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The Beginning of the End









Chapter 1
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Have patience: rainy days will soon return.


September 21, 2009


SOPHIE JONES KNEW EXACTLY WHAT THE SQUATTY LITTLE bus driver was going to say, long before the Gig Harbor Express to Tacoma lurched to a halt in front of her stop on Harborview Drive. She anticipated the woman’s words, the disappointment-laden inflections, and even the accusatory facial expressions. Every nuance of what was about to transpire was, for all intents and purposes, a foregone conclusion. As the bus’s door swung open with a hydraulic wheeze, Sophie entertained herself by rehearsing the pending exchange in her head. Again? Oh snap, girl! What’s wrong with you? Leave that thing at home!


Sophie stepped slowly from the curb and up onto the bus, while simultaneously closing the extra-large black umbrella that rested on her shoulder. She half-smiled at the woman behind the wheel but felt instantly silly for trying to be nice. What was the point, since there would not be so much as a courtesy smirk in return?


Knowing not only what was about to happen, but also when, she began counting down.


Three…


The bus driver scrunched up her face, lowered her chin and opened her mouth just enough to expose a mouthful of shiny amalgam fillings, and then drilled into Sophie and the unwieldy umbrella with her eyes.


Two…


She let go of the steering wheel with both hands and folded her arms across her torso, letting them hang just below her name tag and across the Puget Sound Public Transportation insignia on her stiff cotton shirt.


One…


A nasal sigh, a disappointed shake of her head, and then…


Zero.


“Again? Oh snap, girl! What’s wrong with you? Leave that thing at home! It’s a beautiful Monday morning.”


Sophie chuckled softly as she leaned the umbrella nose-down against a safety bar and paid the fare. She found nothing particularly humorous about the woman or her comments, but she did find it mildly amusing that the driver was so predictable.


“And if it rains?” Sophie replied, completely unaffected.


“You see any clouds today? We ain’t had a dang sprinkle in a week, thank Jesus Almighty and knock on wood.” She thumped the thick metal steering column with her knuckles.


Sophie shook her head in dismay. Though she didn’t like the woman’s attitude, she couldn’t deny that the driver was right about the weather. The air outside was brisk, but the early-morning sky was an unblemished sheet of powder blue from one edge of the horizon to the other, and the local forecast called only for sun. None of that mattered to Sophie. “Expect the worst,” she quipped, trying once again to force a smile.


“I know you do, girl,” the driver balked. “And that’s your problem.”


The woman said something else under her breath while Sophie found a seat, but the words were drowned out by the revving engine as the bus started to roll. Sophie would have ignored her, anyway. Even on the best of days, it was way too early in the morning to get riled over the offhanded remarks of bus drivers.


But this was not the best of days.


For Sophie, this day was the single worst day of the year, like an annually recurring nightmare that she couldn’t escape. If it weren’t for the fact that she had a business to run, she’d have gladly turned down the blinds, turned off her cell phone, gone back to bed, and slumbered the day away in peaceful oblivion.


If only, Sophie thought, as she shuffled along the aisle to her favorite seat at the rear of the bus. Few other Gig Harbor commuters ventured that far back, so she usually had the elevated rear bench all to herself. Sophie preferred silent contemplation during her morning travels, and her perch at the back kept her safe from the idle chit-chat and coffee talk that others seemed to thrive on. While the bus rumbled along she stared out at the lush green landscape whistling by, watched as several eager boats left the harbor for a day in the Sound. She studied the tall cable supports of the Narrows Bridge, which connected the town of Gig Harbor and the Olympic Peninsula to Washington’s mainland. On most days, those sights would be enough to distract her from the bitter realities of life.


But this was not most days.


For Sophie, this was a day for regrets, and nothing could quell the renewed sense of heartache and disappointment that this particular date evoked each year. No amount of pine trees, sails, or suspension cables passing through the glare of a dirty bus window could help her forget her past. A day for self-loathing, she told herself, as she wedged the enormous umbrella into a space between her seat and the floor heater. My own personal pity party. I can be as miserable as I want on my—


“Happy birthday, Sophie!”


Jumping at the loud and unexpected verbal intrusion, Sophie blurted out, “What the—?” She gasped audibly before the familiar female voice registered in her mind. “Holy crow, Evi! Are you trying to give me an aneurism? What are you doing here?” Sophie consciously ignored the blatant stares of the handful of commuters who’d craned their necks to see what was going on.


“I thought I’d surprise you! Looks like it worked.” Evi smiled as wide as she could and added a wink for good measure while sprawling out on the vacant seat one row up.


Sophie glared back at her with mock contempt. “Brilliant,” she deadpanned. “I have one friend in the whole world, and how does she show me that she cares? By sneaking up on me, making a public scene, and reminding me what day it is.”


