Morning, Viv. I got a coffee for the both of us.”

Vivienne held up the bag of taffy. “I stopped at Howie’s on the way.”

Magda reached for the bag. “The coffee can wait. I love the white ones.” 

“I know you do, so I bought extra. They’re all yours.” Vivienne opened the wax paper and popped a pink taffy in her mouth. She admired the seafoam green cotton top Magda wore, paired with white cropped pants and sandals. “I love that you always choose something to wear from the store every day.” 

“It shows customers the fit and look of the clothes. I picked out a dress for you. It’s hanging in front of the changing room, but there are more on the racks against the wall, if you want another option.” 

“Thank you.” Vivienne’s gaze went to the store window again. With sad resignation, she glanced down at her not-so-slender hips then picked one other dress from the conservative section to try on.

As Vivienne came out of the changing room, modeling the first dress, Magda examined her from head to toe. “You look lovely.” 

“I don’t need to look lovely.”

“Why? There’s nothing overstated about this simple black dress. I’m sure Nate would want you to wear something nice, Viv.”

With a twist of her body to the right and left, Vivienne eyed herself in the mirror. “My mother would approve. It falls below my knee.”

“And sleeveless will be perfect. They’re predicting record heat tomorrow.” 

“Now that you mentioned it, is the air on in here?” Vivienne fanned herself with her hand.

Magda walked to the control panel on the wall. “I’ll turn the temperature down a bit.” 

Vivienne sighed. “Menopause. It robbed me of my hormones, left me with the flashes from Hades, and obsessing with a tweezer over every stray hair that pops up on my chin. And the days of wearing that little black dress in the window are long gone.”

“They’re gone for me, too, but the young women who vacation here may need something that makes a statement at a party. You’d do more justice to those hips in a pair of fitted jeans.” Magda pointed to the table in the middle of the store. “These just arrived.” She rummaged for Vivienne’s size and picked out a pair in a dark-blue wash. 

Behind the changing room curtain, Vivienne put the other dress aside and pulled on the jeans, which slipped easily over her legs and hips. She took more than the few seconds to admire the woman looking back at her in the mirror. The jeans sat just below her waist and hugged her hips, tapering down to her slender ankles. She opened the clip keeping her hair off her shoulders and shook her head, releasing the thick, unruly brown curls that hadn’t been touched by a stylist in months. Her fingers tugged on a ringlet that fell below her shoulders, and she asked the woman in the mirror, “Where have you been?” 

Magda was waiting when Vivienne pulled aside the dressing room curtain. Pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose with her index finger, she scrutinized the fit and overall appearance, as she would for any customer. “They’re a perfect fit and just what you needed today.” She held out a pair of sandals. “Give me your old jeans, I’ll get rid of them. Out with the old, in with the new.” 

Vivienne swapped her jeans for the simple pair of black sandals.

“You know, it’s okay to be angry, Viv.”

She sighed and let the gentle permission of Magda’s words settle in her heart. 

“Why didn’t he tell me he was ill? Did he think I wasn’t strong enough to walk that road with him?”

“I wish I had an answer for you. You’ll never know what was in his mind, but what I do know, is that those rough years have ended. You can breathe now, Vivienne, and tell him what’s in your heart, at the cemetery tomorrow.”

Vivienne had pushed the cemetery from her mind, like the throbbing pain of a bad tooth, until Magda mentioned it. “Tomorrow.” 

***
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The next morning, Vivienne hung the Closed sign on the door of the restaurant, as did the whole town of Wellfleet. Tourists showed their disappointed frowns as they peeked in the darkened windows of stores and restaurants, having nowhere to spend their money except the crappy little store on Route 6 that sold only floats and seashell trinkets that would break after a couple of hours. 

Town folk gathered at the Wellfleet Rural Cemetery to pay their respects around the casket of local fisherman, Nate Callane. Father Caspian stood at the head of the casket with a Bible in hand.

When he began to recite The Fisherman’s Prayer, Vivienne squeezed Evan’s hand and leaned to him. “Thank you for being here.”

