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          STEPH

        

      

    

    
      TWENTY-NINE YEARS AGO

      There he was again. The cute blond fellow that Steph had seen at least a dozen times already, at the dim sum place where she regularly picked up a Combo Box Number Six to eat in the park on her all-too-brief lunch hour.

      They’d noticed each other the first time, smiled tentatively at each other the second time, said “Hi” the third time, and then…that’s where it had stalled out. Just another “Hi” each time.

      Steph had had quite enough of this, she’d finally decided last week. She was going to break the impasse, take matters into her own hands. Frustratingly, since she’d made this resolution, he hadn’t turned up.

      But here he was! Walking in as she was leaving with her lunch, just as cute as ever, and smiling shyly at her like he did every single time…

      “Hi!” she said, clutching her Combo Box. “Great to see you again!”

      “Uh, yeah, hi,” he mumbled, still smiling but now glancing down at his feet. He moved to step around her on his way to the counter.

      Steph moved just enough to block his route as another customer came in and walked around them both. The cute blond guy looked up at her, clearly confused. At a loss. “Uh,” he said again.

      “Sorry!” Steph said, grinning widely, conveying, she hoped, a complete lack of sorrow. “But I made myself a promise, and I’m not one to go back on promises. To anyone.”

      The man blinked at her. “You’re not?”

      “Nope, I’m not,” she said quickly, not letting herself lose her stride even though when she’d planned this all out and rehearsed it in her imagination, he was supposed to say What was the promise? She forged ahead. “I promised myself that the next time I saw you, I’d introduce myself.” She held out the hand not holding her lunch. “I’m Steph Hancock.”

      He stared at her hand for an uncomfortably long moment before producing his own. “David Palmer.”

      She took his hand and shook it warmly but firmly. While still holding onto it, she said, “Nice to meet you, David. I’m about to go eat my lunch in the park across the street. It’s such a pretty day. Would you like to join me?”

      Now he looked panicked, and she felt him trying to pull his hand away. She let it go but amped up her smile, and didn’t move out of his way. “I. Um. Usually take it back to the office?” he finally squeaked out.

      “Where do you work?”

      “Smith Barney. The brokerage house?”

      She nodded. “That’s not far from my office. Do you actually have to go right back, or can you take a few minutes?”

      “I…suppose I could take a few minutes.” He looked less panicked now, but more confused. “Why?”

      For crying out loud, do I have to spell it out? “Because we see each other here all the time, and we nod and say hi, and I’d like to get to know you better.” She gave him another hopeful smile. “I’m not a serial killer, I promise.”

      His eyes widened. They were light blue, almost sky-colored: gorgeous. “I didn’t think you were a serial killer! You’re too—” And then he clamped his mouth shut as his cheeks colored.

      “I’m too what?” Steph asked sweetly. Pretty? He was going to say I’m pretty!

      Maybe?

      “Uh, too…female,” he stammered. “Serial killers are almost exclusively male.”

      Steph snorted with laughter. “Oh, so you did notice!”

      His cheeks reddened further, and more customers kept filtering into the tiny takeout joint; now a line was forming at the counter.

      “Get your lunch,” Steph went on, finally moving out of his way. “I’ll wait here, and we can walk over to the park together.”

      “Okay,” he said, and gave her another fragile smile.

      After a minute, Steph stepped outside to wait on the sidewalk. It was getting very crowded in there, and noisy as well. Besides, this was the only door. It wasn’t as though David could slip out the back and flee from her.

      Even though I’m totally not a serial killer, she told herself.

      Once he’d emerged and they’d settled on her favorite park bench, Steph opened her box of dim sum and pulled out the pork bun. “Mmm,” she said, around a fluffy mouthful. “Perfect as ever.”

      He had gotten a different combo; number fourteen, she thought. Heavy on the seafood. “Yes,” he agreed. “They do a good job there.”

      She snapped her bamboo chopsticks apart and picked up a siu mai dumpling, popping it in her mouth. “I have friends up in the city who say Yank Sing is the best, but frankly, I’ve never been as impressed with them as I am with this little hole-in-the-wall down here.” She grinned over at him. “Or maybe it’s just because I can walk here from my office, and familiarity breeds contentment.”

