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      PRAISE FOR DEBORAH BEDFORD’S
A MORNING LIKE THIS


      “I finished A MORNING LIKE THIS with tears in my eyes and hope in my heart. Deborah Bedford reminds us that nothing is too

         hard for God, no heartache is beyond the reach of His comforting, healing hand.”

      


      —Deborah Raney, author of Leaving November


      “Deborah Bedford once again shines light into hidden corners of the human heart and shows us how God wants to heal our hurts—even

         hurts caused by our own sin.”

      


      —Robin Lee Hatcher, author of Wagered Heart


      “Real problems… real faith… and a God who gives songs in the night. A MORNING LIKE THIS reminds us all that we can do more

         than just ‘grin and bear it.’ We can overwhelmingly conquer.”

      


      —Stephanie Grace Whitson, author of Unbridled Dreams


      “Gracefully written, compelling and thoughtful, A MORNING LIKE THIS is a true testimony to God’s grace and forgiveness. With

         compassion and insight, Bedford deals with sin and its consequences and gives us another glimpse of God’s love and mercy.”

      


      —Lisa Samson, author of Embrace Me


      



      A ROSE BY THE DOOR


      “A story of relinquishment, reconciliation, and grace… grabs the reader by the heart and doesn’t let go.”


      —Debbie Macomber, bestselling author of Knit Together


      “A compelling page-turner and a surefire winner from Deborah Bedford.”


      —Karen Kingsbury, bestselling author of This Side of Heaven


      “If you love having your heart touched and you delight in surprise, A Rose by the Door is for you.”

      


      —Gayle Roper, author of Fatal Deduction


      “A poignant novel that is impossible to put down.”


      —Carolyn Zane, author of The Coltons


      “Heartwarming… Bedford’s poignant tale will find a home in all collections.” —Library Journal


      “It takes a special kind of author who can pen words such as the ones found within A Rose by the Door…. You won’t be able to put this one down.”

      


      —Christian Retailing


   

      To all whose marriages have run aground,
who search for treasure amidst the rubble.


      To those who search for safety and shelter
but do not know it by name.
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      The LORD is a shelter for the oppressed,
a refuge in times of trouble.
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      Psalm 9:9-10


      [image: art]


            We all agree that forgiveness
is a beautiful idea until we have
to practice it.


      —C. S. Lewis
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      Chapter One


      They sat together at their favorite corner table, two of them alone, absorbed in the candlelight and in each other. He toyed

         with the dinner knife that lay beside his hand, his eyebrows raised, gazing at her face. She leaned toward him and smiled,

         her elbow on the table, her chin propped inside the chalice of her palm. Her dainty gold bracelet caught high on her wrist

         and dangled there.

      


      “I don’t know why they won’t let Braden pitch,” she said. “All he needs is a little confidence. If the coach would just be

         willing to work with him a little more.”

      


      David laughed.


      “What? Why are you laughing at me?”


      “Abby. Braden can hit, but he’s probably never going to be a pitcher. He throws about as straight as a jackrabbit runs.”


      “He could do it.”

      


      David Treasure reached across the table and laid his fingers across his wife’s wrist, giving her his habitual, half-amused

         grin. “I thought we agreed that tonight we wouldn’t talk about kids.”

      


      “I can’t help it, David. I’m his mother. What do you think? I see everything he ought to be able to do, and I don’t know why he’s not doing it.”

      


      “I think you’re beautiful when you’re all wrapped up in being a mother. That’s what I think.”


      She laughed at him then, and felt her earrings dancing like two tiny birdcages against her earlobes. She sighed and shook

         her arm and her bracelet toppled from her wrist to her forearm. “Okay. You’re right. We did promise each other, didn’t we?”

      


      “Yes.”


      “So we’ll talk about something else. Anything else.” She paused. “Something.” She cast about to change the subject. “How about

         my new little black dress?”

      


      “I like your new little black dress just fine.” He shot her a learing look, raised his eyebrows at her. “I’d like you even

         better—”

      


      “David!”


      He grinned at her, the expression in his eyes as unguarded and as open as a schoolboy’s. “You wanted to know what I was thinking,

         didn’t you?”

      


      “Okay. You’re right. I left myself open for that one.”


      “You did.” He grinned and lifted his water glass, holding it high so the ice glistened in the candlelight. “Happy Anniversary.

         Just think what we were doing twelve years ago right now.”

      


      “Twelve years,” Abigail said. “It doesn’t seem possible. We were probably walking down the aisle right about now.”


      “Well, no.” He checked his watch. “It’s three hours past that. I was thinking what happens after the wedding.”

      


      “David!”


      He crossed his arms and laughed and leaned back in his chair, his blue eyes mischievous. “Well, you said you wanted tonight

         to be romantic.”

      


      “That isn’t romance. That’s… that’s…”

      


      “I’m a man, Abby. That’s romance.”