“Mom, where else would I be?” Evan whispered. “Everything, I mean everything I am, I owe to Dad.” His glance strayed past his wife Grace and their son, Tory, to his sister, Audrey. She was standing on the other side of Vivienne, with an impeccably dressed older man at her side. “I can’t say Dad would approve of that.”

Vivienne followed his glance. “She told me she was bringing someone.”

“Don’t tell me she needs another father figure now.”

“Keep your voice down. We’ll find out who he is soon enough.”

Father Caspian glanced at Vivienne before he continued. “With just one boat, Nate Callane built a fishing business that continues to thrive to this day. He devoted his life to his family, and his son, Evan, will continue to keep the Callane fishing boats full. Nate touched all our lives in some way. Let us reflect on those times with his wife, Vivienne, and their children, Evan and Audrey.”

Vivienne knew Juliet Gardner from the church choir. Her twenty-something angelic voice sang Be Not Afraid, bringing some of those gathered to tears, and solace to the souls who occupied the cemetery. Yet, Vivienne couldn’t imagine that Nate would be smiling, if he could read her mind from wherever he was. He would remember the familiar slur in his voice, and the glassy stare in his steel-gray eyes that would make her tremble when he stumbled in the door after a night’s worth of beer and bourbon chasers.

It was the warm hand of Audrey, touching hers, that brought her back. “Mom, are you okay? Father Caspian finished his prayers.”

Through dark sunglasses, Vivienne saw her daughter’s concern in her frown and pensive eyes. “I’m fine.” She nodded to Father Caspian to make the announcement.

“The Callane family invites everyone to their restaurant.”

With Evan and Audrey by her side, Vivienne watched people place roses and carnations on Nate’s casket as a parting gesture, before walking away in quiet procession.

“Go on ahead,” Vivienne said to Evan and Audrey.

“Are you sure you don’t want us to stay?” Evan asked.

Even if she did, the presence of Audrey’s mysterious man felt out-of-place there. “No. Head over to the restaurant. Gram is there, and I’m sure she’ll need help with all these people arriving. I just need some time alone.” 

With no one else around, Vivienne removed her sunglasses to reveal her tired and dry eyes to Nate. She could feel her emotions rising from deep within her, and her breathing began to escalate. In a one-sided altercation, with no chance of interruptions or challenges, a resentful string of pent-up rage burst from her, that was sure to wake Nate’s sleeping neighbors. “Damn it! I’m so angry with you! Now you’re stuck in that casket with no choice but to listen to me. What were you trying to spare me and the kids from? What? The pain of knowing we were going to lose you, or was it knowing you were going to lose your family? Either one was a sellout, Nate. In sickness and in health. Do you remember those words? I do, and I would have never left your side, but you took that from me and chose to brave your illness at the Fore and Aft. Dying alone at home, for me to find you, wasn’t heroic. It was a coward’s way out. I’ll never tell Audry and Evan why you denied me that precious time with you.” 

She placed the rose she’d been holding, among the other flowers on his casket. Suddenly, her hands balled up, her fingers squeezing her anger into tight fists. “Why, Nate? For God’s sake, why didn’t you tell me? I thought we shared everything, but now you left me with this question that will always linger six feet between us.”

Vivienne had never walked away from Nate, even in the heat of an argument. Tears began to slip down her cheeks. “Goodbye, Nate.” She turned and left him for the first and only time.
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Chapter 2
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Vivienne had only taken a few steps, when she turned and looked back to where Nate was. The words she said to him lightened the weight on her shoulders, but the emptiness she felt left her feeling hollow and drained inside. It was her friend Magda, waiting with patience for her, that brought her some relief. 

“I thought I was the last one to leave the cemetery.”

“You are, but I didn’t want you walking alone. Are you okay?”

“I’m not sure yet. I’m kind of numb inside, but I know that will wear off soon.”

Magda slipped her arm inside Vivienne’s. “And I’ll be here when it does.”

“You’ve done enough already. All those nights you lost sleep, while I sat in your living room.”

“Griffin’s chair has your name on it,” Magda said. “I’m sure he wouldn’t mind me sharing it with you. He loved you as much as I do.”

“I remember when Griffin passed; how hard it was for you.”