      He looked briefly confused, then laughed. “Oh! That’s funny.”

      “Thank you.” Okay, this was all still fairly awkward, but at least she’d made him laugh.

      “Where do you work?” he asked.

      She wanted to cheer: the man asked a question! He was showing interest! “A-1 Insurance, just over there.” She pointed across the street with a chopstick. “The most boring job in the history of the world, and I’m happy to have it. Not many jobs out here for English majors, I’m afraid.”

      “You’re an English major?” His confused look was back.

      “Was. Graduated from Stanford last year, and couldn’t find a single company that was looking for someone who could analyze a Victorian novel and delineate its themes, or even diagram a sentence. And before you ask, no, they don’t make you diagram sentences in college—though I could do it in a heartbeat if anyone needed me to. Fifty cents a sentence, or three for a dollar.” She gave him a hopeful smile, then added, “That was another joke. You could laugh again if you wanted to.” You’re even cuter when you laugh.

      To her surprise, he did laugh. “You’re a very interesting person, Steph.”

      “Thanks!” She ate another siu mai. It was the combination of the ground pork and ground shrimp that made it, she thought, already wondering if she could learn how to make them herself. “So what do you do at Smith Barney? Are you a broker?”

      Those blue eyes widened. “Oh no. An analyst. I…uh…they don’t let me talk to the customers.”

      “They don’t?”

      He smiled broadly. It was like the sun had come out after a cloudy morning. “That was a joke too. But it’s also true. I’m a little, uh, shy.”

      “You know? I had actually noticed that,” she said, gently.

      His smile turned wry. “Most people do.”

      Ouch. So she eased off then, asking him more questions, but easy ones, nothing too intrusive, and offered little tidbits of information about herself. When they’d both finished their boxes, he started to seem nervous again, glancing over at the tall building where his office was. So she made sure to exchange numbers, both home and cell.

      Well, her cell number. He didn’t have one. “I don’t, um, talk on the phone much. Nobody needs to reach me—well, I’m usually either at work or at home, so it didn’t seem important to get yet another line.”

      “Fair,” she said. “So, what do you say: lunch next Tuesday? Same place, same time?”

      “I’d like that,” he said, with no stammer at all.

      FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

      “Are you disappointed?”

      Steph reached across the table and took David’s hand. He squeezed hers, and she squeezed back as a few tears leaked out of her eyes. “Yes. No. I don’t know.” She shook her head and said again, “I don’t know. Are you?”

      He exhaled a soft sigh. “I think I’m ‘yes and no and I don’t know’ as well.”

      “It would have changed so much.”

      “It would have.”

      The waitress came to their table. Steph asked for a coffee, with plenty of cream; David asked for the same, and a plate of strawberry mini-muffins to share. She jotted their order down and stepped quickly away. Steph wondered if she saw lots of couples like this, in here. So close to the clinic as it was.

      “But I think I was ready for such a change,” Steph said. “I mean, I wasn’t, when we thought the decision had been made for us. But after my initial freakout…”

      David gave her a kind smile, a loving smile. “Our initial freakout.”

      “Oh, you didn’t panic half as much as I did.”

      “Well, I’ve always been quieter than you,” he teased.

      She smiled back at him and wiped away a tear with the hand he wasn’t holding.

      The waitress came back with their coffees. “Your muffins will be along in a minute.”

      After she left again, Steph ventured, “Well. We could always adopt.”

      “We could. Do you want to?”

      “Yes. No. I don’t know.” She stirred cream into her coffee and took a sip. At least she wouldn’t ever have to give up caffeine, even temporarily. Or brie, or sushi. Or wine! There was always a bright side, if you just took the time to look for it. “We could look into it. But there’s no rush.”

      “There is no rush,” he agreed. “But we could, when you’re ready—look into it, I mean. Or I would be happy to do the research, and let you know what I find out. When you’re ready.”