Evi was still beaming. “Like you need any reminders,” she teased. “And for the record, I didn’t sneak up on you. I got on the bus two stops before you did, but you were so self-absorbed when you got on that you walked right past me. I was even waving!” She stopped to wink. “But forget it. It’s your birthday, so I forgive you.”


“Yes, my birthday—the worst day imaginable.”


“Oh, shut it,” Evi countered cheerfully. “We both know that the worst day was forever ago, which makes today just another start of something good.”


Evi was a short brunette with an infectious smile, an easy laugh, and beautiful bronze skin that never faded in the winter. Her hair and smile were from her mother, her skin color came from her Latino father, whom she’d never met, and her laugh was simply how she’d learned to deal with life’s complexities. She was also one of the few people in the world whom Sophie trusted implicitly. Much to Sophie’s chagrin, her friend’s full name, Evalynn Marion Mason, had recently been appended to become Evalynn Marion Mason-Mack, the hyphenation having been added six months earlier as a result of marrying Justin Mack, a friend of theirs since freshman year at college. Sophie didn’t have anything against Justin—in fact, she was glad for her friends—but their union made her worry that life was quickly passing her by, a feeling that was amplified tenfold when Evalynn announced two months later that she was pregnant.


Outwardly, Evi and Sophie were as different as night and day. Evi was short, and Sophie was tall. Evi’s hair was straight, brown, and bobbed, while Sophie had golden locks that flowed gracefully past her shoulders. And whereas Evi was gregarious, Sophie was more reserved. Everyone who knew them assumed that their friendship was built solely on the principle that opposites attract, but Sophie knew that it was much more than that. They were more like sisters than anything else, and they depended on one another in ways that people who grew up under more normal circumstances didn’t understand. For as different as they might have appeared to outside observers, the pair had at least two things in common that stitched them together like a patchwork quilt: tragedy, and their African-American foster mom.


Sophie exhaled slowly. “You know I hate my birthday.”


“Yep.”


“You should have just stayed in bed with your hubby this morning and left me alone to sulk.”


“I know.”


Sophie yawned, and then grimaced. “Then why are you here? And don’t say, ‘Because misery loves company.’ I’m proof that that isn’t true.”


Evalynn tried mimicking the bus driver’s sassy derisiveness to lighten things up. “Girl, what’s wrong with you? You know I ain’t leaving you ’lone on the day you turn twenty-nine! Snap! Next year you’ll be a dang old maid. You best enjoy your twenties while they’re still here, girl!”


“Stop! You’re embarrassing yourself.”


A single giggle escaped Evi’s enormous grin. “No, I’m embarrassing you. It’s what I do best.” She poked her friend gently in the ribs. “Oh, c’mon. Smile, Soph! I don’t want to spend the whole day with you if you’re going to be a grouch.”


Sophie raised her eyebrows questioningly but refused to smile. “The whole day?”


“Well, I certainly didn’t get on the bus just to wish you a happy birthday. My boss assured me that she can survive with one less legal assistant today, so I took the entire day off, and I’m coming with you to help make the chocolates and stuff. I don’t want you to have to be alone today.”


“Wait. You’re coming to help make the chocolates, or to eat the chocolates? Last time you ‘helped,’ as I recall, it was tough to tell what your true purpose was.”


Evalynn smacked her on the shoulder. “You know I love those peanut-butter truffles. Just have me work on something else, and I’ll be fine. Anyway, I’ve got other plans, too, that don’t involve filling molds and dipping cherries. I made some special arrangements for this afternoon that I think might help you forget it’s your birthday.”


“Arrangements? I don’t like the sound of that. What sort of arrangements, Ev?”


Evalynn winked. “Sorry, it’s a surprise. My lips are officially sealed. You’ll just have to wait until later.”


The next bus stop was the park-and-ride on Kimball Drive. A few people on Sophie’s bus got off there to transfer to another route, while nearly a dozen new passengers boarded. Among them was a face that Sophie didn’t recognize. The man was wearing a navy blazer and khakis, and he stood at least four inches over six feet, making him tall enough that he had to stoop to keep from hitting his head. His wavy brown hair curled playfully just above the ears, and his bright blue eyes twinkled in the morning light. If she hadn’t already given up on men, Sophie might have been inclined to give this particular specimen more than a casual once-over. She chided herself for even thinking such things.


Most of the new passengers took the first vacant seat they could find, but the unfamiliar man scanned the full length of the bus’s interior for just the right spot, even after the bus had started to roll. He pretended not to notice Sophie looking at him. With a computer satchel in one hand and a map of bus routes in the other, he carefully made his way down the aisle toward the rear, shifting his weight periodically to adjust for the pitch and sway of the moving bus.


Sophie turned her head ninety degrees and looked directly out the window, pretending to be very interested in the passing scenery.