“I was alone for the first time in 42 years. I would close my eyes at night and pray that I would breathe my last breath, so I could be with him. But Griff had other plans. Selling his boats to Nate, paid the remaining mortgage on our house.”

“And purchased the storefront for your business. They were good friends, as are we.”

Magda gave Vivienne’s hand a comforting squeeze. “You have Evan and Audrey. You’ll get through this, Viv.” 

“Audrey.” Vivienne released her name with a sigh. 

“At least it will give you something else to think about. Come on, Viv. Aren’t you the least bit curious to know who her new man is?” 

“She told me she was bringing someone from the office. It surprised me, because she had just broken up with a guy she’d been seeing for quite a while. I have to admit, this man wasn’t who I was expecting.” 

“Someone our age?”

“This is so unlike her. All the guys she’s dated were her age, good jobs, successful.”

“Then maybe she’s not dating him, but you’ll find out soon enough. I bet Camille and Stella are dying to know. They were making my blood boil. Did you notice them at the cemetery? If looks could kill...”

“How could I not? Thank goodness for these dark sunglasses. I could see them giving Audrey the scrutinizing evil eye. God only knows what they were thinking.”

“God’s not the only one who knows. I’ll tell you. They’re probably running home right now to change out of those homely house dresses. Can you see them rummaging through their bathroom cabinets in a panic, looking for makeup that hasn’t been opened since their last high school dance?”

The visual brought a much-needed smile and chuckle from Vivienne. “Magda, you’re terrible.”

“Come on, Viv, you know it’s the truth. Those two have been like this for years. It’s always been about what other people have, and the way they were checking out Audrey’s escort...”

The scenario Magda painted changed Vivienne’s expression to one of utter disbelief. “No! You honestly believe...”

Magda drove her point home. “Men like that rarely make an appearance in a small fishing town. That tailored suit he’s wearing didn’t come off the rack. I know clothes. It was made for him and shows he takes care of his body. He’s of a certain age, and Camille and Stella are of a certain age. Need I say more?”

Their conversation was put on hold when they entered the restaurant. As Vivienne’s eyes adjusted from the bright sun, the one person she needed the most came into view: Estelle, her mother, affectionately known as Esty to friends and family. Mom’s arms were the comforting solace Vivienne could find in no one else. 

“Mom, I finally told Nate what I needed to say.”

With a gentle, calming touch, Esty ran her hand over her daughter’s hair. “I’m glad you did, Vivienne. He heard you, even if you think he didn’t.”

Vivienne whispered, “I’m not so sure it was what he wanted to hear. Thank you for staying behind to help Auggie and the staff.”

“I just want to be where you need me the most.”

“How is everyone in the kitchen doing?” 

“Working quietly. This hit them hard too.”

“I’ll talk to them.” 

When Vivienne entered the kitchen, she could feel the reflective sadness of the chefs as they scurried to put the menu she had chosen onto plates for the servers. 

She turned to head chef, Auggie. “I want to see how everyone is doing.” 

“We’re all so very sorry for you and your family, Vivienne.” Auggie’s voice carried the softness of his sympathetic words. 

She looked at the chefs, some of whom rubbed tears from their cheeks. She paused for a moment, barely able to speak the words that caught in her throat. “Thank you, everyone. Some of you have been with us since we opened. Chance and Marty. I see you in the back. Crystal and Devon, our new chefs who joined the Callane family. My heartfelt thanks to you all. You’ve made my life a little easier today.”

With a quick sniff and a couple of blinks, Auggie turned to his staff. “Okay, people, we’ve got a job to do.”

The first thing Vivienne saw when she pushed open the kitchen door was Audrey holding out a glass of wine. “You’re going to need this.” 

It was a leadup to what Vivienne suspected at the cemetery. The glass exchanged hands and went right to her lips. She sipped the wine while her eyes slowly settled on Audrey’s mystery man speaking with Magda, Camille, and Stella. Magda was right. His lean and muscular body would have challenged men half his age. Silver strands dominated the waves of his brown hair and neatly trimmed beard. His casual smile and relaxed stance exuded a confidence that hadn’t passed through this town in years. His presence was like a shot of seduction, obvious in Camille and Stella’s awkward body language. Vivienne had to know. “Who’s your friend?”