      “Thank you.” She took a deep breath, and another sip of coffee.

      The waitress brought the mini-muffins. Steph took a long time tearing one apart, dabbing butter on its still-steaming interior, letting it melt, taking a bite. Her mind deconstructed the recipe almost automatically. It would have been so much fun to teach her child how to cook, how to bake. To share all her kitchen insights, her love of flavors, her appreciation for food made by others and her delight in making it herself.

      But would her child have been interested? You never knew, did you? Steph’s mother had not been able to interest her, or her brother or sister, in her own hobby of heirloom rose cultivation. Steph enjoyed gardening, of course, but exclusively edible plants. Gardening was a means to an end, and the end was cooking.

      Cooking had been Steph’s passion for as long as she could remember. From the earliest days when her mom had let her sit on the kitchen counter beside the stove, stirring the Campbell’s chicken noodle soup as it heated up; through when she had followed her first recipe to make something from scratch (grilled cheese sandwiches with tomato jam), when she could barely read; until her first invented meal, in junior high: a riff on her mom’s meatloaf, making it spicier, and also into meatballs, which she served over pasta with a homemade sauce at the family’s Sunday dinner. Only after everyone had remarked on how delicious it was had her mom told everyone that Steph had created the dish herself, with no help.

      Cooking still gave Steph’s life its richness, its delight. It was her creative outlet. David worked long hours, now at a smaller, more specialized brokerage firm, and still as an analyst. Steph still worked in insurance administration. It was tedious and repetitive, but it paid well, she was good at it, and when she left the office at five o’clock sharp every day, she never had to give her work a thought until the next morning.

      When she’d missed a period, thirty-six-year-old Steph had looked at thirty-seven-year-old David and said, “We need to talk about something important.”

      When the period showed up two weeks late, they were already well on their way to wrapping their hearts and minds around the idea of having a child. Though they’d been married nearly twelve years, it had always seemed too soon…there was always time to think about it…later.

      Suddenly, later was now. So, without fully committing one way or another, Steph went off birth control, and they agreed to see what happened.

      What happened was more irregular periods, weight gain, and a year of doctor’s visits and tests…and finally, almost an hour ago, a diagnosis of late-onset PCOS—polycystic ovary syndrome. Steph was not technically infertile—miracles did happen—but the doctor advised that it would be best if they assumed that she was. She’d offered Steph and David a referral to an IVF clinic.

      They’d taken the clinic’s pamphlet, but Steph had asked the doctor to hold off on the formal referral. “For now,” she said. “I just need to absorb this for a while.”

      The doctor smiled at them both, her face filled with empathy and care. “I understand. I’m here if you need me—for anything.”

      “Thank you.”

      Now Steph looked at David across the table. “You’re not eating any muffins,” she said.

      His smile, even his sad smile, was still like the sun coming out. “I’m really not all that hungry.”

      “You know, I’ll never understand that.” She gave him a watery smile back, and tried not to think about what their child might have looked like.

      NINE YEARS AGO

      David was on the couch when she got home from work. Wrapped up in a blanket, staring at the television, which was tuned to a game show, with the sound off. He was shivering.

      Steph set her purse on the entry table and sat on the other end of the sofa. David didn’t look at her, but from this angle, she could see he wasn’t really looking at the TV either.

      He was just staring. At nothing. At the abyss. At his darkness, somewhere in the middle distance, where it seemed no one could reach.

      And still shivering, though the room was overly warm.

      Eventually, she got up, went into the kitchen, and returned with a mug of hot chocolate. She set it on the coffee table in front of him. His gaze flickered; he seemed to just now register her presence.

      “Rough day?” she asked, softly.

      He nodded.

      “Did you talk to your boss again?”

      He shook his head.

      Steph forced back her frustration, schooled her emotions. Calm, peaceful, unchallenging. “It’s bad for the whole team, if they let certain members get away with bullying. Because that’s what it is: bullying.”

      He shrugged.

      “You’re by far the most valuable member—not just of the team, but of the whole damn brokerage house. I hope they know they’re going to lose you if they can’t get this under control.”