      “Don’t lean so far back in your chair. You’ll fall over and the waiter will have to pick you up.”


      He raised his eyebrows and righted his chair.


      “To twelve years as Mrs. David Treasure,” she said, lifting her glass. “Hear. Hear.”


      David raised his goblet, too, clicked it against hers, and set it down. He squared his shoulders and eyed her for a long moment,

         the sudden stretch of silence an uncommon thing between them. “You’re the best thing that has ever happened to me,” he said,

         reaching across the table and, in a sure sign of possession, gripping both of her wrists. “I want you to know that.”

      


      After all these years, the shape of his hands could still stir her. His broad fingers. His powerful, square knuckles. The

         dusting of blond hair on his arm, showing between the cuff of his shirtsleeve and the band of his watch.

      


      She raised her eyes to his, touched her stomach where the warmth began… and blushed.


      He grinned and leaned back in his chair.


      Anyone watching could see by the relaxed way they chatted, by the way their laughter came in short, sharp bursts, that this

         wasn’t the celebration of new romance. They celebrated an old, strong love. Conviction and commitment had been tempered by

         the test of time.

      


      The waiter brought around a cake with “Happy Anniversary” scripted in pink-sugar icing. When Abigail cut David a piece and

         licked the knife, he inclined across the table and kissed her.

      


      “No fair. You always figure out ways to get more icing.”


      Only a few people recognized them as they rose to leave the restaurant; it was summertime and they’d reserved a late table

         at the Rendezvous Bistro to avoid the tourist crowd. But the friends who did see them here in the newest, classiest eatery

         in the valley didn’t let them pass without hailing them from across the room.

      


      “Heard about your anniversary on KSGT this morning. That radio morning calendar keeps me up to date on everybody in town.”


      “Hey, Treasures. Congratulations, you two.”


      “Heard Braden’s pitching’s getting better this summer. Great kid you’ve got there.”


      “Thank you.” “Hello.” “Good to see you,” Abigail and David repeated half a dozen times on their way out the door. David hurried

         down the front walk of the restaurant to bring around their Suburban while Abigail carried the white box with extra cake.

      


      “Are you tired?” Abigail asked when he yawned on the drive.


      “Yeah. Boring, huh? I’m an old married man these days, anxious to get home.”


      “Just as long as you’re going to the same home I’m going to, we don’t have anything to worry about.”


      When they parked in front of their own house twenty minutes later, lamps shone in every window except Braden’s. Abigail grabbed

         her purse from where it lay beside her on the seat.

      


      “I don’t know why she can’t turn some of the lights off after she gets him into bed.”


      “She’s young. Probably still afraid of the dark herself.”


      But everything seemed fine when the babysitter let them inside the front foyer. Brewster, their black Labrador, met them with

         delirious happiness in the hall.

      


      “Everything all right?” Abigail surveyed the living room, making sure all was right in the Treasure territory. “No problems

         or anything?”

      


      The teenaged sitter examined the scuffed toes of her clogs as if trying to decide whether or not to tell them the whole story.

         “Not any problems, really. Except Braden wouldn’t go to sleep when I told him to and he kept jumping on the bed. He said he

         was practicing pitching wind-ups.”

      


      “I’ll have a talk with that young man tomorrow.”


      “He threw the ball sideways and it hit the shelf and made his lamp fall off. It crunched a big hole in the lampshade. I’m

         really sorry.”

      


      David draped his arm around Abigail’s shoulders. “To think that only an hour ago his mother was saying she wanted him to get

         more practice.”

      


      The babysitter picked up her backpack before she turned back to tell them something else. “Oh, and some lady called and left

         a message on the machine. I didn’t answer it. I just listened to make sure it wasn’t you needing anything.”

      


      David handed her a twenty and a five—hefty pay for four hours of babysitting these days, but Abigail had encouraged it coming

         home in the car. Crystal was good and they both wanted to keep her. “You ready to? I’ll take you home.”

      


      “Sure. Thanks.”


      Abigail waved them off and smiled to herself as she locked the door behind them.


      Well.


      Well.

      


      David had certainly been in a hurry to get rid of the babysitter.


      She padded into their bedroom, eased her sandal straps off of her ankles with her opposite feet, kicked her shoes halfway

         across the room, and wiggled her toes in the carpet. She assessed herself in the mirror for a moment before she peeled the

         spaghetti straps from her shoulders and laid the new dress over a chair. Once she’d slipped into her fancy nightgown and robe,

         she prowled, telling herself she ought to wander through the kitchen to turn lights off. Which of course was only an excuse

         to snitch another bite of cake.

      


      In the kitchen, she licked icing off her fingers and stared at the blinking light on the phone machine.


      Hm-mmm. She should listen. She ought to check and see who’d called.


      But just then she heard the door, the click of her husband’s key in the lock. He’d scarcely made it inside before he drew

         Abigail against him and kissed her.

