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      The hum of well-wishers' voices swirled around Claire James as she stood numbly in front of the brick fireplace in her mother's cramped Los Angeles apartment. Her black dress, size six and at least two years old, squeezed the oxygen out of her lungs. Claire attempted to take a deep breath and willed herself not to cry. One minute at a time. That's how she would survive.


      She looked down at her feet to avoid eye contact with the so-called friends and family who came to pay their last respects. Where were these people when Mom was sick? Claire pushed the cynical thought to the back of her mind.


      The scuffs on her black sandals were a sad reminder of her life the past few years since her mother had been diagnosed with cancer. They had spent all her college money on chemo, radiation, and natural remedies to keep her mother alive. But in the end it hadn't mattered.


      She walked across the room and stood next to the small circular table in the corner that held the punch and dessert. Haley, her older sister, had insisted on a reception, saying that their mother deserved a party. Party? Yes, Mom loved parties, but today was not a day to celebrate. Claire bought the punch, while Haley baked a homemade chocolate cake with vanilla icing. The sweet smell turned her stomach. Her sister topped each of the two tiers with daisies, their mother's favorite flower. Claire picked one off the top and held it to her chest.


      "I'm sorry about your loss." Geraldine, the elderly lady from down the hall, startled her back to the present. She patted Claire's hand. "She suffered a long time."


      Claire nodded and blinked back tears. She hadn't seen her neighbor in quite some time.


      "Well, it's probably time for me to go." Geraldine straightened the pillbox hat perched on her head. "I need to feed my cats."


      Claire forced what she hoped resembled a smile. Geraldine's cats were fed better than some humans—including her. What she would do for freshly baked salmon instead of frozen dinners. The smell permeated the hallway every Thursday evening.


      "Bye, Geraldine."


      Claire glanced at the clock. Only half an hour more and she'd have the place to herself again.


      Each minute was an exercise in patience. The condolences, hugs, and empty words wore on her. She rubbed her moist forehead and swallowed. Suddenly, the room spun and her hands trembled. She needed to get out of there.


      Claire wove through the maze of people and out the back door to find privacy in her mother's old Volkswagen. The seventy-plus-degree weather hit her in the face as she slid inside the car resting by the curb. She opened the windows, leaned her head against the headrest, and sat in a crumpled heap, wishing her mother was there to remind her to sit up straight.


      "Claire," Haley's saccharine voice called through the passenger side window a few minutes later. "Please come out. The Thompsons are leaving."


      Mr. Thompson and his wife made a striking couple. Wealthy. Happy. Put together. A life her mom never had.


      "Claire? Answer me," her older sister demanded.


      "Thank them for the casserole. And tell them good-bye for me." A moan escaped her lips.


      "All right, but come out soon." Haley tapped the front window with a manicured fingernail. "Mr. and Mrs. Morris and the Williamses are ready to leave too. I don't want to stand at the door by myself."


      Haley never did anything by herself. The sound of Haley's stilettos clicking against the pavement grew distant. Her sister had handed over their mom's care to Claire and eloped the summer after the cancer diagnosis. It broke their mother's heart. Mark, her sister's husband, hadn't even come to the funeral.


      Neither had her father. But why would she expect him to come? Dad hadn't been around since she was a baby.


      Claire's throat tightened as the tears cascaded down her cheeks. She dug through the glove compartment looking for a tissue. Something white caught her eye.


      Claire fingered the old envelope. Her mother's maiden name was scrawled across the front with her deceased grandparents' former address in San Diego. She ran her fingers over her mother's neatly penned name and mentally calculated how old she would have been in 1972. Seventeen. It was hard to imagine her mom as a teenager—young and vibrant—a contrast from the way she looked in her last days.


      Strange. Why would her mother keep an old letter?


      Claire shuddered and her eyes filled with fresh tears. I miss you, Mom.


      She pulled the letter from the envelope. Would her mom want her to read it? Her pulse quickened as the words drew her in.


      "Dear Emily . . ."
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    One year later


    
       


      She never thought the letter would get her fired.


      Claire stood in the kitchen in front of the restaurant manager with her mouth hanging open. She tucked her pen behind her ear and slipped her order pad into her apron pocket.


      "It wasn't my fault Mr. Matley's pinkie finger got burned." Claire's heart sank. "He lifted his hand as I was pouring the coffee."


      "Claire, the point is he was burned." Her boss pushed his thick black glasses higher on his nose with his right index finger. His moist forehead glistened in the fluorescent light of the restaurant. The smell of hamburgers on the grill wafted through the air.


      During the months she had worked at the diner, Claire discovered food service wasn't her forte, but it paid more than the clothing shops at the mall. She averaged fifteen percent in tips, and her co-workers told her it had more to do with her looks than her ability to waitress, a fact she knew to be true. But it didn't take away the sting of their words. What else could she do?


