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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        55 years ago

      

      

      She stood on the bustling dock in Whidbey Island with her palms pressed firmly against her pounding heart. The air was thick with the scent of salt and the clamor of activity all around her. Men dressed in crisp olive-green uniforms were surrounded by their families, hugging and laughing in an attempt to diminish the gravity of why they were all there. 

      The salty sea breeze tousled her blond curls as she watched the young man she’d come to see. He was wrapped in the tight, sobbing embrace of his mother, his lips moving with what looked like words of assurance as his chin rested atop her head. When they finally separated, he turned to his father. No words were spoken as they shared a firm handshake, but it did not lessen their affection, especially when the man pulled his son into a bear hug and whispered something against his ear, which caused him to hug him just as fiercely.

      Finally, he turned in her direction as his parents stepped to the side. Her heart beat erratically inside her rib cage as she watched him take slow, measured steps toward her. She could see the tension in his shoulders, and his jaw clenched tightly as he tried to muster a bright smile for her.

      “Hey, Nell,” he greeted her affectionately, the nickname he had for her rolling off his tongue.

      Nelly stood there frozen. She couldn’t speak over the lump that had formed in her throat. She had promised herself she would be strong for him, but a sudden heaviness overcame her, and without warning, a tear slipped down her cheek, then another, and another…

      “Shoot. Nell, please don’t cry.” He sighed as he gathered her in his arms. His words only seemed to encourage her to cry harder. “Everything will be okay,” he said encouragingly from above, rubbing her back soothingly.

      “I’m scared, Steve,” she whimpered against his chest a few minutes later.

      “I know,” Steve returned after a beat. “I’ll come back to you. I promise.” Her cheek rubbed against the cool material of his shirt as she nodded.

      “You’ll write me every day… won’t you?” Nelly asked, lifting her head to look up at him.

      “Every day without pause,” Steve declared, his steely gray eyes glinting with an unwavering vow. Cupping her cheek, he looked deeply into her eyes and continued, “There won’t be a day I won’t miss you, and I’ll be counting down the days until I get to hold you like this again… forever.”

      Nelly’s smile came instantly. “I’ll be counting down the days as well.” She placed her head back against his chest, listening to the steady rhythm of his heartbeat.

      “Do you remember that night I promised to marry you one day?”

      “How could I forget? We were stuck at the top of the Ferris wheel overlooking the fairgrounds. I was scared out of my mind, but you wrapped your arm around me and assured me everything would be okay.” She looked up into his eyes, her own glossed over with affection. “That’s the first time you told me you loved me, and then you said you were going to marry me one day,” she repeated his words.

      “I remember,” he responded, his lips curving into an affectionate smile.

      “I’m holding you to that promise, so you better come back to me.” She playfully jabbed her index finger into his chest.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Steve saluted with a playful smile, which caused Nelly to giggle. “And to prove to you how serious I am, I want to do this now…”

      Nelly’s eyes became saucers as she watched Steve drop to one knee and reach into the breast pocket of his uniform. Her hands flew to her mouth next as he produced a single gold band with a simple round-cut diamond in the center. “Steve…”

      Steve smiled up at her. “Cornelia Christine Collins, will you make me the happiest man alive and marry me?” 

      “Steve Jacobs, you know I love you with all my heart…”

      Onlookers had drawn closer. The noise on the dock subsided as everyone waited for her answer. 

      “Of course I’ll marry you.” She laughed excitedly.

      Loud cheers erupted as Steve slipped the ring on her finger. Rising to his feet, he gathered her in his arms and spun her around as she squealed with pleasure. 

      “You’ve made me the happiest man alive; you know that?” he asked, eyes sparkling with happiness as he set her back on her feet.

      “And you’ve made me the happiest woman alive,” Nelly gushed. Steve leaned forward and dipped his head until their lips met in an endearing kiss.

      After receiving congratulations and embracing Steve’s parents, Nelly spent the remaining time hugging his side as his impending departure became the focus once more. He would be getting on the ferry headed for the military base in South Carolina, where he would be training for a few months before being shipped off to Vietnam to join the forces already there.

