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      The nature of secrets is that they long to be kept and long to be told all at the same time.

      At least that’s the conclusion I came to as I stared at the solid wood door of my childhood home. Only a year away from my master’s in clinical psychology at NYU, and the one thing threatening success…the secret lodged in my belly.

      I knew all about the psychology of secrets—our need for self-preservation, why we held our confidences close to our hearts, the proven healing of mind and body that often comes with their release. And so I had followed James Pennebaker’s advice and written my secret on a torn page of my journal. Then I burned it with a match over my sink, watched my words dissolve into ash, and convinced myself that it had been freed from my conscience.

      I would put Pennebaker’s theory to the test over the next several weeks. For yes, I had known all about the psychology of secrets from my textbooks.

      And now, I would know about them firsthand.

      I pushed open the door, remembering the many times I’d crossed this threshold to find Mom pulling a batch of oatmeal cookies out of the oven for the latest PTO fundraiser. Maggie would be pacing before the kitchen bar, fretting over an upcoming date, while Lizzie sprawled on the floor patting Scrabble’s furry belly. Bronson would be laboring over an algebra problem at the dining room table, while Amie pasted wildflower petals onto cardstock beside him.

      And Dad…Dad would be holed up in his office, of course, or out at the mission, saving the world.

      “Hello?” I wrestled my suitcase through the doorway, filled with more books and notebooks than clothes and accessories. “I’m home!”

      The rooms echoed back uncharacteristically silent despite the scent of freshly-baked brownies. I passed Dad’s office and a pang started in my breastbone. I forced my gaze away from the partially open door, not yet ready to see what I knew was there—the hollow curve of his chair, the dust thick on his dear books. I’d crack at least one open in his honor this summer. Maybe a Bertrand Russell book, or Aristotle, maybe Fate by Ralph Waldo Emerson. It wouldn’t be easy, but I’d pull on my big girl pants and do it, if not for Dad’s sake this time, then as a sort of toast to his memory.

      The roar of a compressor came from the back of the house and I left my suitcase to search out its owner. Where was everyone? While I wasn’t vain enough to expect a welcome home party, I did think at least Lizzie would have ensured I didn’t return home to an empty house. It had been five months since I’d seen them, after all. Five months, and in some ways, a lifetime.

      “Hello?” I entered the dining room to see a familiar form standing on a small ladder, holding a nail gun to freshly-painted crown molding.

      He turned, and my heart gave an unexpected lurch.

      Tripp Colton was the last person I needed to see right now. I still couldn’t think of that day last summer without a flush of embarrassment creeping over me. He should have never said those words. And he definitely shouldn’t have kissed me like that. He had ruined our perfectly lovely, comfortable relationship in one stormy, steamy afternoon.

      We’d never be the same again.

      “Josie.” His voice possessed a warmth I didn’t expect. Maybe there was still hope for us to reclaim what we’d once had. Maybe there was still hope for our friendship.

      These past silent months had been torture but now, glimpsing a promise of goodwill, I longed to fight for the old order of things. To not lose Tripp’s friendship no matter how we got to this place. No matter the regret tied to that summer day. No matter the secret singeing my chest.

      He stepped off the ladder and gave me a hug, eliciting a lurch of longing. I wanted to sink into those strong arms, into the spicy aroma of cologne and wood shavings and sea. So familiar. So achingly comforting. So unlike Finn’s book and leather scent.

      I shook my head free of the forbidden thoughts, glanced at Tripp’s khakis and polo shirt, searched for solid ground between us.

      “Grandpop didn’t up the dress code for his best project manager again, did he?”

      Tripp smiled that delicious smile, the one that drove all the girls in high school crazy. Curly black hair matched his deep eyes, the faintest five o’clock shadow making his mysterious dark looks and white teeth all that more alluring.

      Not that I’d ever been one of the crazy high school girls, of course. I’d just been Josie, his best friend.

      Tripp shrugged. “The old boy has high standards, what can I say?” His smile spread wider. “I’m kidding. I was on the way to the library but had a half-hour to spare. Figured I could put this up for your mother—I caught her with power tools last week.”

      I groaned. Ever since Mom had taken off a piece of her thumb with a belt sander when I was twelve, we’d tried to keep her away from the power tools. It had become a running joke in the family that she stick with what suited her best—books and good home cooking. “Then consider the Martin children—and Mom’s fingers—forever in your debt.” We laughed, and it felt good. Like the old us, instead of the after-that-summer-day us.

      I headed to the adjoining kitchen and took a glass from the corner cupboard. I pushed it against the water dispenser on the refrigerator, noting the dispenser light was out. My thoughts turned to Dad again, just as hopeless as Mom when it came to handy house fixes. Poor Dad had always been too caught up in the mentally constructive to have anything to do with the physical improvement of anything. Lucky for us, Tripp didn’t mind trading handyman services for dibs on whatever came out of Mom’s kitchen.

      I turned from the fridge, catching sight of a neatly folded sheet and pillow on the corner of the living room sofa. I wondered who Mom had allowed to crash on our couch this week. “So, a library visit, huh? They get in a new Calvin and Hobbes or something?” Despite my best efforts, I never could get Tripp to crack much more than an occasional graphic novel.