      


      “Let’s check on Braden,” she whispered against his chin. Before she gave herself to her husband, she wanted to make certain

         all was right within the circle of her heart and her home. She took his hand, leading him up the hallway to their son’s room

         with its fancy lodge-pole pine bed, Ralph Lauren curtains, and Elks baseball cap dangling from the chair. David crossed his

         arms over his chest and there they stood in the doorway, mother and father shoulder to shoulder, looking at the little blond

         head on the pillow. Each of them was thinking how this time together had been good for them. Sometimes being busy with children

         and jobs and everyday life could make a husband and wife forget how to complete a sentence when they were alone. Every time

         they went out they had the chance to start over.

      


      Braden had fallen asleep with his head cradled in his baseball glove. David released Abigail’s hand long enough to slip into

         the semidarkness and wriggle the battered leather from beneath his son’s cheek. “Hey, sport.”

      


      The movement roused Braden, who rolled over and squinted his eyes open.


      “Dad.” Nothing more. Just the name. Just the word that meant everything. Dad. Two arms shot out of the blankets and tangled around David’s neck, pulling him low against the pillow as Abigail watched

         with a weight of gratitude growing heavy in her chest. Her two boys, David and Braden. They meant the world to each other…

         and to her.

      


      Lord, when I trust You, I can trust everything around me. You’ve given me everything I ever wanted, right here.

      


      David readjusted the blankets beneath his son’s chin and kissed Braden on the forehead. “Love you, Brade.”


      “Crystal wouldn’t let me practice my pitches,” Braden mumbled, still half asleep.


      “She told us. We’re going to have to work out something about your lamp, you know. You’ll have to do a few chores and earn

         money.”

      


      “Did you have fun?”


      “Yes. It was very romantic. Your mother wore a new dress and made me feel special.”


      “G’night, Dad.”


      “Good night, son.”


      Lord, thank You for keeping us secure.

      


      Braden burrowed his face deep into his pillow and his baseball mitt again, his eyelids closed. Abigail said in a hushed tone,

         “Ah, he’s fine, isn’t he?” She leaned her head against her husband’s shoulder. “I just wanted to make sure. Do you have any

         idea how much I love seeing you two together?”

      


      “Well, Mrs. Treasure. You’ve seen everything you need to see, haven’t you?” He cupped his fingers around wisps of her hair.

         “Maybe we ought to finish what we’ve started.”

      


      “Maybe,” she echoed, and this time she couldn’t help smiling as David took her by the hand and led her where he wanted. As

         they passed through the kitchen, though, the blinking light on their answering machine distracted him. He stopped for a moment

         and stared at it.

      


      “That can wait, can’t it? With all the things that go on around this place, can’t one of them wait until morning?”


      “Exactly what I was thinking.”


      “A girl after my own heart.”


      “I am after your heart. And I think I know just how to get it.”

      


      “Hm-m-mm.”


      Abigail followed her husband into the bedroom that they’d shared since exchanging wedding vows a dozen years ago tonight.

         Through the open window she could hear the coyotes yipping and the lilting music of Fish Creek and the hiss of night breeze

         like rain, moving through pine boughs and cottonwood leaves.

      


      “Love you.” Abigail nuzzled the words against his ear. “Nothing will ever change that, David. Ever.”


      “You mean that?”


      “Yeah.”


      “You promise?”


      “I do promise. That’s an easy promise to make.”

      


      “You sure?”


      “I am sure,” she answered without hesitating, her voice reflecting all the fervency of her faith in her God and in her husband.

      


      But in the next room, the answering machine waited, the flashing light relentless as it flickered red against the microwave,

         the dishwasher door, the chrome faucet, against every shiny surface in the kitchen.

      


      Blink. Blink. Pause.


      Blink. Blink. Pause.


      All through the night.
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      Chapter Two


      Brewster, the Labrador retriever, never let David Treasure sleep in past six-thirty. With dog breath pungent enough to awaken

         dead things, he would sidle along David’s edge of the bed and flop sideways, eighty-five pounds of compact weight jostling

         the mattress. When that didn’t work, the dog would shake his ears. He would pant. He would sink back to the floor with one

         extended, wretched groan. He would rise on his haunches again. When David rolled over and squinted at the clock, trying to

         protect his face beneath the covers, the licking would begin.

      


      “Okay, boy. Okay,” David objected every morning, although never so loud as to awaken Abigail. “I’m getting up. You win again.”


      This morning, as every morning, David yanked on a pair of baggy gray sweatpants that had seen better days, tugged on a faded

         OLD BILL’S FUN RUN T-shirt, turned on the coffee to brew, and, without being completely lucid, started out with the dog for a jog.