      Soon enough, the blaring of the ferry’s horn broke through. Reluctantly, they separated, and Nelly stood with Steve’s parents, watching as he boarded the ferry. The aching in her heart intensified with each step he took away from her.

      When the Ferry finally pulled away from the dock, Nelly stood there watching it, her hands pressed against her chest as tears streamed down her cheeks, mingling with the salt of the sea. She whispered a silent prayer for Steve’s safe return before allowing his parents to escort her back to their car to take her back to Camano Island—without Steve.

      She found her mother in the kitchen, an apron around her waist and a spatula in her hand as she flipped the trout Nelly’s father had caught a few days back. 

      “Mama,” Nelly called out.

      Her mother turned around. “How’d it go?” she asked. Her ocean-blue eyes stared expectantly.

      Nelly held up her left hand. The light pouring through the window caused the diamond to sparkle on her finger. “He asked me to marry him.” She smiled brightly.

      “Oh,” escaped her mother’s lips as her eyes widened and her lips parted. “Well…” she said, turning to place the kitchen towel on the counter before turning off the stove. Nelly’s hand fell to her side, and she waited with bated breath for her mother to face her once more. When she did, Nelly could read as clear as day the apprehension in the blue eyes that mirrored her own.

      “Don’t you think you’re too young to be engaged?” her mother asked after a minute.

      Nelly’s eyes widened in surprise. “I’ll be eighteen in November, Mama,” she spoke evenly even though, internally, she was panicking.

      “I know, but—”

      “Didn’t you and Daddy get married when you were seventeen?” She interrupted her mother to point out. 

      “We did.” Her mother nodded. “But those were different times. You have so many opportunities available to you now that I didn’t have back then, and being married so young comes with many responsibilities you might not be prepared for.” She held her hands as she reasoned.

      “Marrying Steve won’t give me fewer opportunities, Mama. Besides, he’ll be gone for at least a year, after his training is complete, which will give us enough time to prepare for it,” Nelly countered. Her mother didn’t respond, but the apprehensive look in her eyes made her question, “Where is all of this coming from? I thought you liked Steve.”

      “I do. I do.” Her mother nodded vigorously. Releasing a heavy breath, she walked over to the table and sat down. Nelly did the same. After a short silence, her mother looked at her seriously. “You’re a smart girl, Nelly—a whole lot smarter than I was at your age. You can go to college, have a career, be independent…” She reached across the table to grasp her daughter’s hand as she continued. “As much as I like Steve, I think if you get married now, your life will change so much that you won’t want those things for yourself, and you’ll wake up one day regretting not having done all that you could when you had the chance.”

      “I am not like you, Mama.” Nelly pulled her hand away. “Just because you’re unhappy with doing house chores, cooking, washing, and ironing for Daddy doesn’t mean it’ll be the same for me.” She saw the look of hurt that flashed across her face, but she couldn’t stop—she needed her mother to understand this. “I’ve never wanted to be anything but a loving wife and a mother, who makes sure her husband comes home to a clean house and a warm meal. I want him to feel like he can count on me to be there for him. In the end, it is my choice.”

      There was silence around the table for over a minute before her mother looked at her with pursed lips. “You’re right. It is your choice. Congratulations, sweetheart,” she finally said. With that, she got up and walked around the table to stand before Nelly. She leaned down and placed a kiss against her temple. “I gotta finish up this meal for your daddy.” Nelly watched as her mother returned to the stove and started the fire again before lifting the spatula. She left the kitchen then and headed for her room.

      Nelly face-planted on her bed, exhausted. She ruminated over her conversation with her mother. The fact she hadn’t been readily supportive of her engagement hurt her. She couldn’t wait for her father to get home, as she knew his reaction would be different. 
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        * * *

      

      Nelly stood by the kitchen counter, wiping down the cupboards as she helped her mother with the house chores. The familiar creak of the gate and the soft clink of the latch caught her attention. Her heart leaped as she dropped the dishcloth and raced out the door, her feet barely touching the wooden porch steps. “Hi, Bill!”