“His name is Hugo Lawson. He’s the managing editor at the Boston Tribune.”

Vivienne’s eyes widened. “He works with you? Don’t play with me, Audrey. Why is he here?”

“We’ve been dating for six months now.”

The remaining wine in Vivienne’s glass went down in the next big swallow, hitting her empty stomach and going straight to her head. 

“I didn’t tell you...because I wasn’t sure where this was going. When I decided to tell you, this happened with Dad.”

Vivienne glanced at the striking man, who now had a name and a place in Audrey’s life. “He’s not even close to the other men you’ve dated.”

“You deliberately left out two words in the sentence, Mom,” Audrey whispered with a roll of her eyes. “Just say it. In age.”

“I’m glad you noticed. What are you doing, Audrey?”

“We can talk about this later. Can I at least introduce you to him? Magda, Camille, and Stella have already met him.”

“Magda? Since when, have you stopped calling her Mrs. Winslow?” 

“Since she just told me I’m old enough to call her Magda. How is this important?”

As they made their way toward Mr. Lawson, Vivienne homed in on the subtle and quick flare of Magda’s eyes that was the unmistakable code for I told you so.

“Mom, this is Hugo Lawson.”

When Vivienne placed her hand in his, he didn’t shake it but gently held it. “Mrs. Callane, I’m so sorry for your loss, and for your family, Audrey, Evan, and your mother.”

Empathy, sincerity. For someone she had just met, they rang true in the softness of his brown eyes and tender words. “Thank you, Mr. Lawson.”

“Please, call me Hugo. I wish we could have met in happier times.”

“Some things can’t be helped, but I’m happy to meet you. Audrey tells me you’re the managing editor for the Boston Tribune.”

“It’s a busy place.” 

“We’ve been hearing all about what Audrey does there,” Stella cut in. “Editing articles, doing research for other staff writers.” 

“Has she neglected to tell you that she also writes promotional materials, fact-checks stories, copy edits, and proofreads text?” He shot Audrey a quick glance. “While these various roles overlap, they are crucial in the running of the paper. As managing editor, I rely heavily on her skills and contributions.”

Vivienne saw it instantly. How the eyes project the heart’s feelings. She’d seen it in Nate’s, when their love was new, and now it was Audrey who was the object of Hugo’s affections. He may have been talking about her valued contributions to the success of the paper, but his eyes glistened with the declaration of his love for her. 

Meanwhile, Stella’s jealousy of Audrey made its first smug appearance. “That’s all very impressive, although, it sounds like Audrey doesn’t have much time to socialize after hours.” While she basked in highlighting the negative aspect of Audrey’s job, it put her in an embarrassing spotlight of which she was unaware. The tight constraints of the dress she chose made it difficult to stand naturally. Likely she had pulled it from deep within her closet where it hadn’t seen the light of day in years. Tiny white peonies were stretched into full bloom on the deep red material that strained to cover her body. 

“How is the Boston nightlife, Audrey?” Camille asked.

Audrey tried not to focus on what looked like two pink racing stripes on either side of Camille’s face, and lashes clumped together from mascara that had long since lost its expiration date. “Not much different than any big city.” 

Camille then turned to Hugo. “What are your interests outside the office, Mr. Lawson?”

“Hugo, please. I left Mr. Lawson at the office. I enjoy the arts, reading—”

“He’s a big Red Sox and Celtics fan,” Audrey cut in. “I wasn’t as much, but it’s easy to get hooked when you’re sitting behind home plate or courtside.”

Stella’s feigned interest couldn’t mask her envy of Audrey. She studied her through unscrupulous and resentful eyes. Audrey’s familiarity of Hugo, and his tastes, balled up like a sailor’s knot in her stomach. “It all sounds very fast-paced,” Stella blurted before Camille could respond. “But there’s something to be said for watching the sun come up on the bay from your back porch with a good cup of coffee.”

“The image you painted is very serene,” Hugo said. 

Everything about Hugo took hold of Stella. The sensuous pinch of titillation tweaked pleasure deep within her as she indulged in her own secret, private moment with him. She imagined his voice, light as the wings of a butterfly, beating soft seduction into her ear and giving in to the helpless rapture in his strong arms. The wine lowered her inhibitions and set the tone for her reply. “Wellfleet isn’t far from Boston. There are lovely bed and breakfasts that overlook the bay.”