      


      Even during the summer months in the mountains, at this altitude they could have a hard freeze during the night. The trail

         David now followed was crisp with frost, already melting away where the sun hit it, the shape of shadows still encased in

         ice. He left crushed prints behind him as he ran, a faultless marking of his footfalls where he followed the path along Fish

         Creek. Above him, early sun from the east had begun to paint the pleats and folds of the mountains, the sheer, chaste light

         of alpenglow spotlighting the hillsides in an ever-changing wash of gold and pink.

      


      For a little while at least, the morning belonged only to David.


      He could hear wind chimes singing from several patios as he passed. Farther along he saw his neighbor doing some early fly-fishing

         in the stream. The man waved briefly before going back to his casting. The sun glanced off the line with each arc he made,

         the tiny mayfly landing with precision upon quiet water. “Morning, David!”

      


      “Morning, Joe! Having any luck?”


      “I guess I should have stayed in bed. I think the fish are still asleep.”


      David slowed his long strides and turned toward home; he’d do well to leave time for a shower and a shave. Back he headed

         along the stream, past patios with cedar hot tubs and pretty wrought-iron gates. His feet pounded a hollow beat in syncopation

         with the clacking of Brewster’s toenails as they crossed the rickety wooden footbridge together. As he trod quietly into his

         house, reluctant to awaken Abigail or Braden, he spied the cake box waiting on the counter. It made sense, didn’t it? After

         working off those calories, he would eat cake for breakfast.

      


      He’d taken two huge bites when he noticed the flashing message light. Without thinking much of it, he pushed the play button.


      David couldn’t explain why the fear came. He knew something was wrong the moment he heard the clicking connection and the

         empty whirring, someone hesitating on the end of the line. He stopped chewing. For what seemed an eternity, no one spoke.

         Then, brittle, businesslike, a woman said, “Hello, David. This is Susan Roche.”

      


      Susan Roche.

      


      For a moment he couldn’t place the name. He started chewing again.


      Then stopped chewing for the second time.


      Oh. That Susan Roche.

      


      The message continued. “I’m staying at The Elk Country Inn.”


      Elk Country Inn? Susan? In Jackson Hole?


      “Would you return my call as soon as you can?” And then, softly, “It’s imperative, David. Please.”

      


      Her careful voice went on to dictate a number, but David didn’t write it down. He stared at the machine, his anger growing.

         He turned it off before she even finished the sentence.

      


      How dare she do something like this?


      The slice of anniversary cake sat abandoned on the counter with two huge chomps taken out of it. Brewster stood over his bowl,

         panting, waiting to be served from the forty-pound bag that listed to one side in the corner. And David Treasure looked up

         to see his face reflected in the toaster beside him, his features mirrored and distorted in the dents of stainless steel.

         It was someone else’s face, someone who didn’t look at all like him.

      


      After so many years, how dare she turn up in Jackson and call me at my house?


      He fumbled for the delete button on the answering machine. The motion, which he made several times daily, evaded him now.

         Which button did he push? That one? No. This one?

      


      He hit the wrong button and the message began to repeat. “Hello, David. This is Susan Roche.” It sounded louder the second

         time. In desperation, David found the button marked DELETE and punched it hard.

      


      “Deleting. Deleting,” said the liquid crystal display.

      


      The blinking red light stopped just as Braden came barefoot into the room. David reeled away from the phone machine. “Hey,

         sport,” he said and in his own ears his voice sounded too booming, too cheery.

      


      Braden opened the cabinet and pulled out a box of Honeycomb cereal. “Morning, Dad.” He stood on tiptoe and rattled the stack

         of dishes, trying to pull out a bowl.

      


      “Here.” David reached over the boy’s head and shifted things so Braden could get what he needed. “Let me help you with that.”


      “You eating breakfast, too?”


      “No,” David said. “I’m running late. I’d better wake your mother up and get to work.”


      “Don’t forget my baseball game this afternoon.”


      “I won’t forget. It’s a big one, huh?”


      “If we can beat Food Town, we can beat anybody.”


      David scrubbed his son’s blond hair until it poked from his head like the spines of a porcupine. “Brush your hair before you

         get to school,” he teased, doing his best to be lighthearted. “Your mother will never forgive me if you don’t.”

      


      Your mother will never forgive me. Of course she wouldn’t. Never.

      


      Not if she found out about Susan Roche.

      


      David walked into the bedroom and stopped beside their bed. He stared down at Abby’s face—at her dark, mussed, Meg Ryan hair—his

         heart tightening. He reached and stopped, his hand poised above her shoulder. He swallowed hard, steeling himself for what

         the next moment might bring, and the next, and the next. “Ab—” he whispered, jostling her. “Hey. Wake up.”

      


      She moaned into her pillow, gave him a sleepy smile and, first thing, before her eyes had barely opened, reached her arms

         to encircle his neck. “Please don’t tell me it’s already time.”

      


      “Okay, I won’t tell you.”


      “Is the coffee ready?”