      Bill, the postman, looked up from his bag with a sympathetic smile that quickly faded. “Sorry, Nelly, no letters for you today.”

      The words hit Nelly like a physical blow. She felt her chest tighten, and the world around her blurred. “Oh…” she said, her voice barely a whisper. 

      The last letter she’d received from Steve had been over three months ago—one year and nine months after he’d been deployed. Prior to that, she had received between two and four letters every month. Now, each day without a letter felt like an eternity, her worry growing into an unbearable weight.

      Bill handed her the rest of the mail. He hesitated as if searching for something more to say to ease her pain. “Maybe tomorrow,” he said gently before walking away.

      Nelly watched him go, clutching the letters to her chest as if they could somehow bring her the news she desperately wanted. She turned and walked back inside, the creak of the door announcing her return. 

      Her mother, who had been watching from the kitchen, gave her a sympathetic look. “Still no word from Steve?” she asked gently.

      Nelly shook her head, her eyes glistening with unshed tears.

      “Maybe he’s just somewhere he can’t send a letter from,” her mother suggested, trying to sound optimistic.

      Nelly nodded mechanically, but the words offered little comfort. “I know you’re trying to help, Mama, but it doesn’t make it any easier,” she said, her voice cracking. “It’s been too long. What if something happened to him?”

      Her mother sighed; her face lined with worry. “I know it’s hard, Nelly, but you have to believe he’ll come back. I’m sure he’s doing everything he can to get a letter to you. In the meantime, you need to do something to take your mind off this situation.”

      Nelly’s eyes flashed with anger. “How can you say something like that?”

      Her mother’s eyes widened as her lips parted. “Wh-what,” she sputtered before Nelly spoke up.

      “I shouldn’t have expected anything more from you. You never even wanted me to marry him! You don’t care about Steve!”

      “That’s not fair, Nelly,” her mother protested, her voice rising. “I just want what’s best for you. I worry about you every day.”

      “Well, worrying doesn’t help me!” Nelly shouted, tears streaming down her face. “I need to know he’s okay. I need to hear from him!”

      The argument left a heavy silence in its wake. Nelly couldn’t stand it any longer. She grabbed her coat and stormed out of the house, tears blurring her vision as she walked briskly down the road. The ten-minute walk to Steve’s parents’ home felt like a lifetime. Her mind raced with thoughts of Steve, memories of his laughter, the warmth of his embrace, and the promises they had made to each other.

      As she approached the Jacobs’s residence, her heart hammered against her chest at the sight of a military service vehicle parked by the gate. She quickened her pace, a knot of anxiety tightening in her stomach. When she reached the steps, she saw Mr. and Mrs. Jacobs stepping onto the front porch, flanked by two solemn-faced Army men.

      Mrs. Jacobs’s eyes met Nelly’s, and the look of grief and understanding in them made Nelly’s blood run cold. “No…” Nelly whispered, her voice breaking. “No!”

      Mrs. Jacobs’s tears spilled over, and she reached out a trembling hand. “Nelly, I…”

      Nelly’s knees buckled, and she crumpled onto the porch steps, her sobs wracking her body. “No! It can’t be true! Steve…”
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      The June sun cast a warm glow over Nelly’s flower garden as she knelt among the blossoms. Her weathered hands, covered by a pair of worn yet sturdy gardening gloves, moved deftly as she tended to her beloved plants.

      Despite her age of seventy-two, Nelly’s movements were still deliberate and precise, though perhaps a bit slower than they used to be. She carefully inspected each flower, gently removing any wilted petals or yellowing leaves with practiced hands. The bending and reaching required to tend to her garden were more challenging now, causing a dull ache in her knees and lower back, serving as a reminder of the passage of time. Yet she persevered, unwilling to let age hinder her passion for gardening.