“May I sit here?” he asked courteously a few seconds later, pointing to the empty half of the elevated rear bench.


Sophie continued staring out the window, as though she hadn’t heard him.


He cleared his throat. “Excuse me. May I?”


Evalynn let out a nasally laugh as Sophie turned her head back around to face the man.


“It’s a public bus,” she said coolly. “But what’s wrong with the empty seats up there?” She pointed with her eyes to the vacant seats he’d passed by.


The man smiled graciously and sat down, laying his computer bag across his lap and unfolding the map. “The view from up here is infinitely better.” He looked right at Sophie as he spoke.


Sophie straightened slightly in her seat, her mind turning briefly to thoughts of her former fiancé. She paused to mentally compare the two. The guy now sitting beside her was, she conceded, easy to look at. Tall. Good-looking. Confident.


But he was no Garrett.


“Suit yourself,” she said. “I’ve only got one more stop anyway.”


The man continued smiling. “Well, in that case, maybe you can help me out. I’m new here. Just moved up from Oregon over the weekend, and I’m trying to figure out the transit system. How many stops are we away from downtown Seattle?”


“A lot,” she replied, finally allowing herself to smile, if only out of amusement at the man’s predicament. “This bus only does a loop between Gig Harbor and Tacoma. Back where you got on, you should have waited for the next bus.”


“I see.” He nodded quizzically. “So basically, I’m lost.”


“Afraid so.”


He didn’t let it faze him. “In that case, I’m glad I made my way all the way to the backseat. As long as I’m lost, and likely late for my first day on the job, at least I got to meet you.”


Now it was Sophie’s turn for quizzical glances. “Wait a minute. Is this, like, your little shtick? Ride the bus with a map and pretend to be the new guy in town so you can pick up unsuspecting women?”


He grinned. “If it is, is it working?”


“Absolutely not!” retorted Sophie, sounding quite appalled.


“I’m joking,” he said, chuckling. “Actually, I’m really not the pick-up-strange-women type.” He caught himself. “Not that you’re strange, but… you get what I mean.”


Sophie didn’t reply. What’s the use? she wondered. He can flirt all he wants, and it won’t make a bit of difference. I’m through with men. Another image of Garrett popped into her head.


The man kept talking. “My new boss told me that riding the bus would be easier than fighting morning traffic, but now I’m not so sure.”


Pulling her umbrella from its berth beside the seat, Sophie said, “You’re really from Oregon?”


He nodded again. “Astoria, on the coast.”


“Well, welcome to Washington,” she continued politely. “Now, my stop is coming up, so if you don’t mind I’d like to get by.” She turned to Evalynn. “Ready?”


Evalynn nodded, and the pair stood up.


The man angled his knees so Sophie could scoot by in front of him. “Listen,” he said. “I really could use some help. Can you at least tell me how to get to Seattle?”


Leaning in close so she wouldn’t have to speak loudly, Sophie said, “There are lots of women on the bus. I’m sure one of them will help.”


He didn’t say another word.


As soon as they were on the sidewalk and clear of the bus, Evalynn poked Sophie in the side again. “Are you crazy? That guy was adorable!”


Sophie shook her head. “The last thing I need right now is a relationship. I’ve told you before, I’m perfectly happy without a guy in my life.”


“Could’ve fooled me,” Evalynn mumbled under her breath.


Sophie rolled her eyes. “Oh yeah? And do you think you’re so much better off now that you and Justin have tied the knot?”


“Having Justin around is great,” she said emphatically, then paused and placed her hand on her stomach. “It’s just this ‘gift’ he’s given me that I could do without.”


Sophie chuckled lightly, but couldn’t help wondering if the comment was meant as a joke. Evalynn had made a few similar remarks in recent months, and Sophie was starting to worry that maybe her friend was privately struggling with the idea of stepping into the role of mother. She decided not to pry. If Evi was really having a hard time with it, she would eventually say something.


The pair continued chatting as they walked the remaining four blocks to Sophie’s store, although Evalynn carried most of the conversation. Sophie kept an open ear as she moved along, her umbrella perched on her shoulder, but her mind was elsewhere—lost in memories of birthdays gone by. At the forefront of her thoughts was the most important birthday of all, exactly twenty years earlier, which proved to be a day of new beginnings and tragic ends; a day that changed the course of every single day thereafter.


But in Sophie’s mind, it would forever be remembered as the day her life shattered.









Chapter 2
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You have a good memory, weighed down by bad memories.


September 21, 1989


JACOB BARNES RUBBED HIS FACE ON THE SLEEVE OF HIS coat, trying in vain to wipe away the dizziness from his eyes. He felt as though he might faint again at any moment. His mind raced to piece together details of the last fifteen minutes, but he was still too foggy to recall exactly how he’d gotten to his current position along the side of the road. After steadying himself against a lamppost, Jacob tugged angrily at his silk tie, which suddenly felt like a noose around his neck. The front of his Italian suit was soaked through, but he figured that was just the result of standing around in a daze in the steady downpour of Seattle’s infamous liquid weather.