“Actually, I’m staying at the Bayview Inn. Audrey took care of the arrangements.”

His reply caught Stella off-guard, stalling her in a brow-raising moment of silence. “Oh!” Turning to Audrey, she rallied back. “Did you check the Sandpiper House? It’s closer to the bay.” 

Closer to the bay or closer to your house? The thought made Magda’s blood boil. Stella’s insinuation may have passed by Hugo, but it only served to infuriate Magda, whose dander had been prickling since the cemetery. “You know the Sandpiper is geared to tourists staying for the summer.” She countered. “It’s loud, and the rooms haven’t been updated in years. That’s why the rate is low.” She then turned to Hugo. “Audrey chose The Bayview, because it’s the finest Inn in Wellfleet. The rooms have private balconies overlooking the gardens. It’s quiet and perfect for a morning cup of coffee.”

Caught with her proverbial pants down, Stella puffed her already overflowing breasts. She lifted her chin and looked down her pinched nose at Magda to deliver a curt response. “Well...I only thought...”

Magda fixed her eyes on Stella. “I know what you thought.”

Letting out an exasperated breath, Stella turned to Vivienne. “I’m very sorry for your loss. Nate was a good man.”

“Thank you, Stella. I appreciate your support today.”

“You should rethink your friends, Vivienne.” Stella pointed a shaking index finger at Magda. 

Camille’s words were quick and uncaring, like a waitress with too many tables, instead of someone Vivienne had shared coffee with on occasion. “If there’s anything I can do...” She left on the heels of Stella’s hasty departure.

“I really didn’t need those two today,” Vivienne grumped. 

“I know, Viv,” Magda said. “But they’re gone now.”

After Stella’s failed attempt at her not-so-subtle seduction, it put Vivienne’s focus on the one thing she couldn’t ignore: Audrey, at thirty-seven, had the affections of a man Vivienne suspected was around sixty, Nate’s age. So, she looked away. “I’m sorry, everyone, but if you’ll excuse me, I still have some people I need to talk to.”

Without waiting for a response from anyone, she made her way farther into the restaurant. She was speaking to some of Nate’s fishing crew, when her grandson, Tory, bolted from his parents.

“Grandma!” 

Her son Evan ran after him. “Tory!” 

But Vivienne caught him in her arms. “It’s okay, Evan.” She closed her eyes, reveling in her grandson’s hug around her neck. “How’s my big boy?” 

He pulled back, and Vivienne smiled at the puffy cheeks of this inquisitive four-year-old. His brown eyes were wide with questions waiting to be asked. “Mommy and Daddy were crying because Grandpa died. They said he was sick.”

“Yes, sweetheart, the doctors couldn’t fix him.”

“Did you see him die, Grandma?”

“No. Grandpa died when everyone was sleeping.”

“Grandpa isn’t coming back?”

“No, Tory, but you can talk to him whenever you want, and he will hear you.”

“I want to be a fisherman like him and Daddy.”

One of Nate’s crew was standing close enough to hear. “Your grandpa will like that”.

Vivienne kissed Tory’s cheek. “That will make him very happy.”

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” Evan said. “Mom, can I speak with you for a moment?”

When Vivienne excused herself, Evan brought Tory to his wife. “Grace, please take him over to the dessert table for some ice cream.” 

After Evan’s remark at the cemetery, Vivienne knew what was coming. 

He glanced across the room at Magda, Audrey, and Hugo, and spoke quietly. “Mom, have you talked to Audrey? Who is that guy?”

“His name is Hugo Lawson. He’s Audrey’s boss, and she’s been seeing him for six months now.”

Evan’s eyes widened. “She’s dating her boss?”

“Evan, keep your voice down.”

“I’ll admit, he’s not a bad looking guy for someone his age, but has she lost her mind? What happens if this thing she has with him goes south? She’ll have to look for another job.”

Vivienne took in a huge breath and released it with a roll of her eyes. “It’s my tolerance that’s going south. I don’t have answers for any of this, and it’s the last thing I want to think about today. I’m going to talk to a few more people and then head home.” 