      With a sense of satisfaction, she leaned back and admired the fruits of her labor as she lovingly tended to each plant, knowing her efforts would result in an even more bountiful display of colors and fragrances in the weeks to come. The rhythmic sounds of nature surrounded her—the chirping of birds, the buzzing of bees, and the gentle rustling of leaves in the breeze—all contributing to the peaceful sanctuary she had cultivated in her own yard. In this tranquil moment, Nelly found solace and contentment, grateful for the simple joys her garden brought to her life. Gardening had always been her solace, a way to escape the loneliness that sometimes crept into her heart.

      As she worked, the distant ring of the landline pulled her back to reality. With a sigh, Nelly set down her trowel, pulled off her gloves, hurried up the porch steps, and entered the house. By the time she reached the phone, the ringing had stopped. She noticed the blinking light, indicating a new voicemail and pressed the button to listen.

      The voice that greeted her was familiar yet unexpected. Nelly’s heart skipped a beat as she listened to the message.

      “Hi, Mom, it’s me… Kathy. I know it’s been a while since we last spoke and even longer since… Listen, I’m on a break from work, and I was, um… I was wondering if I could stay with you for a couple of weeks. Let me know if that’s okay. Bye.”

      Nelly felt a mix of emotions wash over her—surprise, joy, and a touch of hesitation. She had grown accustomed to her quiet life on the island, finding comfort in her routines and solitude. The thought of having her daughter back in the house stirred up memories and longings she had tucked away.

      Kathy hadn’t stepped foot on Camano Island in over twenty-eight years. Ever since she’d moved to Arizona, the closest she’d gotten to town was Seattle, where Nelly would pick up her granddaughters so they could spend time with her. When the girls had gotten old enough, they began traveling on their own. She worried her bottom lip as she wondered what had prompted her daughter’s sudden need to come home.

      After a moment of contemplation, Nelly picked up the phone and dialed Kathy’s number. The phone rang a few times before she answered.

      “Hello?” Kathy’s voice sounded through the speaker.

      “Hi, Kathy, it’s me,” Nelly replied, trying to keep her voice light. 

      “Oh. Hi, Mom,” Kathy’s voice matched hers with a hint of awkwardness in her tone.

      “I got your message. Of course you can come and stay with me. I’d love to have you here,” Nelly said.

      There was a brief pause on the other end of the line before Kathy’s voice came through, filled with what Nelly could only describe as relief. “Thanks, Mom. I appreciate it. I’ll start making the plans now.” 

      Nelly hesitated for a moment before speaking again. “Kathy, you don’t need an invitation to come here. This house is just as much yours as it is mine. You’re always welcome here, anytime,” she spoke softly.

      It was her daughter’s turn to go silent.

      “Hello? Kathy, are you still there?”

      “Yeah, Mom. I’m here,” Kathy replied, her voice sounding distant.

      “Is everything all right?” Nelly asked in concern. 

      “Yeah, yeah. Everything’s fine.”

      Realizing she wasn’t about to get anything more out of her daughter about herself, she decided to ask instead, “How are Evelyn and Taylor?”

      “They’re doing okay,” Kathy replied. “Evelyn started her residency on the pediatric ward at the Florence Regional Medical Center.”

      “Yes. I remember that she told me she would be starting her residency soon. That’s wonderful news,” Nelly spoke as her heart swelled with pride.

      “Taylor is interning at a law firm for the summer,” Kathy continued. 

      “I’ll have to give them both a call to congratulate them.” Nelly smiled with satisfaction at the news, but a pang of sadness tugged at her. It had been too long since she had seen them, and she missed their laughter and the warmth of their presence. She understood they were adults now, with busy lives of their own, but the ache of their absence lingered.

      “I’m glad to hear they’re doing well,” Nelly said, trying to keep the disappointment from seeping into her voice. “I miss them, though. I wish I could see them more often.”

      “Yeah. They’re both in the state, and I don’t see them that often,” Kathy responded. Nelly heard a hint of resignation in her tone. 

      “That’s just how it is, I guess. As much as we would like to keep them by our sides forever, we have to let them go to chart their own path.” A tense silence ensued. Nelly knew she was talking about her relationship with Kathy as much as she was talking about the girls. “How’s George?” she asked, breaking the silence.