      "I need this job, Mr. Sutherland," Claire begged. "Can we give him a free lunch?"


      She raised her brows and bit her lip. Today was the anniversary of her mother's death, and she was having a hard time concentrating. Her mind kept reciting the words of the letter she had discovered the day of her mother's memorial. And now she may have lost her job.


      "You know as well as I do that Mr. Matley exaggerates, but he expects me to take action. He's one of my best customers." Her boss planted both hands on his hips. "Besides, you're late every day and I've had other customers complain about your service." He exhaled loudly. "You're distracted, Claire. Your mind is not on your work."


      Her heart raced. Where would she find another job? "Is there anything I can do to change your mind?" She reluctantly met his gaze.


      "I'm sorry." Mr. Sutherland's forehead crinkled with genuine concern. He slid his hands in the front pockets of his black slacks. "Please gather your things." He turned and walked through the door that led him out of the kitchen to the room filled with customers.


      Claire followed him, untied her apron, and threw it on the counter. She reached in the left pocket and clutched the dollar bills and small change she had earned from the busy lunch hour. A familiar nausea somersaulted through her belly.


      "Look on the bright side." Vivian, a middle-aged waitress, stood behind the counter cutting an apple pie into thick pieces, her upper arms jiggling with each slice of the knife. "Now may be the right time for you to pursue your dreams." She placed two pieces on separate plates. "You're college material, Claire." Vivian reached over and gave Claire's shoulder a squeeze. "Take care of yourself. I'm going to miss you."


      Claire watched as Vivian's ample body lumbered through the maze of tables toward an older couple. Pursue my dreams. She bent down behind the counter and grabbed her cardigan sweater and purse. Her only dream at the moment was to get out of the restaurant as fast as she could.


      "Good riddance," she muttered as she pushed the door open. The sun beat down as she inhaled the smoggy air.


      Her green VW bug, faded by years in the sun, sat at the far end of the parking lot. Each step toward the vehicle she inherited from her mother made the cramp in her stomach tighten. She opened the car door, threw her purse and sweater on the passenger seat, and slid inside. Her head fell forward against the steering wheel. Why couldn't she forget the contents of the letter?


      Claire reached over and opened the glove compartment. The tattered white envelope wedged underneath the owner's manual mocked her. She pointed a finger at the object of her ire.


      "I lost my job because of you."


      She spoke to the paper as though it had a life of its own. In a way it did. The letter held clues to her mother's past. She couldn't rest or keep her mind on her work or on anything else, for that matter, until she knew who wrote it.


      Now she was not only out of a job, but she had to go home and face her sister as well. Haley might be sympathetic, but her sister's lazy, no-good husband would be mad. He counted on her tip money to support his drinking habit. And today would be the last day she'd have any to give him.


      The engine revved after the third try. She flicked on the radio. Kenny Chesney sang "There Goes My Life." Perfect. The sad ballad matched her mood. She backed out of the parking lot and drove the long way home.
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      "You're home early," Haley called from the worn chenille sofa in the small family room.


      "Business was slow." Claire cringed at the lie.


      Haley sat absorbed in her favorite soap opera. Her feet, covered in her fuzzy pink slippers, hung over the side of the couch. Ever since she'd been laid off from her corporate job a couple of weeks ago, her signature stilettos had gathered dust in the closet. The only difference between her and her sister, at the moment, was the severance package Haley's former boss had offered. Would her sister see it that way?


      Claire needed time to plan her next move. She slipped into her bedroom and closed the door. Even though she'd lived with Haley and Mark for the past year since her mother passed away, this place was never home. She looked around her sparse room. A twin bed, a small dresser, and a desk filled the space against walls that were a dull shade of gray. She had never felt the urge to decorate. All that mattered was the framed picture of her, her mom, and her sister on the end table she'd had since childhood. She sat at her desk, turned on her refurbished computer, and scanned the job openings on the online edition of the newspaper.


      She was tired of being a waitress, but was she qualified to do anything else? If she pursued her dreams as Vivian had suggested, she'd go to college and become a nurse. But what was the point of dreaming? She couldn't pay for college, and Mark and Haley would never let her live under their roof for free.


      Sleep. That's what she needed at a time like this. Claire shut off her computer and slid into bed.
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      "You were what?" Haley stopped stirring the big pot of spaghetti. "You were fired?"


      The smell of Italian spices filled Claire's nostrils. She pressed her fingers against the Formica countertop. "It wasn't my fault. Mr. Sutherland wouldn't budge."


      Haley threw her an accusing look. "Your rent's due in a couple of days."