      Now he turned and blinked at her. “I can’t quit this job,” he whispered. “We need it.”

      “We actually don’t,” she said quietly. Calmly. “We enjoy the money, but we’re doing fine. We would be fine if you didn’t work for a year. We would be fine if you got a nice relaxing job that paid half the money.” She nodded at the mug before him. “Drink your cocoa.”

      He picked up the mug and took a sip. Then he set the mug back on the table.

      Steph looked at the TV. The game show contestants were very excited about something, hopping up and down. Maybe the hopping was part of the game? She didn’t understand what the contest was, but the colors—of the studio set, of the contestants’ clothing, of the host’s clothing—were certainly very bright.

      Was it a Japanese game show?

      She turned back to David, who had relaxed slightly, and had stopped shivering. After another long moment, he picked up the mug and took another sip. This time, he held onto the mug, and continued sipping.

      Steph let out a breath. He was talking (well, whispering), and drinking his hot chocolate: they’d gotten around the edge of this one. Probably.

      When he finished the mug and set it back on the coffee table, she said, “I’m going to go start on dinner. Are you going to be okay in here for a while?”

      He turned and gave her a ghost of a smile. “Yes. Thank you.” And then, “I’m sorry.”

      She slowly reached out a gentle hand and touched his arm. “No need to be sorry. You’re safe, and I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      In the kitchen, she took a few more deep, centering breaths, and wondered whether to call his therapist tomorrow. He’d been doing so much better, for so long…but they kept coming back to this.

      Workplaces were supposed to be accommodating, both by law and just because of simple human decency. Harassment, of course, was not supposed to be tolerated at all. That was the theory, anyway.

      There was a certain breed of dude-bro-asshole brokers, she’d learned. And that breed, like dogs that bite no matter what, just had to bully people. Even the analyst upon whom they relied for the information they needed to actually, you know, serve their clients and be successful in their business. Why would they do that? Steph would never understand such people.

      Not that this job, or any job, had caused David’s issues in the first place. No, the responsibility for that lay squarely with his parents.

      She poured herself a half-glass of wine and stared into the fridge, part of her mind figuring out what to make for dinner while the rest of her pondered how to fix this. Not how to fix David—only he could do that, to whatever degree was even possible—but what she could do to make their situation better.

      His firm already let him work remotely two days a week, but was there really any reason he had to go into the office at all? His work was nearly entirely independent, and even without the bullying, the office was a distraction; he’d told her many times that he got twice as much done on his two days at home than in the three office days. Not to mention the commute time. Maybe the firm would consider shifting him to entirely remote? Or, failing that, only going into the office as needed—for all-hands meetings, face-to-faces with his boss, that sort of thing?

      There was still urban living to take into account, though. And this house, however comfortable, was cheek-by-jowl with neighbors on all sides, traffic, noise, chaos, interruptions. Steph enjoyed city life, but David was never so relaxed and, well, himself, as when they were in their vacation home on Orcas Island.

      Steph shut the fridge, sipped her wine, and thought.

      Eventually she went back into the living room. “David?”

      “Yes?” He looked up at her. The cocoa had restored some of his color, but he still looked so fragile.

      “Let’s move to Orcas full-time.”

      He stared at her. “What?”

      “I know this is a big thing, and that you’re not in a place to talk about it right now.” She sat down beside him on the couch and took his hand. “But I think we should seriously consider it, and explore how we could make it happen.”

      “We can’t!” It was the most animated he’d been since she’d gotten home. Which was…good? Maybe? “My job—they won’t let me⁠—”

      “Again, you don’t need this job. There are plenty of firms that would let you work a hundred percent remote.” The more she thought about it, the better she liked the idea. But she couldn’t push. They’d been through this pattern many times in their marriage: she got excited about something and wanted to rush ahead with it; he needed more time to adjust, to think it through, to…well, analyze it. He was an analyst, after all. She understood this, even respected it; she was at least as much of an outlier as he was, in the opposite direction. “But this is premature—we’d have a lot of things to figure out before we made any decisions.” She smiled at him tentatively. “Promise me you’ll think about it, at least? And we can talk about it this weekend maybe?”