      “George is… busy with work. Things have been hectic for him,” Kathy replied, her voice carefully neutral.

      Nelly sensed the reluctance in Kathy’s response and decided not to press further. Instead, they made plans for Nelly to drive to Seattle to pick her up when she arrived on her flight from Arizona in three days. The prospect of seeing her daughter again filled Nelly with a mix of anticipation and anxiety but, above all, a deep sense of longing for things she could not get back. 

      As they said their goodbyes and hung up the call, Nelly couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sadness at the distance that had grown between them, not just in physical miles but in the unspoken spaces that lingered between their words.

      Nelly walked to the back porch, welcoming the warm embrace of the afternoon sun. Her eyes fixated on the bay stretching before her, a vast expanse of shimmering blue merging seamlessly with the cloudless sky above. In the distance, the outline of land masses dotted the horizon. Seagulls glided effortlessly overhead, their cries echoing in the distance as they danced on the wind currents. The whole scene brooked on tranquility, yet Nelly was brimming with nervous energy. She felt excitement and apprehension as she thought about Kathy’s upcoming visit. She was determined to make it special.

      Heading inside, she readied herself to go out. The drive to town was scenic, as always. She loved this stretch of road, lined with tall evergreens that seemed to touch the sky. The sunlight filtered through the leaves, casting dappled shadows on the pavement. Nelly rolled down her windows, letting the fresh, salty sea breeze fill the car. As she drove, she passed charming cottages and the occasional deer grazing by the roadside. The tranquility of Camano Island never failed to soothe her soul. These things kept her tethered to the town.

      Upon arriving at the grocery store, Nelly grabbed a cart and began her usual route through the aisles. She picked up a loaf of freshly baked sourdough bread, the crust golden and tempting. Next, she selected a variety of fresh fruits—plump strawberries, juicy peaches, and a bunch of ripe bananas. Moving on to the vegetables, she chose crisp lettuce, vibrant bell peppers, and a few ears of sweet corn. She also picked up some farm-fresh eggs and a block of sharp cheddar cheese. As she reached for a jar of honey, she heard a familiar voice behind her.

      “Nelly? Is that you?”

      She turned to see Nikki and Trish with bright smiles.

      “Well, if it isn’t the dynamic duo!” Nelly greeted them with a warm smile. “How are you two doing?”

      “We’re good! Just restocking the pantry at the inn,” Trish replied. “It feels like we haven’t seen you in ages.”

      Nelly chuckled. “Less than two weeks ago at Sarah’s wedding, remember?”

      “Oh, right!” Nikki laughed. “Time flies. But it does feel like too long. You should come by the inn sometime. We’d love to catch up.”

      “I’d like that,” Nelly said, feeling a pang of warmth in her heart. “Actually, my daughter is coming for a visit.”

      Nikki’s eyes widened in surprise. “I didn’t know you had a daughter!”

      “Yes, I do,” Nelly replied, her voice softening. “We haven’t had the best relationship for a long time.”

      “Oh, Nelly, I’m so sorry to hear that,” Trish said, placing a comforting hand on her arm.

      Nelly shrugged, trying to keep her emotions in check. “It is what it is. But I’m hopeful this visit will be a step toward mending things.” She turned her attention to Trish. “Trish, you’ve met my granddaughters a few times, remember?”

      Trish nodded thoughtfully. “I remember. Such sweet girls.”

      “Yes, they are,” Nelly said with a smile. “I’ve been lucky to have them in my life.”

      Nikki looked at Nelly with concern. “If you ever need to talk, you know where to find us.”

      Nelly chuckled. “So the counselor becomes the counseled, huh?”

      The sisters chuckled along with her. “Even the wisest man needs to decompress from time to time,” Nikki said when the laughter died down.

      “Thank you, Nikki. That means a lot,” Nelly said, feeling a surge of gratitude for their kindness.

      They chatted for a few more minutes, catching up on the latest happenings in town and sharing a few laughs. Eventually, they parted ways, promising to meet up soon. Nelly continued her shopping, her heart feeling a bit lighter. She added a few more items to her cart—some freshly cut flowers, a bottle of red wine, and a box of Kathy’s favorite chocolates—at least, she hoped they still were.