      “Ha, ha.” He shook his head, picked up a smaller molding, climbed the ladder, and fit it in the corner like a perfect puzzle piece before nailing it in place. He smoothed his hand along the wood, testing it out, searching for a bump or imperfection—something to fix. Because that’s what Tripp did. Fix things.

      Too bad he couldn’t fix what happened between us just as easily.

      “I’m going to the library for your mother.” He climbed down the ladder and our gazes caught. For a terrible moment, I felt the awkwardness I feared would be ours from here on out. He shifted his attention back to the molding above.

      I cleared my throat, grasped for words and understanding. Mom was one of the librarians. “Why does she need you to get something for her? She’s working today, isn’t she?”

      “Her retirement party? At three o’clock?” Tripp rolled up the hose of the nail gun.

      “R-retirement?” Surely, I hadn’t missed that piece of information. Yes, I’d been distracted of late, but not so distracted I’d miss such big news.

      And a party? I’d received a text from Maggie last week, something about the twins’ Little League tournament. Nothing mentioning retirement. Lizzie called a few days ago to play me a new song she’d written. Had she said anything?

      Tripp squeezed my shoulder. “Hey, you okay? No one has to know you forgot. It hasn’t even started yet. We’ll head over together…if you want.”

      His hand landed steady on me, solid if not a bit hesitant. I so needed firm ground right now.

      But no, arriving at Mom’s party together would never do. I needed to create clear boundaries between us. No mixed signals, especially now.

      I pulled away from his warm hand. “I didn’t forget. No one told me.”

      Right. That was it, wasn’t it? I pulled out a chair and sat heavily. “Mom’s really retiring?”

      “That’s the word.”

      We’d always been tight on money, and Mom was still young—too young to think about retiring. Unless…I gasped for sudden breath, chest tight. “Is she okay?”

      “She’s fine, Josie. Better than fine, I think. She’s just ready for a change, you know? Even talked about renting some space over on Main Street, opening up a bookstore.”

      I stared, mouth agape.

      Tripp’s face reddened. “Amie talks too much sometimes.”

      “Apparently,” I muttered. Still, it annoyed me that Tripp knew more than I did about what went on with my own family. I mean, a bookshop? That was huge. And no one thought to tell me?

      An unpleasant twinge of guilt came as I recalled the many phone calls and text messages—especially the ones from Mom—that I’d either ignored or acknowledged with simple “likes” or smiley-faced emojis. I had my reasons, of course. Not particularly good ones, but reasons nonetheless.

      Finn had been a distraction. One I’d kept to myself, hadn’t even shared with Maggie, never mind Mom. He’d been from Dad’s world, after all. It would be too much for Mom, especially not even a year after Dad’s death.

      Not to mention that my obsession with Finn was such an incredibly un-Josielike thing to do. Yes, I’d always been the wild Martin. The impulsive, blunt, opinionated, passionate Martin. But I’d never lost my head around a man and I certainly never let anything get in the way of my big career plans. Not until Professor Finn Becker came along, anyway.

      My face burned as I remembered the moments we shared, how the alluring power of him had been enough to swallow me up, to create oblivion in all other areas of my life.

      I’d forgotten the careful outline I’d sketched out for my life. I’d forgotten respectability and reason. I’d thrown myself into the dangerous. Played with fire. It shouldn’t be a surprise I’d gotten burned. Torched.

      Now, I had nothing but sizzling shame in the depths of my spirit. Too bad it wasn’t enough to undo all that had been done.

      I sighed. None of those memories deserved a place here, on my homecoming day. Mom’s retirement day. Just think…a bookshop. How many times had Dad sat at this very dining room table talking about this long-held dream?

      Tripp waved a hand in front of my face, and I blinked to see something like disappointment marring his features.

      “I’m sorry. I’m more distracted than usual, I guess.”

      “Planning that next book in your head?”

      I averted my gaze. “I haven’t written since high school, and you know it.”

      “That’s right. Too busy strapping all those letters to the end of your name in the Big Apple to consider silly things like stories, is that it?”

      His scoffing tone rubbed me the wrong way. I breathed deep, pressed my lips together, and attempted to reign in that old temper. “Because you’re such a huge proponent of deep, well-told stories, I suppose? Don’t worry, Colton. I could never match the likes of Captain Underpants, anyway.”

      “Hey, that is a brilliant series concept.” He grew serious, studied me without cracking a smile, a thousand unspoken words in his gaze. “You do know I would have gobbled up anything you’d written, Jo.”

      I bristled at his nickname for me. It was bad enough Mom and Dad had the entire Little Women thing going on with our names, but sometimes I wondered if our association with the March family hadn’t cursed us in some ways. Mom had been so thrilled when I wrote my first story in elementary school. I’d Cross the Desert for Milk. It was awful. But you wouldn’t have known it by Mom’s enthusiasm.