      "I know. Can you talk to Mark for me?"


      "Mark's going to freak out, Claire! And then you know what happens."


      Guilt coiled through Claire. "Maybe he won't. Maybe not this time."


      Haley snorted. "Dream on. When he drinks, he . . ." She shook her head and looked away.


      He drank every night. Why did her sister put up with it? "Why don't you do something about it, Haley?"


      "Like what? Leave?" Haley gripped the wooden spoon. "Maybe my vows mean something."


      "Nobody heard you say your vows. You eloped!"


      Haley shoved the spoon aside and turned on Claire. Her cheeks flushed pink. "How was I supposed to have a real wedding? Mom was too busy going to chemo appointments to even notice me."


      Claire gritted her teeth. "Yeah, you're right. Why didn't Mom plan a wedding when she was fighting for her life?" Not to mention who drove Mom to all those appointments. Haley had no business walking away to get married.


      Haley's mouth tightened. "I know what you're thinking, Claire. It's the same old same old with you. For your information, it was less of a burden for Mom to take care of one daughter than two."


      "Don't give me that, Haley. You ran off for yourself, no one else."


      "At least I did something with my life." Haley yanked open a drawer and grabbed at silverware. "You've been moping around ever since Mom died."


      Claire glowered at her sister's pink slippers. "Since when is being on my feet all day in a restaurant moping around?"


      Haley's hands shot up. "When's the last time you went out with friends? Or on a date?" She clattered the silverware on the table.


      No. They were not going there. Claire threw open a cabinet and lifted out three plates. She busied herself placing them on the table just so.


      "Claire." Haley's voice softened. "You've grieved long enough."


      "And you didn't grieve at all." Claire whirled on her. "And now look who you're stuck with—Mark."


      "Did I hear my name?" Mark staggered into the room.


      "Honey, Claire has something to tell you." Haley's eyes narrowed. She ambled over to her husband and wrapped her arms around his waist.


      "Yes, I do." Claire folded her arms across her chest. "I got fired today." She grinned at Haley, challenging her to deal with her husband.


      Mark swore under his breath. He paced the length of the kitchen and ran a hand through his greasy brown hair. "No rent money, no room. Period." His thick drawl indicated he'd hit the bottle already.


      Haley grabbed his arm and stopped him. "What does that mean?"


      "It means, Haley, I want your sister gone by morning." Mark crossed the room toward the garage door and slammed it on the way out.


      "I'll talk to him . . . later." Haley's eyes held an emotion Claire had seen before. Fear.


      A lump clogged Claire's throat. Did she dare leave her sister alone with this man? The smell of Mark's stale breath lingered in the air. Was Haley right? Was it time to move on with her life? Mark didn't give her much choice.


      "Don't bother." Claire held up her hands in defeat. "I'll go pack my bags."
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      Michael Thompson sat on the edge of the king-size bed and looked at a picture of a wedding dress from Bride magazine. "Sandy, just where do you think we can come up with this kind of money?"


      "Michael, our only daughter is getting married." His wife of twenty-seven years stood over him. "Look at the cathedral train and the beaded lace bodice."


      She was speaking another language. "It's beautiful. And Julia would look amazing in it, but the fact still remains—the price tag is outrageous." He stood and handed the magazine to his wife.


      "This is only the beginning, honey. The wedding is in four months, and there is much more we need to plan and purchase. "Sandy hugged the magazine to her chest.


      His wife was as beautiful today as when he married her all those years ago. Her striking jet-black hair, cut just above her shoulders, and her brown eyes drew him in. "Sandy, can you keep looking? Maybe there's another dress out there that looks similar but is reasonable." He drew out the last word on purpose.


      Her shoulders visibly drooped, and her eyebrows furrowed. "David's family will expect the best."


      "Oh, so that's it." Michael strolled to their walk-in closet and opened the door. "You want Julia's fiancé to be impressed. "He came out holding a navy suit, a white shirt, and a striped tie. "We're not on the same financial level as the Richards. But that doesn't mean we can't give our daughter a beautiful wedding."


      "You'll sell a few houses between now and then." Sandy's silky robe clung to her waist as she tightened the belt.


      He cleared his throat. "Let's hope so."


      The shirt collar felt stiff, perfectly starched the way he liked. He handed his tie to his wife. The edges of the tie whipped here and there as Sandy configured the perfect knot.


      Michael inspected himself in the mirror. "I'm working hard, but houses in Santa Cruz aren't moving right now." The air between them felt thick.


      "I made coffee. I'll bring you a cup." Sandy avoided the conversation at hand.


      "I've got a meeting. There'll be coffee there." Two could play at this game. He grabbed his briefcase.