“I’m sorry, Mom. I’ll take you when you’re ready.”

“It’s alright, Evan. The walk will do me good. I just need to be by myself. I’ll be fine.”

Given that Vivienne had been up since dawn, the short time she spent speaking to people was her limit. Before she left, she grabbed a container of chowder and stopped to see her mother sitting next to her great grandson while he shared some of his ice cream with her. “I’m going to head home, Mom.” 

Despite the brief distraction Tory brought, it couldn’t dissipate the sorrow Esty carried for her daughter. Her heart swelled, pushing her grief to the surface as she looked up at her daughter through teary eyes. “Have you eaten anything Vivienne?”

“I’m fine, Mom. I’m taking home some chowder.” 

“I’ll call you later.”

She was almost at the door, when the gentle touch of a hand on her arm stopped her.

“Mom, where are you going?” Audrey asked.

“Home. I’m exhausted.”

“I have no doubt you are, but you shouldn’t be alone.”

Vivienne touched Audrey’s cheek. “I’d better get used to it.” 

“No, Mom. Just give me a minute. I’ll tell Hugo I’m taking you home.”

She took Audrey’s hand and, with a soft but decisive grip, left no room for argument. “You’ll tell him nothing, Audrey. Please, just let me go.”

Even with her sunglasses, Vivienne squinted as her eyes adjusted from the dim restaurant light to the bright sun. Her palms felt the warmth of the container of chowder that food critics raved as the best on the Cape. 

She stopped a block away from the house to look at the saltbox that she and Nate called home. Years of New England weather had turned the clapboard to a beautiful gray. Pink and white petunias flourished in window boxes, while hydrangeas blossomed into perfect round balls of tiny blue petals. As she approached the red wood door, she bit her lip and placed her shaking hand on the handle. Taking in a breath, she let it out as she pushed, and the door swung open. She had never heard a silence so loud but felt compelled to step into it. Her eyes closed, and she let it cover her as she breathed in the emptiness. 

This was home, where she belonged, where her life would never be the same.  
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Chapter 3
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Mist slowly creeped in from the bay, draining the morning of color. Millions of minute drops sparkled under the gray clouds as they settled on every blade of grass and flower petal in the garden. With a shawl covering her shoulders, Vivienne stood on the deck, holding a mug of coffee. Too soon for her heart to reminisce, she just listened to the silence. Hearing movement behind her, she turned to find Audrey in her old Boston U sweatshirt and a pair of plaid pajama bottoms.

“Why are you still wearing your dress?” Audrey asked. 

“I fell asleep on the couch. I’m surprised to see you home. Your manfriend is going to miss you.”

The sting of her mother’s sarcasm was obvious, and Audrey felt defensive. “His name is Hugo, Mom, and it’s not just about the physical stuff. I told you I didn’t want you to be alone. Please give me a little more credit.” 

It was the first time Audrey had ever taken a stand for herself. “I’m sorry, Audrey. Let me rephrase that. I’m glad to see you home.”

“I couldn’t sleep last night, knowing Dad wasn’t in the house.”

“That makes two of us. I couldn’t bring myself to sleep in our bed.” Vivienne flinched as she rubbed the knot in her shoulder. “The couch has always been uncomfortable.”

“Maybe it’s time to buy a new one.”

“We can talk about couches inside. My coffee is getting cold, and so are my old bones. I’ll make you some breakfast.”

“I miss your pancakes.”

Vivienne smiled. “Then I’ll make some.” 

In the small confines of the kitchen, conversation suddenly came to an awkward halt. Vivienne mixed the pancake batter more than she needed while stealing quick glances at Audrey who sat at the counter. Her eyes were lowered, as she slowly stirred her sugarless black coffee. Both of them were aware of the pink bulbous animal floating between them. 

“It just happened,” Audrey blurted. “Neither of us were looking for it.”

Vivienne was waiting for this door to open. “What happened with Oliver? You were seeing him for a while.”

Audrey sat back in the chair and huffed. “Not after we were having drinks after work and I came back from the bathroom to find another woman handing him her number. Do I really have to go over this again? It’s the same thing that happens with all these guys, Mom. They’re full of themselves. They’re confident, have good jobs, lots of money, and roaming eyes. Hugo isn’t like that.”