      Over the years, as Amie gravitated to art and Lizzie to music, as I bucked against the urge to write, and even last year as Maggie threw away her marketing career to be a wife and mother, I wondered if we’d inadvertently formed some sort of name-fulfilling prophecy. Had knowing Mom and Dad named us after the March family led us to mirror them in some ways? Many times, in ways we didn’t even want?

      Over time, I’d pulled away from creative writing and moved toward philosophy and psychology. Towards Dad’s dreams for me. For who was I to compete with Jo March?

      I shook my head, forcing myself back to the present. Back to Tripp stating he wanted to read my stories. Back to that horrid nickname he had for me. “Don’t call me ‘Jo.’ Besides, we both know you never had the attention span for anything more than a graphic novel.”

      He leaned forward. “Remember Noah and the Seed? That was a brilliant story.”

      A grin tugged at the corners of my mouth. “It had pictures. That’s why you liked it.”

      Amie had drawn the pictures, and we’d presented it at story time at the children’s hospital a month after Lizzie's thyroid surgery. There’d been nothing better than seeing those little faces light up as they transported from the bright playroom corner of a hospital to a world I’d created with words.

      Enthralled by my story and Amie’s pictures, the uncertainty etched on their small faces had disappeared, replaced by a look of wonder.

      I pushed the memory away. I’d decided on a different route to help people now. Dad would have been proud of all I’d accomplished so far in making a name for myself in the field of psychology at NYU.

      I sniffed, not quite able to push away the full memories of those times in the hospital—with Tripp leaning against a wall enjoying the stories as much as the children.

      He pulled out a chair and sat beside me. “I loved all your stories, even the ones without pictures. Still love them.” His gaze held mine, and something about it brought me to the edge of longing, so much so it was devastating.

      I shot to my feet, familiar panic working its way to my chest. “Why don’t you head on over to the library? I have to put some things away. I’ll see you there?”

      He swallowed, the thick bob of his Adam’s apple moving along his smooth neck. “Yeah, sure. Whatever you want.”

      “Thanks.” This was what I wanted. It was. To be left alone.

      He gathered up his tools and ladder, seemed prepared to leave in silence.

      “Tripp.” I caught him before he headed out the back door to his truck. “It’s good to see you.”

      His smile, etched with a sadness I’d expected to have disappeared by now, didn’t quite reach the edges of his mouth. “You too, Josie.”

      I didn’t breathe until the sound of his truck was an echo down our quiet street.

      We would clear the air between us sometime soon. But it didn’t have to be the very afternoon I came home.
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        * * *

      

      Tripp started up his work truck and leaned back against the headrest, his thoughts filled with his encounter with Josie. She joked he wasn’t much of a reader, and that might be true, but he read one thing very well, even if she’d never admit it—her.

      That sad, desperate look in her sharp gray eyes, hidden beneath that mass of wild chestnut hair, covered something she didn’t want him to see. It didn’t matter that it’d been five months—five long months—since they’d seen one another. He knew.

      Something was wrong. Was it just being home again, realizing the loss of her father anew? She used to confide in him, but those days vanished faster than coffees on a construction site.

      Seeing her was like reopening an old wound. With much pain, he realized he still held out hope for them to be together someday. His best friend. The girl he’d loved all his life.

      But she’d rejected him, tore his heart to shreds like one would an old bank statement. He’d convinced himself he was getting over her, even went on a date or two, but always found the poor girl, who sat across from him at dinner, lacking. Not with any kind of blatant physical or character flaw, but with the simple fact that she wasn’t Josie, the girl who took up every inch and corner of his heart.

      He put his truck in drive and sent up a quick prayer for whatever the future brought for them. How would he even survive this retirement party? Josie’d want to catch up with her siblings no doubt. Would she even acknowledge his presence?

      But he wasn’t going for Josie, he was going for Hannah. The woman had been like a mother to him all these years. He couldn’t miss her big day. Seeing Josie again—even if she didn’t give him the time of day—was just an added benefit.

      His phone rang out over his Bluetooth and he turned left on Bay View Street toward the library, the sparkling Maine coast on his right. He picked up. “Hey, Pedro. What’s up?”

      “You at the office, Boss Man?”

      “I can be.” His best foreman didn’t ask for much, so when he did, Tripp tried to accommodate.

      “I gotta talk to you before I lose my cool.”

      Pedro didn’t lose his cool often. Not over receiving the wrong materials on a job-site. Not over a picky homeowner who changed their mind a hundred times over tile backsplash choices. Not even over a four-hundred-dollar table saw gone bust.

      An unpleasant knowing settled in Tripp’s stomach. “I’ll be there in five minutes.” He’d have to be late to the library. Keeping his foreman happy trumped being on time for a retirement party. Better to keep Grandpop out of it all if possible. Especially if… “This doesn’t have anything to do with a certain blond-haired college kid who’d rather be surfing than building houses, does it?”

      “You called it, Boss.”

      Tripp groaned and hung up with Pedro, his fingers tight on the wheel. He probably should have fired that kid a week ago. Probably should have sent him packing, told him to get a job at a beach club where he could have smiled pretty for tips all summer long. If only it wasn’t so complicated.