“Dear God,” he said aloud, once his mind was clear enough to focus on the world around him. He squinted hard to sharpen his focus as he surveyed the scene. Jacob was never known for having a strong stomach, so what he saw before him, combined with his own fuzzy recollection of how it transpired, made him want to vomit. He fought hard to control the urge.


“It’s all my fault,” whispered a terrified little voice from nearby.


Jacob’s dilated eyes darted around, searching for the voice’s owner. A few paces off, sitting all alone on the curb near a yellow fire hydrant, was a young girl. She, too, wiped her face on her sleeve, but only to hide the evidence that she was crying. But it didn’t matter; it was raining hard enough that she could have wiped all night and her face would still be wet. Her nose and lips were bruised and swollen, and a gash on her cheek sent a small trickle of red cascading down past her jaw and onto her neck. The white blouse she wore also bore random flecks of crimson.


The girl wrapped her shivering arms around her legs to protect them from the rain and the unusually cold September wind. “I… I just wanted a p-piece of chocolate,” she sobbed. “Just o-one piece.”


Jacob felt woozy. He shifted his position against the pole, hoping that would be enough to keep him from passing out again. “You think you caused this?” he asked in a voice more gruff than intended. “What has chocolate got to do with anything?”


The girl answered his first question with a nod, then she began rocking slowly back and forth, carefully studying the commotion down the street. Jacob followed her gaze—the steady whirring of sirens and passing cars, lights spinning and blinking, flares glowing with bright red brilliance, police officers darting here and there while trying to guide traffic, firefighters barking out orders, ambulance drivers, broken glass, bent metal, and blood—so much blood. The sights and sounds, and even the smell and taste of the horrific scene, filled his senses to overflowing. The girl turned again to look at him, but still said nothing.


Just then a policewoman and a young-faced EMT came running over. It occurred to Jacob that he and the girl were far enough away from the accident that they might have been mistaken for onlookers by the first wave of emergency personnel who’d arrived earlier.


“Sir,” the EMT said to Jacob, looking very worried, “let me help you sit down.” He quickly placed his tackle box of first-aid equipment on the ground, then wrapped a giant arm around Jacob’s midsection and lowered him to the curb. “Can you do me a favor? Raise your left hand above your head and keep it elevated while I get you some bandages. Can you do that for me?”


Jacob was more confused by the EMT’s odd request than he was by the young girl blaming the accident on chocolate. “Why? I’m fine. Can’t you see that? Help that kid—she looks a little banged up.”


“Sir, have you—”


“It’s Jacob.”


“Fine. Jacob, you’re in shock. I think you’ve probably lost a lot of blood, and I want to make sure you don’t lose any—”


“Blood? From where? Why am I bleeding?”


“It’s okay. If you follow my directions, you’ll be fine. Just hold your arm up like this.” The EMT lifted Jacob’s left arm for him. Jacob used his other arm to prop it up when the EMT let go.


Another jolt of queasiness coursed through Jacob’s body. “Is the blood from my head? My face?” His voice picked up speed as he started to panic. “How the blazes is holding my arm above my head going to help that? Won’t it just cause more blood to run down to my head and increase the blood loss? Are you sure you know what you’re doing? Are you even old enough to be an—”


“Jacob!” shouted the EMT, his voice like ice. “It’s not your face. Look at your hand!”


Jacob tilted his head absently. Squinting through the pouring rain and the streetlamp’s hazy luminescence, he focused for the first time on the hand he was holding above his head. The sight sent another rush of nausea throughout his abdomen. All four fingers on his left hand were gone, severed completely where they met the palm. Only his thumb remained. He tried instinctively to wiggle his fingers. Oddly, his brain told him that all of them were moving, but only his thumb waved back. “I… I think I need to lie down,” he groaned.


While the EMT attended to Jacob’s hand and a few other less severe injuries, Jacob diverted his attention to the little girl and the policewoman. From his position on his back he could see and hear everything they said. The officer’s name was Ellen, or at least that was how she identified herself to the child. She started by dabbing gently at the girl’s face with a cotton swab while making small talk. Then she sat down next to her on the wet curb. The girl kept stealing glances at Jacob’s mangled hand.


“Everything’s gonna be fine, sweetie. Just fine.” Ellen paused to look at the carnage, as if wondering if anything could ever really be just fine in the wake of something like this. “Now, can you tell me your name?” she asked cautiously.


The child looked up at her with a vacant stare, as though she were trying to process the words. Then she nodded and whispered quietly, “Sophia Maria Jones.”


“Wow, that’s a beautiful name. I’m glad to meet you, Sophia Maria.”