      Satisfied with her haul, she made her way to the checkout line. As she stood waiting, a young man with a kind face and a gentle demeanor came up behind her. He looked to be in his twenties, with sandy-blond hair and a sun-kissed complexion.

      “Let me help you with those bags, ma’am,” he offered, noticing the sizable load she had gathered.

      “Oh, thank you, young man. That’s very kind of you,” Nelly replied, grateful for the assistance.

      Together, they quickly loaded the groceries into her car. The young man was efficient and careful, making sure nothing was squished or out of place.

      “You’re a lifesaver,” Nelly said, handing him a couple of dollar bills as a token of appreciation.

      “No need for that, ma’am,” he said, waving away the money. “Just happy to help.”

      “Well, thank you again. Have a wonderful day,” Nelly said, giving him a warm smile as she got into her car.

      “You too, ma’am,” he replied, tipping an imaginary hat before heading back into the store.

      Nelly started the engine and headed toward the marina, a place she had frequented for years. The drive was short, but it offered a beautiful waterfront view. Boats bobbed gently in the water, and seagulls cried out overhead, swooping and diving in graceful arcs. The scent of salt water mixed with the faint aroma of fish, a smell she had grown to love over the years.

      As she parked her car and made her way to the docks, she spotted a few familiar faces among the fishermen. Old Sam, with his grizzled beard and weathered hands, cleaned his catch while chatting with Peter, a younger fisherman who had recently taken up the trade.

      “Nelly! Good to see you,” Sam called out, waving her over.

      “Hello, Sam. Peter,” she greeted them both with a smile. “How’s the catch today?”

      “Not too bad,” Peter replied, holding up a gleaming silver fish. “Got some nice halibut and salmon. Interested?”

      “Absolutely,” Nelly said, eyeing the fresh catch. “How much for a couple of those halibut filets?”

      “For you, Nelly, I’ll give you a good deal.” Sam winked. “How about ten dollars for three filets?”

      “Sounds fair to me,” Nelly agreed, reaching into her purse to pull out the money.

      Sam wrapped the fish carefully in parchment paper and handed it to her. “Enjoy, Nelly. These are some of the best we’ve had in weeks.”

      “I’m sure they are. Thank you, Sam. Thank you, Peter.” She gave them both a nod before making her way back to her car.

      With the fresh fish safely tucked in her cooler bag, Nelly started the drive back home. The sun was lower in the sky now, casting a warm, golden glow over the island. She felt a sense of contentment wash over her as she drove, the anticipation of Kathy’s visit mingling with the satisfaction of a productive day.
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      Nelly tapped her fingers on the steering wheel as she pulled into the bustling city of Seattle. The skyline loomed ahead, a mix of steel and glass that always made her feel just a little out of place. They cast long shadows over the streets, their mirrored surfaces reflecting the bright sunlight in dazzling patterns. Pedestrians hurried along the sidewalks, lost in their own worlds, while cyclists weaved through the traffic with practiced ease.

      Nelly caught glimpses of street performers entertaining passersby, their music blending with the cacophony of city sounds. The strong scent of brewed coffee wafted through the air, mingling with the salty tang of the nearby ocean.

      As she neared the Seattle-Tacoma International Airport, the traffic thickened, and Nelly’s fingers tightened on the steering wheel. Signs overhead guided her toward the arrival area. She swung the car around the corner and spotted Kathy in the crowd waiting for their ride. Her head was bent low as she scrolled through her phone. Nelly’s stomach twisted with a familiar knot of anxiety.

      Pulling up to the curb, she got out of the car. “Kathy!” she called out.

      Kathy looked up, her face a mask of indifference that barely cracked into a smile. “Hey, Mom,” she greeted as she rolled her luggage over. “Thanks for picking me up.”

      “It’s not a problem,” Nelly replied, her lips turned up in a welcoming smile.