      If only the lazy laborer was someone other than his own brother.
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      If my hometown of Camden was the jewel of the Maine coast, as so many claimed, then its library was the jewel of the town. Perched on a hill overlooking the harbor, the historic building boasted just enough old charm to be considered unique and just enough modern-day essentials to be considered practical. I couldn’t count how many times I’d sprawled on a bench overlooking the naked masts on the harbor or perched on one of the stones that made up the generous backyard amphitheater with nothing but a book and my imagination to pass the time.

      While my father’s throne had been his study, my mother’s was the library.

      But to imagine the library without my mother was almost as painful as imagining Dad’s empty study chair. And a bookshop? How had I not been told of such a major decision? So much was changing, and changing fast—yet I couldn’t pretend my life wasn’t among them.

      I turned onto Atlantic Avenue to park, but not before glimpsing the orchards in bloom behind the massive Victorian home just around the corner on historic High Street. I’d always been drawn to the place, dubbed Orchard House, with its wide wraparound front porch, its many gables that hid secret rooms and hiding places, the historical mysteries that clung to the curves of its turrets.

      Too bad I couldn’t say I felt the same draw to the home’s solitary resident.

      Still, I should visit her soon. The peppery octogenarian could be a trial, but my great-aunt Pris made it possible for me to attend NYU. Even if paying for my college was her attempt to make restitution for past wrongs. While I admired my great-aunt’s independence, I could have done without her blunt opinions and irrational finagling in the lives of her great-nieces and nephew.

      I parked my beat-up Honda Civic and crossed the street to walk the pavers, carved with bookish quotes, to the library’s front entrance. The large-domed windows illuminated chandeliers and walls lined with books and people—many people—within. It looked as if the entire town had come to pay tribute to Mom.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat, pushed off the notion that I should have accepted Tripp’s offer to accompany him, and pulled the door open, suddenly conscious of my empty hands. I should have brought Mom a gift, or at least picked up some chocolates or a bouquet of flowers at French and Brawn Market. As usual though, my good intentions lagged behind my actions.

      I stepped into the building. Small groups of people congregated throughout the large room, some sitting in chairs and at tables, others standing in clusters. The delicious scent of books mingled with that of food and various colognes and perfumes, making me dizzy. I searched for members of my family but spotted only unfamiliar heads of hair and a few of the library staff. I squeezed against a bookshelf before feeling a hard poke in my side.

      I whirled to see the rubber end of a cane in my face. I was convinced Aunt Pris carried it around more for the jabbing than for balancing. The top of her coiffed white hair barely reached my shoulders, yet what she lacked in height, she made up for with her commanding presence.

      “About time you showed up, girl.”

      “Nice to see you, Aunt Priscilla.”

      “Have you seen that brother of yours? I’ve been after him to help bring some boxes over to the house for me.”

      I shook my head. “Sorry, I just got into town.” I turned my attention to the small toy poodle perched inside her large pocketbook. I didn’t think dogs were allowed in the library, but I doubted anyone would question my great-aunt. I held my hand out to the fat, spoiled pooch, hoping for a different response than I’d received in our previous encounters. “Hey, Cragen.” Aunt Pris was a big Law & Order fan. “How’s things?” My attempt at conversation earned me a sharp, yippie snap. I snatched my hand back. “Same as Christmas then, huh?”

      Aunt Pris eyed me. “Hmph. You done with school yet? Still, don’t see how a fancy degree is going to help you make something of yourself.”

      I was four the first time I met Aunt Pris. Sometimes—okay, all of the time—I didn’t understand how Dad and Aunt Pris were even related, no matter how distantly. Not for the first time, I wondered why Aunt Pris hadn’t taken my father in after her sister died while giving birth to him. I wondered if Dad would have turned out differently—more rigid and hard instead of the softhearted man I knew. Perhaps I should be extra thankful for Dad’s adoptive parents, who died in a house fire before I ever knew them.

      Maybe deep beneath my aunt’s crotchety exterior lay a generous heart to go with all that gumption. She’d certainly helped Dad out of a financial pickle more than once, even though Dad’s adoption as a baby hadn’t connected us with his birth mother’s sister until later in his life.

      I breathed deep and opened my mouth to defend my chosen study to my great-aunt. Surely helping people, digging deep into the human psyche, and promoting internal healing was of more worth than a career that would bring in bucket loads of money. Not that I had an aversion to bucket loads of money, mind you. But some things were more to be treasured, Dad always said. Despite the often fleshly temptation to think otherwise, in the end, I couldn’t help but agree.

      Aunt Pris raised her eyebrows. “Well, aren’t you going to tell me how that degree is going to benefit you? Unless you met a rich city man, Josy-phine…that would be the most worthy news this family has heard in a long time. Especially after your sister’s…choices.” She jerked her head to the corner of the large room where my oldest sister corralled two young boys with a plate of cookies.

      “Oh!” I turned to Aunt Pris. “Do you mind? I haven’t seen her since Christmas.”

      Aunt Pris waved me away. “Go on, I got my quilting club over yonder there.” She waved her cane at a group of silver-haired ladies who for some mystical reason, enjoyed my great-aunt’s company.