The girl swallowed. “I go by Sophie.”


“Then Sophie it is. How old are you, Sophie?” The officer must have been trained to ask the simple questions first, in order to prime the pump for the more difficult questions that, eventually, always have to be asked.


The girl wiped her nose again on the sleeve of her blouse. “Eight. No—nine.”


“Wow,” replied the officer soothingly, “that’s a great age. I remember when I was nine. When was your birthday?”


A new, giant tear formed at the inside corner of Sophie’s eye and spilled out onto her cheek. “T-t-today,” she said, choking on the word.


“Oh, I see,” Ellen said softly. “Were you out celebrating your birthday tonight?”


She nodded.


“Sophie, were you in one of these cars?”


Another nod.


A lump formed in Jacob’s throat as he continued listening. He hardly noticed the EMT who was working swiftly above him, wrapping his injured limb with a gauze bandage.


“Can you tell me which one?” Ellen coaxed, looking up once more to survey the wreckage. A blue Datsun rested on its side fifty paces away, just in front of a late-model station wagon that had damage to its rear and front. Neither would ever be driven again, but the passengers at least had walked away. The other four cars involved in the accident—a Volvo, a small pickup, a 
Mercedes sedan, and a large UPS delivery truck—were spread out east to west along the four-lane road. The pickup had been struck on the passenger side and flipped over completely, probably hitting the Datsun in the process. The Volvo had suffered the most damage, apparently having been hit head-on by the much larger delivery truck. Jacob’s Mercedes was right-side-up near the opposite curb. Jacob didn’t remember it, but it looked like it had rolled a time or two before coming to a stop. He watched as emergency workers used a hydraulic machine to pry off the Volvo’s crushed door so they could retrieve the lifeless body of a victim trapped inside. On the ground, near the rear of the same car, crews carefully draped a blue sheet over another unfortunate person they had pulled from within. Twenty yards farther down the road, an ambulatory team worked feverishly on the bent and broken body of the UPS truck driver.


“Can you tell me which car you were in, sweetie?” Ellen asked again.


Sophie reticently nodded a third time. She looked sadly at Ellen, begging with her eyes not to have to say. But she seemed to sense that the officer needed to know. Slowly, bravely, Sophie lifted one hand and pointed to the Volvo. “There. That’s my mommy,” she whispered, just as two firefighters gingerly coerced the limp body of a slender woman in her early thirties from the hole in the passenger side, where the crumpled front door had been only moments before.


Jacob couldn’t contain the lurching in his stomach any longer. He turned his head in the opposite direction and vomited all over the ground, not caring that the bile was running right back toward him. He closed his eyes and silently wished he could undo the past hour of his life.


OFFICER ELLEN MONROE wanted to cry, but she knew that wouldn’t help anything or anyone. Instead, she swooped up Sophie in her arms and tucked the girl’s head against her shoulder, then carried her quickly to the far side of a row of ambulances where the view of the accident was blocked.


“Looks like you got your hands full,” said another officer, as the pair approached. “Anything I can help with?”


Ellen grimaced. “We’re okay,” she said softly, trying to hide her growing concern for the child in her arms. “But can you put in a call to double-S for me? I got a hunch we’re going to need ’em.”


“Double-S?”


Ellen didn’t want to have to say the words Social Services in front of the girl. She hinted with her head at Sophie, as she shot the man a look that said, Use your brain, idiot!


“Ah,” he said, finally catching on. “Of course. Double-S. I’ll get them on the horn right away.”


Ellen set Sophie down gently on the back end of an ambulance and found a blanket to wrap around her. “You’re gonna get through this, kiddo. You know that, right?”


Sophie only smirked.


“Well you are. There are lots of people who are here to help.” Sophie’s smirk drifted to a frown. Ellen changed the subject, hoping to keep the girl from clamming up entirely before the psychological cavalry arrived. “Earlier, when I first showed up, I thought I heard that man say something to you about chocolate. Do you like chocolate? ’Cuz I happen to have a Kiss right here in my vest. You want it?” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a silver-wrapped Hershey’s Kiss. Sophie’s eyes acknowledged the treat with open interest. “Here you go. It’s all yours.”


Sophie unwrapped the foil and popped it into her mouth, then relaxed noticeably.


Works every time, thought Ellen. “So tell me, Sophie, what was this cute little nine-year-old doing tonight to celebrate her birthday? You have such a lovely outfit on. Did you go out with your mom for dinner?”


“Uh-huh.”


“Cool. Where did you go? Someplace fun, I bet.” Though she wasn’t a mother herself, Ellen had a special way with kids. Even if she’d never met them before, she could speak to them like they’d been pals forever. It was a skill she found particularly useful in such heart-wrenching circumstances.