      He gave her a watery smile. He knew how this process went as well as she did, and he also knew—she was pretty sure that he knew—that if he still wasn’t convinced after they had explored it, she would not steamroll him into anything. “Okay.”

      LAST NIGHT

      Steph lay in bed beside David long after she’d switched off her bedside lamp. Was he asleep? He was quiet, and very still; he might be asleep, or he might wondering the same about her. Not wanting to say anything, and wake her up.

      It had been so long since they’d shared a bed. They’d clearly both forgotten how.

      She should be fast asleep by now. She was certainly tired enough. She’d worked hard all week, and extra-hard all day, preparing for the Christmas party; and then there had been the party itself, which had been exhausting and exhilarating as parties always were; and then there had been the unexpected situation at the end of the evening: a sudden snowstorm, a tree down on Deer Harbor Road, trapping their last ten guests here overnight. Or longer, depending on how quickly the county could get out to clear the road—of both the tree and the snow.

      Lynne, next door, had been able to take two of the guests, but her house was tiny—hardly much expanded from the cabin she’d moved here into fifteen or more years ago, with her then-teenage son. That had left eight extra people to be squeezed into every possible corner of Steph and David’s house…a large house, to be sure, but stretched to capacity now.

      So that David had had to come back to the marital bed.

      Steph rolled onto her side, facing him. He was curled up with his back to her, so she couldn’t see if his eyes were open, and he didn’t react to her movement. The room had that unreal glow that snow brought, especially under moonlight; had it stopped falling, then? She hoped so. She loved her friends, and she enjoyed having overnight guests, but such things were even better if they had actually been planned for. Everyone was going to want to get home, back to their lives, and pets, and responsibilities.

      And Steph had been looking forward to the satisfaction of having the party, fun as it was, behind her.

      The quiet was astonishing. Snow (even without the downed tree) had stopped what little traffic would normally be out at this hour, covered every sound the night woods usually made. It was both cozy and a little unsettling, to be awake, safe and warm inside, under a blanket of snow, under the hush of the world outside.

      Before she’d turned off the light, she’d told David, “We have to talk.” He’d agreed, of course; he was always agreeable. He was a good man. He loved her; he wanted their marriage to work as much as she did, if not more. Sometimes, in her less charitable moments, Steph wondered what in the world he would have done if he hadn’t met her—if she hadn’t ambushed him at the dim sum shop and basically demanded that they date; and then later, that they marry, build a life together. Would he have just stayed in his little rental room in the city, estranged from his awful parents, working for companies who didn’t appreciate him but needed him? Depositing his paychecks into an ever-growing bank account, because he didn’t want anything more than to be left alone to do his work, solve the puzzles that were so inscrutable to everyone else but were a delightful challenge to his powerful, unusual mind?

      “You humanize me,” he had joked, many times over the years. But he wasn’t wrong. Steph brought life and friends and halfway decent furniture—and, of course, excellent food—into his world. She encouraged him out of his shell, as much as he was willing, or able.

      “You ground me,” she always told him in return, and that wasn’t wrong either. Steph’s passion, her fearlessness, her quest for adventure, could turn into impulsiveness and novelty-seeking for its own sake if not for David’s counter-balancing effect. They made a really successful team, when things were working as they should.

      Things had not been working as they should for some time now.

      Though he’d been reluctant, even terrified, at first, it had soon become clear that the move to Orcas Island had been the best decision they’d ever made—even better than their decision to marry, in her opinion. They had owned a small home here for years before that, loving to vacation amid the island’s serene beauty. Thriving in the peace and quiet. Steph had always had a vague idea of maybe retiring someday to the island…but when David’s mental health was challenged by his toxic workplace one time too many, she’d done some research, run the numbers, and presented him with her plan: sell the Sunnyvale house, put the proceeds into expanding and remodeling the Orcas house, and pull up stakes.