      “Maggie!” I called, waving and tripping over my own feet as I made my way toward her.

      My sister lifted her dark head after setting the cookies down, her delicate pretty features made all the more so by the pleasant look of surprise on her face. She threw her arms around me in a tight embrace, and I sank into them, clinging tighter. For the first time since those two little blasted pink lines showed up, I felt that everything was going to be okay. Somehow, like a storybook ending, it all would be right in the end.

      We parted, and I discreetly brushed the wet corners of my eyes.

      Maggie dipped her head. “My Josie—crying? Are you okay?”

      I sniffed, nearly swatted her hand away. “Just glad to be home.”

      “Well, I thought you were going to leave us forever the way you never returned my calls.”

      A tug at the hem of my blouse caused me to turn to see five-year-old Davey. “You remember me, Aunt Josie? You took care of us when Daddy and Mommy went mooning.”

      I stifled a laugh and wrapped my nephew in a hug, inhaling the scent of maple syrup and soap. It had been too long. “Of course, I remember you, you silly goose.”

      Maggie ruffled his hair, smiling. “It’s called a honeymoon, Davey.”

      Indeed. For certainly the idea of my sweet, responsible sister mooning the neighbors was nearly as preposterous as Aunt Pris getting emotional over a Hallmark movie.

      I turned to my second nephew, who stuffed his face with a sugar cookie. “Isaac.” I wrapped him in a hug. “It’s good to see you, little guy.”

      “You too, Aunt Josie,” he said around a mouthful of cookie.

      “Oh,” I dug in my small purse. “I have something for you guys.” I pulled out two little plastic packs of LEGOs I’d seen at a Walmart back in New York a couple weeks ago. One was a helicopter, the other an airplane.

      The boys let out whoops and thank you’s before collapsing to the floor to empty and assemble their loot.

      My heart swelled. “How’s it going with…everything?” My older sister, as prim as a China aster, had surprised everyone by getting knocked off her feet by a whirlwind romance to a man ten years her elder—a widower with twin boys, no less. To be honest, we’d all been hesitant to jump on board with the idea. Too much baggage, too much room for hurt—and all too fast. But after we’d lost Dad, what was really important rose to the surface. Josh and his parents had been such a help to us, particularly to Mom in handling the details of the will and life insurance. In truth, we couldn’t help but fall in love with the high school teacher as Maggie had. The two had been married last summer just before I returned to school.

      Maggie blew her hair out of her face as her gaze lingered on the boys. “It’s good. Great, actually.” She leaned toward me. “In fact, Josh and I talked about it just this morning and we’ve decided to start trying.”

      I stared at her as I sought to comprehend her words.

      Maggie’s laughter bubbled up, and she bumped my shoulder with her own. “Oh, Josie. You know, the birds and the bees?”

      I stared at her, uncomprehending.

      “A baby, silly. We want to have a baby.”

      I grasped for words. A baby. But of course. “I—that’s wonderful. I’m so happy for you, Mags.” I gave her another hug.

      “Well, I suppose it could take some time, but I think I’m ready. I think we’re ready. I can’t believe how fast Davey and Isaac have stolen my heart. It’s not always easy, of course. Some days are hard. Really hard. But when I think about growing up in a big family like we did—well, I can’t imagine it any other way for my own.”

      “You’re a great mother.” And she was. How many times had I been on the phone with her last fall while she led the twins through bath times or uncomplainingly stopped a brotherly quarrel from escalating into a wrestling match? She was the one who should be popping out babies, raising them to be functional, caring human beings. My sister was made for such things. I, on the other hand, was made for runs on the beach, getting lost in a library, writing dry research papers only twenty people read in an obscure psych journal, maybe even scribbling down a secret murder-mystery once in a while.

      I was not made to be a mother.

      We chatted a few more minutes about the possibility of a new baby for Maggie before I couldn’t take it anymore. I searched the room for Mom, guessing her petite frame to be lost somewhere in the crowd. “So, Mom retiring, huh? That was sure a surprise. And what’s this about a bookshop?”

      Maggie bent to wipe chocolate from Isaac’s mouth. “If you returned my calls or read my texts the last several weeks, it wouldn’t be a surprise.”

      I winced. “I-uh…” Yes, I hadn’t been great about returning calls, but I always read my texts. Vaguely, I remembered a couple of particularly lengthy texts I’d ignored the week my life collapsed around me. But hadn’t I skimmed them? I wouldn’t have missed such an important detail as the Martin family opening a bookshop, would I?

      Then again, that week—the week my plans and future were crumpled up and torn—nothing had seemed to matter except my pain. Even my precious classes had fallen by the wayside. The dinging of my texts had filled me with hope—a hope never realized—for each time I’d spotted Maggie or Mom or Lizzie’s names and not Finn’s, I’d put the phone down, allowing the messages to drag me further into despair.

      Maggie pushed a stray hair from Isaac’s face, the move natural and without thought. Gracious me, she was a good mom. “Don’t sweat it, Sis. I know you’ve been busy. I’m just glad you’re here now. I was worried about you.”

      “I’m fine. Really.” My voice practically squeaked.