      “I turned it on before Brewster and I went out.”


      “Are you leaving?”


      A nod. “Braden’s up. He’s eating breakfast.”


      “Good.” She smiled again as he bent to kiss her and if he seemed subdued about something she didn’t act like she noticed.

         She pulled his head down to hers once more, kissed him again. “Last night was fun. Real fun.”

      


      He hesitated, a slight moment just long enough for her to narrow her eyes at him. “I’ve got to shower,” he said.


      She watched him, her smile gone, and propped herself on one elbow. “David? Is something wrong?”


      “Wrong? No? Why would anything be wrong?”


      “I don’t know. You just seem…I don’t know. Preoccupied.”


      “I’m late.” He pulled away from her. “That’s all.”


      He left her and began rattling around in the bathroom. He showered, dropping the soap on the tile with a resounding thud.

         He shaved and buzzed his battery-powered Crest Spinbrush over his teeth. He dressed without coming out of their huge walk-in

         closet.

      


      “Honey?” she called past the suit coats and shoes and tailored shirts. “Are you sure nothing’s the matter?”


      “I’m sure,” he lied.


      When at last he found the courage to reappear, he grabbed his keys with purpose from the table, managing to depart without

         so much as a perfunctory kiss for either of his family members. “I’ll meet you at Braden’s game,” he called as he took the

         porch steps two at a time, feeling like he was running away.

      


      If the minutes before David left for work seemed excruciating, the hours he spent trying to focus on business proved even

         worse. He helped one confused teller balance her till. He listened to a couple concerned about the time it was taking to process

         their home loan. He wandered around in the lobby, smiling at customers he knew, shaking hands with colleagues, talking about

         the bank’s newest marketing plan to open two new branches in Wyoming.

      


      But he couldn’t focus. The first chance he got, he retreated upstairs to his corner office and leather swivel chair, where

         he stared at the telephone on his desk as if he faced an enemy.

      


      Susan Roche. At the Elk Country Inn.

      


      June had come to western Wyoming with a welcome, harrowing rush of hot weather and RVs and visitors who wanted to stalk bison

         and bear in Yellowstone. Outside his office window, stores stood with their doors open, the displays behind their polished

         glass fronts beckoning to sightseers with turquoise and elk-horn jewelry and hand-woven Shoshone rugs. A cavalcade of interstate

         traffic—campers and motorcycles and cars—inched forward on the street, setting a pace that would make any seasoned rush-hour

         driver crazy. An apple-red stagecoach trundled slowly past on bright yellow wheels, a group of tourists inside waving to passersby.

      


      David stared past the busy scene without seeing it. Of course he wouldn’t call her. He hadn’t written down the number.


      Any fool could look it up in the phone directory, you idiot. Right there under Motels in the Yellow Pages.

      


      David grabbed the phone book, flipped open to the motel page, and ran his forefinger down the listings. The Elk Country Inn. He picked up a ballpoint pen and scribbled the familiar prefix, then traced over the number a second time, thinking about

         it, his apprehension rising.

      


      Abby always thought she could be so sure of me.

      


      Finally he steeled himself, picked up the receiver, and dialed. A front-desk clerk answered in a singsong voice.


      “Elk Country Inn. How may I direct your call?”


      “Yes. I… uh.” David stared at the thick gold wedding band that encircled his ring finger. “Susan Roche, please. One of your

         guests.”

      


      Before he could say anything more, before he could ask “Is she there? Will you connect me?,” another series of clicks came,

         followed by a beeping and then a distant ring. Only one, which he didn’t expect her to answer.

      


      “Hello?” came a breathless voice.


      Anyone who’d braved the crowds in Jackson this time of year ought to be out driving through the parks or hiking some backcountry

         trail. Nobody should be sitting in a motel room, waiting beside the telephone.

      


      “Susan Roche? Is this Susan?”


      “Yes,” she said. “David.” And nothing more.


      David lifted his gaze from his wedding ring and saw the photograph of Abigail and Braden propped where he could always see

         it, framed in silver beside his lamp. In it, Abby squinted at the camera and leaned against a log wall, her Sunday shoes sunk

         to the hilt in springtime mud. She cradled Braden, wrapped in a fuzzy blue blanket, in her arms. The picture had been taken

         on the sunny spring day he and Abigail had walked forward at their little nondenominational church to dedicate their son to

         the Lord.

      


      “You phoned my house,” he said to Susan. “You asked me to get in touch.”


      “I did.”


      One beat passed. Two. “So—” Nothing more. His throat ached for her to say something, anything that might help him know where

         to go with this or to let him off the hook. “You’ve come back to visit.”

      


      “I have.”


      “It’s been a long time, Susan.”


      “It has.”


      Heartrending silence while he waited, she waited, to see who might speak next.


      “A lot has changed since I saw you last,” he said finally.


      “Yes,” she agreed, her voice gone soft with what sounded like relief. “With me, too.”