“I dunno the name. A Japanese place. We only go there for special times.” Sophie looked down at her hand and then clenched her fingers tightly.


“You got something in there you want to show me?” Ellen motioned to Sophie’s tight fist.


“I don’t want you to see it.”


“Okay,” she replied casually. “That’s cool. So, did you have fun at the restaurant?”


“Yes.” She paused. “They cook it on the table. The chef made a burning volcano out of onions. That was my favorite part.”


“Wow, Sophie. That sounds like a great time. So after dinner, then what?”


“Dad said we had to go, because of school tomorrow.”


Dang! That must’ve been her dad under the sheet. “Just you, your mom, and your dad?”


“And Grams. She lives with us, ever since Grandpa died.”


Her grandmother, too! “I see. So you all headed home together?”


“Yes.” Sophie clenched her hand tighter.


“And then… did you stop anywhere else?” C’mon, Sophie, what happened? Help me understand what you’ve been through tonight so I can help you.


Sophie looked up and down the street, her eyes finally settling on a point a few hundred yards away. “I wanted to. But Dad… he was in a hurry to get home, I guess. I told him the wish of my heart was to get a piece of chocolate at that candy store up there.” She pointed. “They have the best chocolate in town. At least Mom says they do.”


“I’ll be sure to try it sometime. What happened then?”


“Dad said no.”


“No chocolate?”


“Yes. Not tonight, because we already had dessert at the restaurant. But I told him it was the wish of my heart.”


Ellen raised her eyebrows at the use of that phrase again. “What did he say to that?”


Sophie looked down at her clenched fist, then at the policewoman, and then back up the street to the chocolate store. “He… he must’ve forgotten.”


“How do you mean?”


“Well, the wish of my heart was to get some chocolate. But he must have forgotten, so I showed him—” Sophie raised her white-knuckled hand. “I showed him that we would stop.”


“You showed him your hand?”


Sophie shook her head. “I showed him what’s in my hand. He told me at the restaurant that it would come true, so I wanted him to remember. And then…”


Ellen rubbed the young girl’s shoulder softly. “It’s okay, sweetie. What happened next?”


“He turned around to see it. Then a horn honked. He didn’t have time to turn back around.” The last words were barely audible. Sophie’s head sagged between her shoulders. “It’s all my fault,” she said, crying once more.


Just then the other officer returned. “They’re on their way,” he said quietly, trying not to intrude.


“Thanks, Pete. Hey, Sophie’s grandmother was in the car, too. Can you—?”


Pete cut her off midsentence with a look that said, Don’t ask. You won’t like the answer.


Ellen rubbed Sophie’s shoulder and arm a little harder. “It’s all gonna be okay, Sophie Jones. I promise you that. One way or another, it’s going to be okay. And it’s not your fault.”


Sophie wrapped herself tighter in the blanket and looked down once more at her clenched fist.


“You care to show me now what you’re hiding there in your hand?”


Nodding, Sophie slowly peeled open her fingers. Cradled inside her shivering hand was a crumpled slip of paper from a fortune cookie. Ellen leaned in closer so she could read the message, and then she understood.


Happiness is a gift that shines within you.


The wish of your heart will soon come true.


“It’s not true, is it?” Sophie asked. “None of it. Fortune cookies aren’t real, are they? My dad lied.”


Ellen didn’t know what to say that wouldn’t further ruin the girl, if that were even possible. “Well, they do come true,” she fibbed. “Eventually.”


Sophie’s eyes opened a bit wider, but her expression was one of doubt. “Really?”


“Sure.” Ellen shrugged. “Your dad wouldn’t lie to you, now would he? And I wouldn’t, either. It will come true.”


Sophie took a moment to weigh Ellen’s words. “Okay. If you really think it will, then the new wish of my heart is to have my family back. I saw them in the car, and… and I’m old enough to know they’re gone. But I want them back! That’s my wish.”


Ellen felt like her heart was being ripped out of her chest. For the first time ever on the job, she allowed the emotions that swelled inside her to spill over in the form of tears. “Oh, sweetie, I’m so sorry,” she cried. “I know that’s your wish. That’s my wish too. But—but—”


“But I can’t have that wish, can I?”


Ellen breathed out a long, painful sigh, then brushed away the tears that were running down her own face and tucked a wisp of hair behind the girl’s ear. “I’m afraid not, sweetheart.”


SOPHIE WADDED UP the tiny paper and threw it on the ground in front of her. It landed without a sound in a small current of water running along the edge of the street. She watched as it floated slowly away, carrying with it all of her hopes and dreams. Part of her wanted to chase after it, to pick it up and dry it off, and pretend like everything would be okay. But it wouldn’t be okay, and she refused to kid herself. Her parents were gone, her grandparents were gone, and there was nobody left in the world to love her. Her mind flashed back to scenes of the wreckage—the UPS truck driver, the cars flipped every which way, the man with the missing fingers, and especially her own parents’ lifeless bodies. “It’s my fault,” she whispered numbly to herself again. “All my fault.”