      She narrowed her eyes at me, but didn’t push, for which I was thankful. As my closest friend, I couldn’t deny that I’d taken her marriage hard. And so soon after Dad died. Maggie had gained a new family in only a day, and I’d felt my world shift, felt that everything I held dear was being taken from me. But being with Maggie now, I could only feel grateful. She was still here. Unlike Dad, I could still talk to her. Yes, things changed. This new dimension of my sister—the wife and mother dimension—didn’t take away from who she was, it only added to the already beautiful person I was proud to know. If I ever worked up the courage to tell her my secret, which I’d have to sooner or later, I hoped she might have wisdom to offer.

      After she got over her initial disappointment in me, of course.

      Even now, at the thought, prickles of heat speared my pride. Shame and embarrassment surged forth. Maggie, Mom, my entire family, even Aunt Pris…I’d let them all down. I was the driven one, the determined-to-grab-the-world-by-its-horns-and-wrangle-success-from-it one. And I’d always kept my principles in line.

      I tortured myself further by thinking of Dad. A fresh wave of humiliation washed over me. I’d give anything to have him back, and at the same time I was so very glad I wouldn’t have to see the look of displeasure on his face when I finally shared my news. That it involved Professor Finn Becker, a man he had extended charity and fellowship to during my growing up years, would have been the ultimate betrayal.

      “Josie.”

      I blinked, shook my head. “Sorry.”

      Maggie put a hand on my arm. “We need a girls’ night. Bad. And you’re going to tell me what’s going on in that head of yours and what happened in New York, you hear?”

      I sniffed, nodded. “I’m free until September.”

      And maybe even past then.

      My sister took out her phone, started tapping. “I’m heading up the spring fundraiser at the twins’ school. Dinner at Mom’s with the sibs Friday night. Twins have a t-ball tournament on Saturday. Oh, and I’ve got to finish up the last few Bible study lessons for the women’s group. John has track meets on Mondays…” She looked up at me, guilt drawing out her features. “Could you do next Wednesday night?”

      Six days away. I suppose I’d take what I could get. I’d basically ignored my sister the last couple of months, after all. I was lucky to get anything. “Sure. That sounds wonderful.”

      I stood on my tiptoes, searching out Mom. While I’d always been closer to Dad, I felt a sudden, childlike need for the woman who’d always bandaged and kissed our boo-boos, fed us peanut butter chocolate chip cookies, and in short, simply made everything better. While I admired Dad with a fierceness I couldn’t explain, it was Mom who had always been there for us. Mom who could be counted on.

      “So she’s really going for it, huh? Their dream? Tripp mentioned she was thinking right downtown. You know where?”

      Maggie raised an eyebrow. “You saw Tripp?”

      “Just at the house for a minute.” I tried to brush her off.

      She nodded. The brushoff seemed to work. This time.

      “There’s a place for lease on Main. Right near The Smiling Cow.”

      “That’s a great spot. I’m glad to see Mom going after her dreams, even with…” My voice trailed off. The words Dad gone stuck in my throat. Apparently, a year battling grief wasn’t enough for me to voice the obvious. A year working through the stages. Denial, anger, bargaining, depression, acceptance.

      Yet knowing the stages and studying them in classes didn’t make them any easier to live through. I wondered where I fell on the spectrum. For the first time since I decided on a career in psychology, I doubted the neat little compartments we attempted to slide grief into.

      “Dad’s dream, you mean.” Maggie shifted from one foot to the other.

      “What?”

      “A bookshop was Dad’s dream. A book-inspired bed and breakfast was Mom’s.”

      “You’re right,” I whispered, remembering now the many B&B magazines Mom had collected over the years, the large scrapbook of clippings she’d carefully tended during my elementary years.

      But somewhere along the way, the scrapbook hadn’t come out as much. Instead, she’d poured herself into her family, coming alongside Dad at every turn with new projects that benefited the community or helped those in need. I didn’t remember the scrapbook sitting on our living room coffee table at all by the time I’d reached high school. I was ashamed to admit I hadn’t thought anything about it until now—until I faced the possibility of my own dreams being crushed.

      I’d always known I wouldn’t think of marriage or family until I’d reached my career goals. But now, for the first time, I saw how a woman could be swallowed up by a man—how intoxicating that could be. I wondered if that’s how Mom felt about Dad. True, she’d been able to finish her degree in the last months of her pregnancy with Maggie, but had she wanted more for her life? While there wasn’t a doubt in my mind she’d do anything differently, I wondered if she ever wished they’d handled their money differently. If they’d saved a little more for rainy-day dreams instead of giving so much away.

      “She should open her bed and breakfast,” I said.

      Maggie shook her head, a smile tugging at her lips. “That’s good of you to say. I thought the same, but we went over the numbers. The life insurance she received from the college was just enough to pay off the last of their debts. Mom doesn’t want to go back there now that she’s free of the burden.”

      My father’s varied interests had run us in the red over the years. If only he’d been as good at fundraising as he’d been at philosophy. As a part-time theology professor at the local community college, Dad was also on staff at our church as a counselor. It was no secret he volunteered more than his part-time hours demanded of him. Add in a start-up soup kitchen, a charity ball for the historical committee, free grief counseling, and even a kid’s camp. All worthy, beautiful endeavors…that we didn’t have money for.