      This plan hinged on David telling his firm that he needed to be a full-time remote employee or that he would leave altogether: their choice. Which sounded simple enough, and for someone whose early years had not been a minefield of shaming, belittling, and outright abuse on the part of his parents, it would have been. It had taken David nearly six months, and the very limit of Steph’s gentle yet unceasing support and reassurance, but he had finally gone to his bosses and told them his demands.

      Of course they had reacted as badly as he’d feared they would. They’d fussed and complained, declared that it was impossible for anyone to be remote full time, and even threatened him with legal action due to breach of contract. More than once—more than a dozen times—David was ready to give them what they wanted, but Steph always talked him out of it. And in the end, the firm had no leg to stand on, so they capitulated.

      Steph had intended to find another job up on the island, once they got settled and she was finished overseeing the remodel, but it was true, what she had told him: they really didn’t need her salary, and she relished not having to process forms in an insurance office all day. The remodel itself took several years, during which time she also put in a couple greenhouses and a marvelous vegetable garden, which of course needed tending. She dove even more deeply into the culinary arts, not just cooking and baking but also canning, pickling, and drying.

      It was when she began looking into sausage-making, investing in a professional grade meat grinder and all the attachments that went with it, as well as reaching out to the various ranchers on the island for a supply of fresh meats, that she finally admitted to herself that she wasn’t interested in looking for even a part-time job at the bakery or the bookstore. Her feminist nature bristled at labeling herself a housewife or a homemaker, but the truth of the matter was, Steph was happiest when she was cooking, planning meals, and tending to their comfortable home.

      And sharing that home and all this bounty with her friends, of course. But was it enough? Sometimes—often—it felt like enough. Steph’s days were full of engaging activity and interesting friends. David had seemed happy too. Or was he just coasting?

      Were they both coasting?

      Steph now sighed softly and rolled onto her back, staring at the ceiling. This isn’t right. There must be something wrong with me—I cannot figure out how to talk to my own damn husband.

      Should they have tried harder to adopt? After shying away from the idea of fertility treatments, they had looked into adoption, and had even registered with an agency, but it had all been so…daunting. So complicated. Not just the huge financial investment, for something they had not been one hundred percent convinced they’d wanted to begin with, but the emotional challenges as well—should it be an open adoption? Did they want to interview prospective birth mothers, who were of course assessing their suitability as well? Wasn’t it enough just to be auntie and uncle to her sister Alexis’s two boys?

      Ultimately, they’d let their adoption agency registration lapse, had stopped returning their agency representative’s phone calls, and essentially set the whole question down. And, a few years later, they had moved to Orcas Island.

      It had been a classic frog-in-the-pot scenario, their quiet mutual distance. Turning toward other things more than turning away from each other. David had immediately thrived in full-time remote work, as she’d known he would, but trying to get his work done while living in an active construction site had been challenging, so they’d rented him office space in Eastsound. When the remodel was finally complete, David kept the office space, because he liked the occasional change of scenery, and also he’d moved a lot of equipment and furniture there, and didn’t want to clutter up his clean new home study with it.

      So he divided his time between the house and the town office, according to some inscrutable schedule of his own devising; Steph was never entirely sure where he would be on any given day. But at least he’d kept the reliable hours of the working West Coast brokerage employee: signing in at six a.m., a half-hour before Wall Street’s opening bell; signing out at one in the afternoon.

      It was when he’d gotten into day trading and exploring foreign markets that the frog’s water had started to heat up. David had been so good at his regular job duties that he had of course gotten bored, so he’d explored other puzzles with which to challenge his mind. Steph had been happy for him—he excitedly tried to explain to her the systems he’d come up with for playing these new markets, and since he wasn’t risking any of the capital they had built up for retirement (and he still had his well-paying job), she was delighted that he’d found this new endeavor. And he hadn’t had any notable emotional crises in several years.

      So she’d gone on with building her own life here on the island: joining a book group which morphed into a soup group; deepening her friendships with her next-door neighbor Lynne and the friends Lynne had introduced her to.