      There was an awkward pause after this as they stood there, neither quite sure how to bridge the gap. Finally, Nelly gestured toward the car. “Ready to go?”

      Kathy nodded before rolling her luggage to the trunk of the car. Nelly followed, opening the door for her to put them in. Kathy then slid into the passenger seat while Nelly returned to the driver’s seat and drove off. 

      “How was your flight?” Nelly asked, trying to make small talk.

      “It was okay,” Kathy replied, staring down at her phone.

      “That’s good. I made us a reservation at a restaurant. I figured you’d be hungry after such a long flight. I hope that’s okay.” Nelly glanced over at her daughter.

      “Yeah. That’s fine,” Kathy replied, her eyes still glued to her phone.

      The rest of the drive was done in silence. Nelly had tried to make conversation with her, but it sputtered and died each time.

      They arrived at Lot 28 just in time for the lunch hour. The place had a charm to it that reflected its upscale environment. Nelly had chosen it, hoping the familiarity of what she presumed Kathy was used to might ease the tension between them.

      “Hello, Joseph. I made a reservation for one thirty,” Nelly informed the maître d’ at the front. 

      “Hi, Mrs. Collins. Your table is available. Please follow me.”

      The two women followed him to a table almost in the center of the dining hall. “Your server will be with you shortly,” he informed them when they were seated.

      “Thank you, sweetie.” Nelly smiled up at the young man. This earned her a smile and a slight bow before he was back at his post.

      “Nelly!”

      Nelly looked up to see Paul approaching their table. “Hi, Paul,” she greeted as soon as he stood over them.

      Paul’s eyes landed on Kathy. “Kathy,” he spoke with a friendly smile, “I heard that you’d be back in town.” His eyes lit up with recognition as he looked at Kathy. “It’s been a long time.”

      Kathy’s face softened slightly, a small smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “Hi, Paul. Yeah, it has been a while, hasn’t it?”

      Paul chuckled, the sound rich and hearty. “It’s good to see you back on Camano Island.”

      Kathy’s smile wavered, and she glanced away, her expression tightening. “I’m just here for a couple of weeks.”

      Paul’s face grew serious for a moment, his eyes reflecting a depth of understanding. “I remember when you left after your father passed. I wanted to tell you how sorry I was for your loss back then.”

      The table grew tense, the air thick with unspoken emotions. Nelly shifted uncomfortably, her eyes flicking between Paul and Kathy. Her daughter’s shoulders had stiffened, and her lips folded in on each other as she stared off into the distance.

      Sensing the tension, Paul quickly tried to lighten the mood. “But hey! Again, it’s really good to see you back here. I’m sure Nelly is over the moon.” He glanced between the women. 

      Nelly gave him a reassuring smile.

      “I’ll send a server over to take your order. Enjoy your lunch, ladies.”

      As Paul walked away, Kathy let out a slow breath, her shoulders relaxing slightly. Nelly reached across the table, hovering her hand uncertainly before she withdrew it.

      “Kathy, I—”

      “Mom, let’s just order, okay?” Kathy’s voice was soft but firm, her eyes avoiding Nelly’s.

      Nelly nodded, swallowing her words. She picked up the menu, her hands trembling slightly. The server arrived, a young woman with a bright smile, and took their orders with practiced efficiency.

      As they waited for their food, Nelly tried once more to reach out. “Kathy, I know things have been difficult between us. I just want you to know that I’m here when you’re ready to… talk.”

      Kathy sighed, her eyes finally meeting Nelly’s. “I know, Mom. I… let’s just get through this first, okay?”

      Nelly nodded before averting her eyes, not wanting her daughter to see them glistening with disappointment. Finally getting her emotions in check, she glanced up at her daughter. Her heart ached as she watched Kathy stare at her phone once more. She recognized this defense mechanism all too well. Talking about her father was a touchy subject that often left them both raw and vulnerable. She wondered if they could ever return to even a semblance of that happiness after so many years. 

      Nelly was jolted back to the present when their food arrived, the server’s cheerful demeanor doing little to lighten the mood at their table.