      Even the bookshop Dad dreamed of was intended to be a non-profit launched in Portland to empower and support vulnerable teens and young adults—those in the foster care system, those involved in court, or those out of jobs. I wondered if that’s what Mom planned on doing. If so, would she be able to support such an endeavor long term, particularly in our privileged, relatively crime-free town of Camden?

      I still heard Dad’s voice, reciting the value of treasures in heaven over earthly treasures. And though it was hard at times for me to see past the nonexistent college fund, lack of money for guitar lessons for Lizzie, and Bronson’s second-hand clothes, I never questioned my father—and deep down believed that maybe the five of us were even better off for his rather radical views. But now, with Mom alone and Dad gone, shouldn’t she at least make an effort to go after her dreams—and support herself in the process?

      “What if she sold the house?” I asked.

      “Wow, I’m surprised you’d suggest that. Believe it or not, she actually considered it. But it would only be enough for a decent piece of Camden property, not enough to renovate or build, not to mention all the startup costs a B&B would take.”

      “She could take out a loan. It’s not unheard of, after all.”

      “On the single income of a librarian? I’m not sure she’d get what she needs. Besides, she says she never wants to owe money again, is dead set against it. And I think she’s scared a bed and breakfast wouldn’t take off, that she’d get behind on the loan, and be in the same boat she and Dad have always been in.”

      “It would take off. We’re in Camden. This is like the B&B capital of the country.”

      My sister put a hand on my arm. “She’s excited about the idea of the bookshop, I think. It’s okay. Some dreams are just not meant to be, I guess. And the bookshop—it’s a good thing. A noble project for Mom, a worthy contribution to the town.”

      Something welled up within me, something fierce I couldn’t name, couldn’t voice to Maggie. I tried to push out a half-hearted, “I guess,” but it wouldn’t come forth.

      Were some dreams not meant to come to fruition? I’d never believed that, not with my father’s endearingly optimistic attitude as my champion. But maybe that belief lacked practicality and wisdom. Maybe, as I grew older, I saw the cracks in the foundation of such a belief. Looking at my life the last several months…well, maybe my sister was right.

      “Hey, when’d you show up?”

      I turned at the sound of my youngest sibling’s voice. Blond hair braided and piled on her head, large rust-colored earrings shaped like leaves, pretty face with tastefully applied makeup, and white flowing pants. Everything about Amie spoke of both confidence and a flashback to the sixties.

      I hugged her tight, relishing the feel of her in my arms. No doubt, she was the most challenging of my siblings, the one hardest to get along with, the one with a temper to match my own, the one least likely to embrace the values Mom and Dad tried to instill in us. Then again, Amie wasn’t the one who’d been knocked up by her college professor.

      “Look what the cat dragged in.” A deep voice came from behind me. I released Amie to hug my only brother, Bronson. His dark looks and broad shoulders—not to mention his amazing mind—had to leave the college girls drooling. I hoped he used that amazing mind to be smart around them.

      “I thought guys stopped growing at twenty? You keep it up and we won’t be able to see anything but chin stubble and nose hairs pretty soon.”

      “Josie,” Maggie admonished.

      “Me next,” piped a small voice behind me.

      “Lizzie.” I clutched her tightest of all. Though we were complete opposites, we went together like Cheerios and milk, water and sand. And though her sweet, quiet, sometimes anxious nature as well as her scary bout with thyroid cancer when she was fifteen left me a bit protective of her, I didn’t mind the job one bit. While Maggie had always looked after Amie, I’d willingly taken up for Lizzie over the years. All of us fawned over Bronson enough that he could never feel left out—quite the opposite, in fact.

      From somewhere in the corner of the large room, Marianne Norbert, head librarian, proud member of Aunt Pris’s quilting club, and the tallest woman in town at six-feet, counted down to singing For She’s a Jolly Good Fellow. The crowd parted and there was Mom, the candles on the cake lighting her delicate features, so like Maggie’s. Though the lines around her eyes and mouth ran deeper than last time I saw her, she looked happy. A bit tired, perhaps, but content, her chestnut hair pulled back in a loose ponytail, her eyes scanning the crowd in appreciation.

      Maybe Maggie was right. Maybe the bookshop was a good thing, even if it wasn’t her original dream. Maybe dreams took different forms, shifting and shedding and growing into something more suitable, better even.

      Mom blew out the candles, then opened her eyes, her gaze landing on me. Her mouth formed my name against the applause and she rushed toward me, arms outstretched.

      I sank into her embrace, willed the tears not to come. For though I was just shy of twenty-four, if there was ever a time I needed my mother…if there was ever a time I needed to be in the embrace of everything home, it was now.
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      Tripp didn’t presume to know much outside of building things. Except for the one fact he was learning faster than he wanted—that fact being, women were trouble.

      Namely one woman in particular.