      The pen in David’s hand, the one he’d used to write the number, read The Jackson State Bank. He clicked the ballpoint shut with his thumb, then clicked it open again. “This trip…” And then he stopped clicking. “Is

         it business or pleasure?”

      


      He heard her draw a deep breath.


      “I came to see you.”


      David stared at the picture on his desk. Abby beaming at the camera. Braden, so innocent and tiny, nestled in her arms. “I

         don’t think that’s possible.”

      


      “What I have to say can’t be done over the phone. I want to meet you somewhere. For lunch, maybe.”


      David turned to his Palm Pilot for escape—to a calendar unmarked for the afternoon. He didn’t have to be anywhere until Braden’s

         baseball game late in the day. “I don’t see how I can fit you in,” he lied.

      


      I’ve worked so hard to put this behind me. It’s been so many years since I made this mistake.

      


      “Don’t push me away, David.”


      “It isn’t the best idea. Getting together.”


      “There’s a café down the street from my motel. Betty Rock, or something like that.”


      “I can’t. That won’t work.”


      “David,” she interrupted him. “This is important. Believe me, I wouldn’t put either of us through this if I didn’t have to.”


      “I won’t meet you at Betty Rock. Not there.” He hated himself for not standing firm against her and saying no to the whole

         thing. But Susan sounded desperate, and she’d come from so far away. “I will meet you for a few minutes,” he told her. “Let

         me think of a better place.”
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      Batting practice for the Jackson Hole All-Star Little League Team kept Braden just busy enough that Abigail Treasure didn’t

         need to worry. Besides, there was always another mother around willing to take the boys out after the drills—to Dairy Queen

         for a milkshake or floating down Flat Creek on lumpy inner tubes during the heat of the day or biking along the potholes of

         the Snow King trail.

      


      “You going to be okay this afternoon?” Abigail asked as Braden reached into the backseat to grab his mitt.


      He nodded and grinned. “I’m going to Jake’s.”


      “Well, call me if you need me. Tell Jake’s mom I’ll take you guys to the Alpine Slide tomorrow, if I can.”


      “I’ll tell her.”


      “Tell her I said thanks.”


      “I will.”


      They both hesitated, waiting for each other. “Don’t I get a kiss good-bye or something?” she asked.


      He looked mortified. “Mom, not here.”


      Abby let out a deep sigh. “Later then,” she said. “Not in front of these guys.”


      “Yeah.”


      “Have a good practice.”


      “I will.”


      Braden slammed the door. As Abigail eased the SUV out of the parking lot, she couldn’t help checking her rearview mirror and

         watching her son high-five one of his friends. He was surrounded in an instant by a pack of boys, all bouncing up and down

         like puppies.

      


      For a moment, as she glanced back, she let herself wonder what could have happened to her husband this morning.


      As David had showered in the bathroom, he’d made more noise opening and shutting the medicine cabinet, thumping the soap into

         the sink, and slamming the toilet lid down than the entire percussion section of the Grand Teton Music Festival Orchestra.

         As he’d dressed in their closet, he’d remained ominously silent, never breaking into the warbling whistle she’d grown accustomed

         to. He didn’t step out to double-check the weather through the window. He didn’t stand before the mirror with his chest to

         the fore, confidently taking stock of his day.

      


      Most telling of all, when David had emerged and made a beeline toward the door, he hadn’t embraced her. He’d grabbed his keys

         like he was capturing the flag in a cavalry charge. He’d raced out the door and down the steps, pounding his soles against

         the pavement with such purpose she hadn’t dared call him back.

      


      He had forgotten to kiss her good-bye. He always kissed her on his way out the door. This morning of all mornings she’d been

         expecting a last, lingering reassurance from last night.

      


      But he hadn’t even stopped to tell the dog to have a nice day.


      To squelch her worry, Abby cranked the song on her CD player. If David was concerned about something, he would tell her soon

         enough. She prided herself on how he shared everything with her.

      


      Above her, broad sweeps of meadow spilled downhill between dense walls of pine along the Snow King ski runs. The chairlift,

         empty and still, dangled over the green like a charm bracelet, swaying every so often in the breeze and portending a different

         season. The winter that seemed just ended would begin again too soon—the days of woolen caps and snowflakes and skiing that

         made these baseball summers all the more precious and rare.

      


      Abby looked back and saw Braden running into the field beside first base, the brim of his cap tilted skyward. The coach waited

         for him there, probably to share some intricacy of the game.

      


      Her shoulders lifted and fell with her sigh.


      She glanced at the flock of stay-at-home moms. They sat perched above the field on bleachers, bare knees tucked beneath the

         hem of their sweaters, their faces fresh and rested from sleep, their fingers entwined around steaming thermal mugs.