      She’d drawn the line at playing pickleball, however. Lynne had tried any number of times to lure her in: “Just give it a try! It’s fun!”

      But Steph was having none of it. “I’m not sporty, and I’m not old enough anyway.”

      “Old enough! Teenagers play pickleball.”

      “I only see gray heads out there on the courts whenever I drive by. And besides, isn’t it dangerous?”

      “Dangerous?” Lynne had scoffed. “Not at all.”

      “Didn’t you tell me about that woman who had to get airlifted off a few months ago? The one with the horribly broken ankle?”

      “She tripped—could have happened to anyone, anywhere. That wasn’t pickleball’s fault.”

      “But she was trying to make a shot when it happened?”

      Lynne had just laughed. “All right, your loss.”

      It did still feel weird to not work, all these years later, to keep letting David be the sole bread winner. When she’d mentioned this to some of her friends, they were very supportive and encouraging, of course. “Do what makes you happy,” Lynne had told her, when they’d talked about this at Steph’s soup group meeting last summer. “It seems to me that keeping this lovely home and garden, and taking care of David, is absolutely legitimate and valuable work—and you obviously enjoy it.”

      “You could open a restaurant,” Alicia had said, and then, seeing the aghast look of horror on Steph’s face, had laughed and amended her suggestion: “Or a catering business. Super exclusive, super high-end. Take three clients a year, or only work in the summer months, or whatever. Because food is your thing, and as you keep saying, at least half the joy is sharing it.”

      “I just don’t know if I need to make a business of it,” Steph had answered. “That’s such a good way to ruin a perfectly fun hobby.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Julie had said. “My hobby is my business, and it just keeps getting more interesting and fulfilling all the time.” Julie owned Paper Magic, a gift shop in town where she sold her own beautiful handmade books.

      “Yeah, but you’re, I don’t know…” Steph had said. Julie smiled quizzically at her. “You’re good at business, I guess.”

      “I had never run a business before I opened the shop,” Julie said. “One doesn’t know until one tries.”

      “I hadn’t been in business for myself either, before I took on my first client,” Alicia, a freelance children’s book editor, pointed out. “And I’m sure you would be great at it. You’re smart and organized and energetic and sensible.”

      Steph sighed softly again. I don’t feel smart and sensible. She rolled onto her side, this time facing away from David. He still hadn’t moved. Was she ever going to fall asleep? She didn’t want to poke at her smartwatch and see what time it was. If she didn’t know, she could pretend it wasn’t that late…that she would get enough sleep if she just fell asleep soon…
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        * * *

      

      And then it was morning, and the weird nighttime moon-on-snow light had become jarringly bright sun-on-snow light, pouring through the clerestory windows above her bed. She heard movement out in the house—somebody clearly trying to be quiet.

      Time to get up, then. She had a house full of guests!

      Steph sat up, blinked the sleep out of her eyes, and was up and into her robe and halfway to her bathroom before she thought to look back at the bed. David! She had been sleeping alone for so long, she’d almost forgotten him.

      Was he still asleep?

      No: the bed was empty.

      Was he already out making coffee for the guests? Or had he gone to hide somewhere? He wasn’t going to be able to get into his study if Julie and her boyfriend Gavin were still in there, and nobody on this whole side of the island was likely to have driven anywhere yet.

      Steph quickly went through her morning ablutions, pulled on some jeans and a warm sweatshirt, and went out to see what was what.

      Soft voices came from the kitchen; in the other direction, both guest room doors and the study door were closed. Steph padded out to the kitchen and found David, along with Julie’s grown daughters, Megan and Lori, sitting around the breakfast table, mugs of coffee before each of them, and a platter of sliced banana bread between them.

      Wow.

      Steph smiled and headed for the coffee pot. “Good morning, everyone,” she said.

      Megan looked up at her. “Hey—David got us some sustenance.”

      David gave Steph a shy smile. “I hope that was okay.”

      “Okay? That was perfect!” Steph poured herself a mug of coffee, doctored it, and brought it to the table. “Was this in the kitchen freezer?” she asked him, taking a piece of banana bread. He’d even warmed it.