      Tripp closed his eyes, promising when he opened them that Josie Martin would be pushed to the darkest corner of his mind and the estimate he worked on would be at the forefront. He kept them closed for another moment, seeing for the twentieth time that day Josie sitting at her kitchen table with that haunted look in her eyes.

      He shook his head and dragged in a deep breath, opening his eyes to look at the drawings on his office desk. The proposed colonial on Sherman Cove would run a pretty penny. If Colton Contractors secured the job, it would keep Tripp’s biggest crew busy for most of the fall.

      And Grandpop happy.

      Little by little, Edward Colton was releasing the reins of his beloved business to his grandson. Tripp knew it wasn’t easy for him, even at the ripe age of eighty-two. But Grandpop had nothing to worry about—the business of fixing and building things, of creating something lasting, functional, and beautiful out of wood and nails, ran in Tripp’s blood. Sure, it may have skipped a generation with his father, and been lost on his younger brother, but it was there, inside Tripp, sure as the sunrise over Camden Harbor each morning.

      He finished listing the lumber he needed for the second floor and the last of the rooms, including finish work, then sent an email to his supplier to get a price on it all. Once he heard back, he’d add that price to the labor and subcontractor estimates.

      If the job went through, maybe he’d even be able to get his hands dirty himself. Surely, the office work wouldn’t suffer too much if he got out with the crew for a couple of framing days on this one.

      A knock sounded at the door.

      “It’s open!”

      Clothed in a surfing t-shirt better suited for a California beach than a construction site, his younger brother had always been more at home with a pencil and sketchpad or surfboard than a hammer and pouch of nails.

      And at the moment, that was the problem.

      Especially after his talk with Pedro the night before. By the time their conversation was over, Tripp had just enough time to get to Hannah’s retirement party to wish her well before the library started emptying out. He’d helped Josie and her siblings clean up the place, and Josie had seemed happy enough. If only it weren’t for those anxious eyes at her kitchen table earlier in the afternoon. What was troubling her?

      “Hey, bro.” August pushed back dirty blond hair and took a seat in one of the two chairs across from his desk, an ankle casually draped over a tanned knee. “You wanted to see me?”

      Tripp shoved his calculator aside. “Yeah…you missing school yet?” Better to ease into the conversation.

      “Only been out a week, not much to miss except the girls.” He wiggled his eyebrows.

      Tripp would have to address too much partying at college at a later date. Even he knew one lecture at a time was all any kid could handle.

      He sent up a quick, desperate prayer for the course of the conversation. He’d never quite known his place with August, a brother seven years younger. Both boys had been under their grandfather’s care since August was six and their parents had died in a train crash while on a business trip in France. While Grandpop supplied their every physical need, emotional ones—particularly August’s—had been harder to meet. Tripp played the part of older brother as much as the part of subsidiary father, something August didn’t exactly appreciate.

      Now, with classes out, Tripp would also play the part of employer, something he relished as much as a nail through the thumb.

      “I talked to Pedro last night. He has some concerns about the Banks renovation.”

      “I don’t know what he said, bro, but I wouldn’t listen. That guy’s got an entire jackhammer up his⁠—”

      “That guy is my best foreman and your immediate supervisor. You’ve been on the job four days, August. None of the guys are going to take kindly to you screwing around. Just do what he asks you to do. If he tells you to clean, clean. If he tells you to move lumber, move it. And put your phone away until break time.”

      “I’m not some kid, okay? I don’t need you to tell me when I can and can’t use my phone.”

      Tripp’s anger mounted, the fuse to his temper a short one August knew the best way to ignite. “You’re right. You’re not a kid anymore, so start acting like an adult.” Great balls of fire, now he really sounded like an overbearing parent. But he couldn’t stop. Didn’t August see how his actions affected the entire business? “You don’t get a pass because your family owns the company. You don’t get to sit on your sorry behind and play on your phone because of your last name. If anything, your last name means you should work all the harder.”

      “Okay, okay, Grandpop. Chill, all right?”

      Tripp gritted his teeth and fought the urge to pound his fist into the mahogany desk and stand up to deliver his wrath. Instead, he eyed his brother with the reserve one might give a chicken in the henhouse destined for that night’s dinner. “No one asked you to work your summer at Colton Contractors. You could just as easily have gotten a job waiting tables and flashing those dimples for tips at any number of the restaurants around here. Maybe it’s just not a good fit, August, and maybe that’s okay.”

      His brother exhaled with much show, swung his head dramatically to the side. His long hair landed neatly over one eye. “You’re right. Are you happy? Give me another chance. I’ll do better, I promise.”

      Though his heart wasn’t in it, Tripp would take whatever his little brother would give. Tripp reached toward the side table and grabbed a package of gray t-shirts embroidered with the company name. He threw it hard at August. “One more thing. Make sure you’re wearing one of these every day. No more surfer-dude t-shirts and no holes in the pants. Got it?”

      “Yeah, yeah. Man, you’re getting more like the old man every day.”

      Tripp hated to admit it, he really hated to admit it, but August was right. Still, the business couldn’t be run on rainbows and unicorns. Someone had to get junk done. And yeah, that person was him. So while he’d rather be out in the field, what got done in this office made what happened in the field possible.
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