“So, tell me what he’s like.”

“He’s a one-woman man. He lost his wife, Emily, a few years ago. They met in college and have a son my age. His name is William. She was his whole world, and he was devastated when she died.”

“I can relate to that. And now he’s moving on to younger women? Sounds to me like he’s into the love em and leave em thing.”

“You’d be surprised to know that he hasn’t been with anyone since his wife passed.”

Vivienne cocked her head, and a bit of skepticism drizzled onto her words. “He told you that? Audrey, really?”

Audrey stood up, taking a defensive stand for herself and Hugo. “Haven’t you ever felt it in your heart? When Dad would whisper something to you, that you just knew was sincere?” 

“My heart is not made of stone, Audrey.” In an instant, Vivienne was transported back to the night Nate proposed. Beside a blazing bonfire on the beach, he’d scattered rose petals on the sand and knelt before her. I was born for you. To live my life with you. Marry me, Vivienne. 

She turned her back to wipe her eyes, remembering that moment, and knowing how her life with him had changed so drastically in the years before his death. A life she took great pains to shield from Audrey and Evan, even now, as she masked the relief she felt with the sorrow in her voice. 

“I didn’t mean to upset you, Mom, but if we’re going to have this conversation, then you need to be open to what I’m saying. I’ve never felt that sincerity with anyone, until Hugo.”

Vivienne wasn’t usually skeptical, but she had been fired up about this since yesterday. She took the bait Audrey threw and turned to her. “Okay. Tell me why he’s not interested in women his own age?”

“Why are you stuck on this age thing? If he had met someone his own age, I wouldn’t be in the picture. If two people are compatible, why should age matter?”

“I’m going to play devil’s advocate, so hear me out, young lady. What if one person wants a family and the other doesn’t?”

“You have a point. It’s true. Most women my age, or younger, are looking for a guy to settle down with, and have a family, but you have to admit that there are women out there who don’t want that...and neither do I.”

It was a blow that took Vivienne’s breath away. Her dream for Audrey died as suddenly and unexpectedly as her husband. She reached for the chair to steady her legs and sat opposite her daughter. “You can’t be serious, Audrey. Do you realize what you just said? Being a mother, raising your children. You’re giving that up for him?”

“No, Mom, I’m not.”

“Then for God’s sake, what made you come to this decision?” 

“I’m thirty-seven years old. I can’t do this dating thing anymore. Every year gets harder. You take a chance and open your heart, only to be left for someone younger or better looking. Hugo and I have talked about where both of us are in our lives, and the things that we want.”

“I’m not interested in what Hugo wants. What do you want, Audrey?”

“What everybody wants, Mom. To be loved and cherished.”

“And that doesn’t include a family and children?”

“Hugo has never been anything but honest and upfront with me. We were dating about a month when he decided it would be better if we didn’t see each other. I said, ‘better for who?’ He knew that I was okay with him not wanting children but was sure I’d have a chance to have a family with someone my own age. I cried and pleaded with him, but he wouldn’t listen. When he left me, the future I wanted with him was gone. I had nothing.”

Vivienne’s eyes glistened, as Audrey shared this heartbreaking time in her life. “What brought you both together again?” 

“I guess you could call it divine intervention. We were apart for several weeks and only saw each other at work. I couldn’t concentrate because I wasn’t sleeping. Seeing him every day, knowing I couldn’t be with him, was too much for me to bear. I thought he would have been relieved when I gave him my resignation but, sometimes, life has an empathetic heart. He confessed that the time we were apart brought back the pain of losing someone he loved, and it made him realize that he was being offered another chance at love.”

“You’re giving up a lot, Audrey. Are you sure this is what you want?”

“There are no guarantees in life, Mom, but I know in my soul that Hugo is the first person to truly open my heart and show me love I never thought was possible. I would rather take this chance at happiness and lose than regret this time in my life that I let slip away. I know your dream for me was to have a family. My decision has nothing to do with settling. It’s a chance to live my life with the man I love. And, by the way, he ripped up my resignation letter.”
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