      “Yeah. I didn’t see a label, but I saved the plastic and foil, if you want to double check.”

      “Thank you.” She took a bite. “That was just the right thing to do.”

      He looked relieved, though she’d explained the system to him plenty of times: the house fridge, and its freezer, were stocked with food that was available for eating—unless it was labeled otherwise. The garage fridge and its freezer were for overflow and backup items—mostly prepared (by Steph, of course) foods, ready for thawing on days when she didn’t feel like making something new or ran out of time to cook. These were kept track of in a spreadsheet, so she’d know when she needed to replenish them. The chest freezer in the garage was mostly for raw material and ingredients—ground beef and lamb and pork from Lum Farm, salmon filets from Troller Point, fresh homemade pasta, summer fruits and berries—and were also in the spreadsheet.

      “This is delicious,” Lori said, picking up a slice of banana bread—clearly not her first, judging by the crumbs on her plate.

      “Thanks.” Steph smiled as she took a bite of her own. “It’s most just the old Joy of Cooking recipe, but I made a few tweaks.”

      “Do I smell coffee?” came a voice from the doorway. It was their friend Matt, looking cute and rumpled.

      “You certainly do,” Steph said, leaping up. “Come on in—there’s one cup left in this pot, so take it and I’ll brew another.”

      On her way to the coffee machine, she turned back and caught a glimpse of Matt and Megan sharing a glance…yep, just as she’d thought last night. There was a spark there.

      Too bad he lived here on Orcas while Megan lived down in Portland, Oregon. Well, geography wasn’t destiny, was it?

      With a secret smile, Steph turned back to the counter and got him a mug.
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      It made Ron uncomfortable to be a passenger in a car. Pretty much when anyone but him was driving; but especially when it was Alicia.

      Yet even Ron had to admit that Alicia was the far better driver on snow and ice. So he gritted his teeth and forced himself to sit still and quiet while she navigated their way home, late on Sunday afternoon, when the county finally got the roads cleared and passable.

      “Relax,” Alicia said, after making the turn onto Orcas Road from Deer Harbor.

      “I’m fine,” he ground out, clutching tightly at his door handle.

      “We could have stayed another night,” she said, obviously answering his tone and body language, not his words. “Steph clearly would have enjoyed it—even David didn’t look like he was hating it all that much.”

      “I said I’m fine.” He stared straight ahead at the slushy road. The county called this cleared? Could have fooled him.

      “I’m not sure I’ve ever exchanged so many words with David, the whole time I’ve known them,” Alicia went on, as if she hadn’t heard Ron. Of all the things she did that annoyed him, this was…well, certainly one of them. Nobody liked to feel not-listened-to, and this was basically a blatant announcement: “I’m not hearing you! You might as well not be here!” Fine, he would just stop talking then.

      A moment later, though, he couldn’t stand it. “We agreed we need to get home,” he bit out. Okay, now he was done talking.

      She shrugged, and took the corner by Nordstroms Lane far too fast, in his opinion. Somehow the car held onto the road. “I mean, I’ll be happy to get home too, sure, and get into different clothes, sleep in our own bed. But it was kinda fun, getting trapped there. Like a big slumber party.”

      Ron just turned and glared at her. If she noticed, she didn’t let on.

      “Matt’s dad was definitely confused this morning, though,” Alicia went on. “I feel for him.”

      “For who?” Ron said, unable to help himself. “The old man, or Matt?”

      “Well, both of them, I guess. Matt works so hard to take care of him; I wonder if his dad even realizes it. How much Matt is giving up to do this.”

      “You mean his girlfriend leaving him? She was never right for him.” She’d fled when the old man’s dementia had become more challenging, though she’d pretended that wasn’t the reason.

      “Not just Heather.” It was nearly dark out, despite not even being four o’clock yet; Alicia was still driving too fast, though she seemed entirely relaxed and in command of the wheel. Well, she probably thought she was. “But certainly that’s part of it—and you’re wrong, by the way. She was a sweetheart.”
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