      They ate in silence, the clinking of silverware against plates the only sound between them. Nelly tried to savor her meal, but her appetite was dulled by the tension. She threw tentative glances Kathy’s way and noticed she picked at her meal.

      When they finished eating, Nelly paid the bill, and they left the restaurant in silence. The cool afternoon breeze brushed against their faces as they walked to the car. Nelly was lost in her thoughts.

      “I forgot how beautiful Camano Island is,” Kathy said softly, breaking the silence that had enveloped the car.

      Nelly’s heart lifted slightly at the unexpected comment. “It is beautiful, isn’t it? Especially this time of year.”

      Kathy nodded, a small smile playing on her lips. “Are the old ice cream shop and Miss Jenkins bookstore still around?”

      Nelly smiled, sensing a thaw in the icy silence that had defined their day. “The ice cream shop is still there. They even added some new flavors. But the bookstore closed a few years ago. It was sad to see it go, but Miss Jenkins had gotten too old to run it, and it was hard competing with the bookstores at the mall.”

      Kathy’s expression turned thoughtful. “I used to love that place. Spent hours there after school.”

      “I remember.” Nelly’s voice was tinged with nostalgia. “You always had your nose in a book.”

      Kathy chuckled softly. “Yeah, I guess I did.”

      As they drove through the winding roads of Camano Island, the conversation turned to other local places. Kathy asked about the bakery that used to make her favorite pastries, and Nelly told her it had changed owners but was still in business. They talked about the old movie theater that had been turned into a community center and the little antique shop that had, unfortunately, closed.

      Bit by bit, the conversation flowed more naturally, the shared memories of the island acting as a bridge between them. Nelly felt a glimmer of hope as they talked, a sense that maybe, just maybe, they could find their way back to each other.

      By the time they reached the house, the sun was casting a bright golden glow over the island. Nelly parked the car and turned to Kathy, who was gazing out the window at the familiar scenery.

      Nelly offered Kathy a tentative smile as they stepped out of the car. “Do you need any help with your luggage?”

      Kathy shook her head, a small smirk playing at her lips. “It’s okay. I have it. I think it might be too heavy for you.”

      Nelly felt a pang of sadness at Kathy’s dismissive tone but masked it with a nod. “All right. Just let me know if you need anything.”

      Kathy hoisted her suitcase out of the trunk and followed Nelly into the house. She led Kathy to her old bedroom, pausing at the door before pushing it open.

      “Here we are,” Nelly said, stepping aside to let Kathy enter first.

      Kathy took a slow, deliberate look around the room. The bed was neatly made with the same floral comforter from years ago, and the walls were adorned with posters of bands and movies from her teenage years. A bookshelf still held her collection of novels, and in the corner hung her old cheerleading outfit, preserved like a relic from another time.

      “It looks the same,” Kathy said, her voice tinged with surprise and a hint of something else. “After twenty-eight years, everything looks the same. The girls told me, but…” Her voice was barely above a whisper.

      Nelly’s eyes softened. “I couldn’t bear to change anything. It felt like… like I was holding on to a part of you,” she confessed.

      Kathy ran her hands over the posters, her fingers tracing the edges of the paper. She paused in front of the cheerleading outfit, a wistful smile tugging at her lips. “I remember this. I was so proud when I made the team. A bookworm who was also into cheers.”

      Nelly nodded, a smile playing on her lips. “You were always so dedicated.”

      There was a moment of shared nostalgia, a fleeting connection that seemed to lessen the years of distance between them. But then Kathy’s expression shifted, and she let out a bitter laugh. “If only that was the truth about everything.”

      Nelly’s heart clenched, sensing the undercurrent of pain in Kathy’s words. “Kathy, what do you mean?”

      Kathy turned away, her shoulders slumping as if the weight of her thoughts was too much to bear. “It’s… It’s nothing.”

      Nelly took a hesitant step forward, ready to respond, but stopped when she saw the sadness etched across Kathy’s face.

      Kathy took a deep breath, her voice trembling as she spoke, “I’m getting divorced, Mom.”
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