Chapter 3
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Something you lost will soon turn up,
but some lost things are better left unfound.


September 21, 2009


SOPHIE’S STORE WAS LOCATED IN A SMALL RETAIL SPACE on Commerce Avenue, marked by a sleek, brushed-nickel sign that protruded horizontally from the building just above the front entrance. The laser-embossed lettering read, Chocolat’ de Soph, followed by a much smaller cursive subscript: Confections of the Heart.


The interior of the store was decidedly upscale. Several large postmodern paintings hung on the walls at varying heights and angles, their colorful patterns providing sufficient visual interest against the gloss-black paneling and stainless-steel trim to keep the clean, contemporary décor from getting stale. Four Austrian-crystal dishes sat atop an etched-glass display case; they would be used later to hold free samples of the day’s fresh fudge. Matching granite tables, each supported by a thick, hammered-steel base, stood in opposite corners near the store’s tinted bay windows. The tables and their barstools provided both space and ambiance for patrons who wished to sit and enjoy a warm drink while nibbling on Sophie’s rich chocolate creations.


The morning hours passed as they always did, with Sophie quietly rushing from one task to another. There were nuts to chop, molds to fill, butters to melt, powders to blend, creams to stir, liquids to measure, sweeteners to add, and a thousand other tasks to complete before the doors opened at 10:00 AM. Compounding all of that, Sophie had to make sure that Evalynn stayed clear of the peanut-butter balls in the refrigerator until they were firm enough to dip.


Evalynn, for her part, offered little noticeable help. Most of her effort was spent fingering the chocolate creams to determine which one she liked best. Sophie didn’t mind. Even though she would have rather been alone with her thoughts, she appreciated her friend’s gesture; Evi’s presence alone had helped lighten her weighty emotional load.


At nine forty, with nearly everything ready, Sophie grabbed a pen and a handful of narrow slips of paper from the small office that adjoined the kitchen area at the rear of the building and sat down to complete her morning preparations. Writing out those unique fortunes had become her favorite part of the job, and it was probably the main reason her niche business had managed to stay afloat in a slowing economy.


“Any specific theme today?” asked Evalynn.


“Nope.” Sophie tapped the pen on her lips while pondering what to write.


“You aiming for mild disappointment, or full-blown heartache?”


Sophie glanced up, annoyed. “Sshh. Neither. The goal is reality, nothing more.”


Evi stifled a laugh. “Your reality or mine?”


“Stop.”


“Can I help you write them?”


“Nope.”


“Well then, can I at least have a peanut-butter truffle?” she asked hopefully.


With a hint of a growl, Sophie hissed, “Be quiet! I can’t think. Just turn your mouth off for a few minutes. Please.”


“I’ll take that as a yes,” whispered Evalynn, as she started for the other room, where a tray of fresh truffles was on display.


“Fine,” said Sophie, frustrated. “Knock yourself out. But just give me a few minutes’ peace so I can finish.”


Fifteen minutes later, satisfied that she had enough slips of paper filled out to meet the day’s demand, she gathered them together and joined Evalynn in the front of the store.


“How’d you make out?” asked Evi.


Sophie handed her the small stack of tiny slips. “See for yourself. And when you’re done, would you mind sliding them into the fortune cookies? I have a couple more things to clean up in the back before we open.”


Morning sales can be notoriously slow, even for the best chocolatiers, so it didn’t surprise Sophie that nobody was beating the door down when she turned on the neon Open sign that hung in the window. Chocolat’ de Soph opened promptly at ten, but the first customers didn’t arrive until ten thirty, and they were more interested in free samples than anything else.


Shortly after eleven o’clock the lunch rush started, and sales began to pick up. As always, the big customer draw was Sophie’s Misfortune Cookies, each of which included one of her unique, handwritten prognostications of gloom, doom, or pending hardships. By design, Misfortune Cookies weren’t the best-tasting treat in the store. After bending and baking the cookies to the traditional fortune cookie shape, they were dipped in a vat of unsweetened chocolate stock imported directly from a cocoa plantation in Brazil. The resulting taste was shock-and-awe on unsuspecting mouths. When she dreamed up the odd cookies eleven months earlier, Sophie figured they’d be a short-term gimmick at best, a novelty that would fizzle. But to her great surprise, the bitter morsels had grown into a high-volume, high-margin staple, gaining enough local infamy to keep them flying off the shelf. She’d even started getting mail orders from other parts of the country.


Just prior to two o’clock in the afternoon, while Sophie was ringing up a husband and wife who seemed perfectly giddy to find out from their Misfortune Cookies that their car would soon break down and that others talked about them behind their backs, Evi tapped on her watch and mouthed, It’s almost time!