      


      Abby hated leaving. No matter how much she loved her job at the shelter, she found it difficult turning away from this and

         dealing with women whose lives weren’t nearly as straightforward as her own.

      


      As she did every day at this time, she faced resolutely forward and drove away. She headed the several blocks into town, bypassed

         the town square, and parked in front of the shelter on Hall Street. For another moment she listened to the music, remembering

         what the song was meant to be: a love letter to God, something she was supposed to sanction in the very depths of her soul.

      


      I will be glad and rejoice


      in your unfailing love,


      for you have seen my troubles,


      and you care about the anguish of my soul.


      You have not handed me over to my enemies


      but have set me in a safe place.


      Yes, she thought. Yes.

      


      Above all things, Abby loved trusting in the Father and in her husband. She loved how comfortable and protected her believing made her feel.
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      When David stepped inside the turnstile at Ripley’s Believe It or Not, he found Susan Roche waiting. He recognized her from

         behind as she stood gazing at a life-sized replica of a horse covered with buttons and shards of multicolored glass. A HORSE OF A DIFFERENT COLOR, the sign beside her read.

      


      David stood rigidly for a moment, noting the slope of Susan’s shoulders and the perfect length of blonde hair, while she stared

         up at the gigantic statue.

      


      “Hey,” he said at last. “You got here early.”


      Susan started, as if she hadn’t expected him to arrive so soon. She kept her purse raised against her like a shield as she

         came forward to greet him. She walked the way she’d always walked—with calm resolve, as if she knew exactly where she was

         going and what she had to do.

      


      For one instant, David was tempted to hold out his hand to her. But only for an instant. The gesture seemed much too businesslike,

         too grandiose. So he stood before her with his wrists dangling at his sides, feeling the half grimace on his mouth and remembering

         how once, long ago, he would have touched her.

      


      “How strange it is,” she said, a sad smile on her face, “seeing you like this.”


      She had aged. That surprised him. In his mind he would always picture Susan as the confident college TA, come to spend a summer

         of freedom in the mountains. She’d been young enough to wait tables at Jedediah’s and crazy enough to try parasailing.

      


      Susan said, “I’ll bet you thought you’d never have to hear my name again.”


      “Of course I—” David stopped. No. He wouldn’t reduce himself to platitudes. There wasn’t anything he could say to save this situation or make it less complicated,

         so he didn’t try. “No. I didn’t want to ever see you again.”

      


      “That’s what I thought.”


      Silence stood between them like a wall. He struggled to find something else to say. “What have you been doing these past years?”


      “Acting grown up,” she said, reminding him of how young she’d once been. “Living my life.”


      A group of youngsters jostled in through the door and shoved one another out of the way to buy tickets. One by one, they pushed

         through the stile. Who were these kids? Someone who might know Braden? Out of desperation, David did touch Susan this time.

         He grazed her arm with his hand, fully aware of the contact.

      


      “Come back here.” He paid for two admission tickets, slipped ahead, and guided her into the shadows of the museum. “Let’s

         walk.”

      


      She let herself be led. And, as if she could read his mind, she asked, “How is your family?”


      He didn’t dare answer that question for her. He steered her past the exhibits of a buck that had died with its antler impaled

         on a hornet’s nest and the skull of a cow with two heads. “Tell me about your life instead,” he said. “Where are you living?”

      


      “I’m in Oregon. On Siletz Bay. Teaching in a private school there.”


      “Sounds like you’re doing well.”


      “It’s a good place to dig up clams.” The laugh she made sounded strident, as if it had erupted from her. “You know I’ve always

         been good at digging things up.”

      


      “Yes, I know.”


      She stopped behind him and leaned on the railing. “How is Abigail?”


      “Abigail is fine. Just fine.”


      “And the baby?”


      Braden, a baby. David almost smiled, thinking how odd that seemed. It had been years since he’d thought of his son that way.

         “The baby is nine years old. Not a baby anymore.”

      


      “They grow up fast, don’t they?”


      “He’s going into fourth grade this year.”


      “Your son is smart, isn’t he? I’ve always known any child of yours would be smart.”


      David laughed outright. “Well, he could use some help in reading. We have a hard time getting him to sit down and read a book.”


      “Really.”


      “He’s okay in math, though.”


      “You’re proud of him.”


      “He’s an easy kid to be proud of.”


      For some reason, Susan wouldn’t look at him. Her eyes had focused someplace in the distance over his left shoulder. She asked,

         “You never had any other children, then? Just the one?”

      


      “No. No more. Just Braden.”


      He furrowed his brow at her. This seemed an odd line of questioning. He’d started answering her because Braden, at least,

         seemed a safe topic to discuss. But she had gone on and on with it. On and on about Braden. On and on about nothing.

      


      “Who does he look like? You? Or your wife?”