Sophie’s brow furrowed tightly as she remembered the arrangements her friend had spoken of earlier. She handed the couple their change and waited for them to exit before turning back to her friend. “Okay, Ev. Spill it. What’s the big surprise?”


Evalynn glanced again at her watch. “I told you, my lips are sealed.”


“Is something being delivered to the store?” There was no reply. “Is it a tangible something-or-other?” Still nothing. “Oh c’mon, give me a clue, Evi. You know I hate surprises.”


“Fine. Yes, something is coming to the store. Something tangible. But that’s all you’re getting out of me.” She zipped her fingers across her lips, then twisted an imaginary key at the edge of her mouth and dropped it down the front of her blouse.


“When? It better not be until later in the day.”


Evalynn glanced beyond Sophie’s shoulder toward the door, then back at her watch, and then she began tiptoeing toward the kitchen. “Oh,” she said slowly, drawing out the word while stealing another quick peek at the window near the entrance, “I’m guessing, right about…” Evi ducked out of sight as she called over her shoulder, “Now!”


At the same moment, the bell that hung from the front door jingled lightly. Sophie kept her back to the door, unwilling to face whatever surprise had just entered her store. Her stomach churned with dread as her mind raced to deduce what kind of a surprise would arrive with such obvious punctuality at precisely two o’clock. A singing telegram? No, that would be too cheesy, even for Evi. A delivery of… what? Definitely not chocolates. Maybe flowers? Yes! She said she’d made arrangements. That could be an arrangement of flowers, right? A nice bouquet, perhaps? I hate surprises! Please be flowers. Please…


Sophie turned reluctantly. Before she made it all the way around she closed her eyes in a final attempt to delay the inevitable. After a few shallow breaths, interspersed here and there with unkind murmuring about Evalynn for doing this to her, Sophie forced one eyelid up, just a crack. Then she gasped, and both eyes shot wide open.


“What the—” Her face flushed instantly. She tried to gather her composure before uttering, “Oh. Crap.” It wasn’t exactly what she intended to say, but she delivered the words with as much grace and poise as could be expected, then followed up eloquently with, “I think I’m going to be sick.”









Chapter 4
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An apple a day keeps the doctor away.
You should invest in an apple orchard.


SICK? MAYBE YOU SHOULD SEE A DOCTOR.” HE HELD A dozen long-stemmed roses peppered with fresh lilies, and he had a perfect mouth, even when he spoke. He was half a foot taller than Sophie, strong jawed, and well proportioned. Everything about him—the thick, dark hair, the dimples, the soothing timbre of his voice—was just as she remembered.


Sophie felt a strange urge to smooth her hair and straighten her blouse, but she resisted. Bad habits die hard, she thought. “I see one. That’s my problem.” She paused. Her eyes wandered circumspectly around the room, hoping to find something more worthy of her stare than him. “Umm. Why are you here?”


He took a couple of steps forward so he could close the door behind him. His sympathetic smile remained fixed in place. “Can we back up a sec? How about we start with a simple greeting, like ‘Hello’ or ‘Good to see you’?”


She folded her arms and bit her lower lip nervously. “Do we have to?”


He took a long breath. “No, but I’d like to.”


She sized him up once more, and then relented. “Fine.”


“Yeah?”


“Sure.” She waited. “Oh, you want me to start?”


“It’s your candy store,” he said with a wink.


Sophie recalled how she used to love those winks. Now she wasn’t so sure. “Fine. Umm. Hello… Garrett. You’re—here. Uninvited, I might add. Welcome.”


“Hi, Sophie,” he replied softly. “Happy birthday.” He held up the flowers and started stepping closer, slowly, like a cautious mouse moving in to inspect a trap. “You look great. How’ve you been?”


Sophie didn’t respond immediately. Looking down briefly at the display case, she caught a glimpse of her own reflection in the glass, and what she saw jolted her. No longer was she a confident, independent woman or a capable business owner. She was a teenage girl, a starry-eyed kid dreaming of the day that she would fall in love. She looked once more and saw the same girl, a few years older, in college, feeling very much alone, like she might never find someone who would care for her unconditionally. Again the reflection changed. Now she was moving from one bad relationship to another, each suitor blending curiously with the next, but all of them ending in heartache. Then, as if by a miracle, in the blink of an eye she was showing off an engagement ring to Evi, holding Garrett’s hand, making wedding plans, and sending out invitations. Sophie squinted hard once more, but the image faded away. She knew it would.


“I’ve been better. Now back to my original question. What are you doing here?”


Garrett kept inching forward until the only thing standing between him and Sophie was the glass display case. He looked at her and his demeanor softened even further. The curve of his dimpled smile flattened into a solemn, serious line. “I’ve missed you, Soph.”
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