      David strode ahead of her again, past a sign that read IS IT THE WORLD’S SMALLEST MAN? NO! IT’S THE WORLD’S LARGEST CIGAR! He didn’t stop to look at the huge roll of tobacco looming high above his head. Let her catch up with him. He never should

         have agreed to this. Never. Ever.

      


      “Things are happy in my family now. Our lives are good. Better than most.” He added pointedly, “Better than they were before.”


      Susan leaned over the railing, her palms flat on the round metal, her shoulders bearing her weight, saying nothing.


      “Susan, do you mind telling me why you’ve come?”


      She gazed somewhere past him, somewhere into something he couldn’t see. “I swear to you, David. If there had been any other

         way, I wouldn’t have done this.”

      


      “It’s been nine years. What could possibly have happened that would—”


      “It hasn’t just happened now.” She met his eyes. “It’s been going on for a long time.”


      A sense of danger rose within him. Whatever Susan’s words would be, there would be no escaping them. He felt sure of it. She’d

         trapped him with something; he already knew this truth. And he’d given her the means to do it. He, too, ran his hand along

         the rail, as if establishing contact.

      


      “I have a daughter,” she said. “An eight-year-old named Samantha.”


      Oh.


      Oh.

      


      “You do?”


      How pathetic—how inadequate and unsteady—his question sounded.


      “Yes.”


      His heart scudded forward while he figured the math in his head. “She’s eight?”


      “She’ll be nine in two months.”


      “Oh.”


      Susan began to fumble around in her purse. “Do you want to see a picture of her? I have one in my billfold.”


      “No,” he said, sounding frantic. “No. I don’t want to see her.”


      She glanced up, and it horrified him even more to see that she wasn’t surprised by his reaction. She had expected him to respond

         this way. And that meant… That meant…

      


      “You don’t have to see her, David. But you have to hear me out.”


      “I don’t want to.”


      “We’ve gotten this far. We can’t turn back from it now.”


      All the questions he had never asked her. All those inquiries about her own life, her own children, her relationships with

         other men. The uncertainty of them loomed like a hammerlock, ready to wrestle him down. He couldn’t speak for a moment.

      


      “We’ve gotten along well, Samantha and me.”


      He found his voice. “There isn’t anyone else, then? Just the two of you?”


      “Just the two of us.”


      His heart pummeled. “Did you ever marry?”


      She met his gaze head on. “She has never known her real father.”


      Another beat. “You’ve raised a child alone?”


      “There have been good things about that. I’ve liked being in control of Sam’s life. I’ve liked sheltering her. I’ve liked

         it that no one else has tried to interfere.”

      


      “Susan.”


      “Things are different than they once were. A child without both parents isn’t asked many questions. Employers are willing

         to work around a single parent’s schedule.” She fumbled in her purse again and held her wallet open. Even in the shadows beyond

         the Ripley’s exhibits, he could see a photograph in a plastic sleeve, lined up neatly among Susan’s other essentials—her Oregon

         drivers’ license, her credit cards. “Look at this picture, David. Please.” She held it out to him, cupping it in her hand.

         “I want you to see her face.”

      


      He reached to take it and hated himself all the more because his hands shook. “I don’t—”


      “You have to,” she said. “You don’t have any other choice.”


      He stared at it.


      A wrinkled school photo, taken the way all school photos are taken, with the color slightly off hue and the mouth of the subject

         too broad as if the photographer had used some ridiculous joke to make this little girl laugh. Long brown hair flew all over

         her shoulders as though she’d just come running in from the playground. Dark eyes a lot like Susan’s and a gap-toothed grin

         that reminded David so very much of his own son’s.

      


      No.

      


      Susan took the billfold between her fingers so they both held it together, balanced between their two hands. She too gazed

         down at the picture. For a moment they said nothing.

      


      “She’s a pretty girl.”


      “Do you think she resembles Braden?”


      He didn’t mince words. “Yes.”


      “I’d thought perhaps she would.”


      David raised his eyes from the photo and met Susan’s gaze. Their fingers touched over the plastic sheath of the wallet. He

         felt as if he’d been slugged, sucker punched by something come to pillage him. It took every ounce of his courage even to

         say it; his tongue almost wouldn’t go around the words. “She’s mine.”

      


      Susan nodded. “Yes.”


      For the moment, the ramifications upon David’s own life were overshadowed by the magnitude of this one truth. For all these

         past moments, he’d feared Susan’s answer. Now the impact of finally knowing was profound.

      


      This girl, a part of him.


      Flesh of my flesh. Bone of my bone.

      


      Around her neck Samantha Roche wore a delicate necklace of pink stones, one tiny spangled heart resting sideways in the camber

         of her throat. Her denim collar hung open in a lopsided V, perfectly matching the happy jut of her chin. Through all those

         strands of cottony, uncombed hair, he could see one ear peeping through, the shape of a seashell. She smiled at him, at all

         the world, revealing teeth that her mouth hadn’t quite gotten the chance to grow into yet.
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