      The meeting was for new employees. Michael had been a Realtor for twenty years, but he needed an edge over the newcomers if this wedding dress was any indication of the kind of money he'd be doling out the next few months.


      "But you haven't eaten breakfast." Sandy stood in the doorway. "Or read the newspaper."


      Michael kissed his wife's cheek. "I've got to run. I need to put in the hours if we're going to give Julia the kind of wedding you have in mind."


      "So, can we buy the dress?" Sandy quickly flipped through the magazine again, finding the page she had showed him earlier.


      "Can you hold off, until we talk about it some more?" Michael walked down the hall to the kitchen and snatched his car keys off the granite countertop. "I'll see you tonight."


      "What time?" Sandy followed him to the garage.


      "I'll call you." Michael hopped in his BMW, started the engine, and took off.


      I've got to get a new listing. And I won't come home until I do.
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      The sky was beginning to show daylight when Claire loaded the last of her belongings into the backseat of her car. Haley was still asleep. Claire decided to phone her later—when she had landed somewhere for the night and could think of what to say. When they were children, her mother had never liked it when her daughters fought. She would make them sit in their bedroom until they promised to get along.


      "Sorry, Mom, not today." Claire took one more glance at the gloomy four-story apartment building. She wouldn't miss this place. She'd been here way too long. Maybe Haley will see Mark for who he is. Claire slipped into the driver's seat and turned the key. Her VW bug sputtered and choked, the engine refusing to turn over. Lately, she took a chance her car would start each time she got behind the wheel. Her funds didn't allow a trip to the mechanic. "Come on." She stepped on the gas pedal and turned the key once more. The sound of her car coming to life brought a smile to her face. Freedom. The excitement of a fresh start mixed with emotions she couldn't quite pin down made her pulse race.


      She didn't want to leave L.A.—a place that reminded her of her mother. And yet, it was time to go—time for a new start. Claire drove down the street and merged onto the freeway. She'd give herself time to leave her past behind and figure out her life. And she'd drive up the coast until she wanted to stop.


      Ironically, ten minutes later Claire pulled her car off the highway and into the nearest gas station. As she filled the tank, her stomach growled. She'd buy a donut or something sweet to go with a cup of coffee. Claire dumped the contents of her purse on the passenger's seat, looking for her ATM card. Receipts, lip gloss, a comb, a couple of dimes. She remembered locking her wallet in her car last night. She flipped open the glove compartment and dug her hand underneath the owner's manual. Aha. As she pulled out her pink wallet, an envelope fell to the floor.


      The letter.


      Claire tucked the envelope into her tote bag along with the contents on the seat. First, a good strong jolt of caffeine, then she'd read the letter once more before hitting the road. After walking into the gas station, she quickly purchased the tallest cup of coffee, a package of sugar donuts, and a chocolate bar for the drive. She placed her coffee on the hood of her car and fumbled for her keys.


      "Claire? Is that you?"


      She recognized the voice behind her. Geraldine. Claire turned around with the food in hand. "It's me." She was surprised to see her former neighbor at a gas station on this side of town. The time since her mother's funeral had not been good to Geraldine. Her white hair was thinner than before and she must have shrunk a good two inches.


      "How's your sister, Holly?"


      "Haley's fine." Claire gently corrected and gave a quick smile. Now didn't seem like an appropriate time to tell Geraldine her family troubles.


      "I know your mother taught you good eating habits, my dear." Geraldine shook her head and clicked her tongue at the contents in Claire's hand.


      "Oh, these?" Heat warmed Claire's cheeks.


      "No need to explain. Every woman needs a little chocolate. "She winked and reached into her purse. "Well, it was nice to see you." Geraldine patted Claire's hand and slipped her a twenty-dollar bill. "I should've helped you sooner when your mother was alive. Give my regards to your sister. She was always such a good girl until she met that fella."


      "Thank you." Claire clutched the money to her chest. She watched as Geraldine shuffled away and climbed into a van with the help of a man she guessed to be in his mid-fifties. The side of the van read Regis Retirement Living. Claire hoped the adult community accepted cats. Geraldine had owned a half dozen when she lived down the hall from her mother's apartment.


      Taking a deep breath, she dropped the snacks into her tote bag, grabbed the coffee, and situated herself in the seat. She reached in her purse and pulled the letter from the envelope.


      Dear Emily,


      Remember this . . .


      Riding the roller coasters at the Boardwalk until our heads were dizzy and our stomachs felt sick.


      Hanging out at the beach learning to ride the waves.


      Late-night walks holding hands. Stealing kisses. Sharing dreams.


      I've never met a girl who can make me smile the way you do.


      Summer was fun. Meeting you was the best part.


      I miss you.


      I love you.


      Claire stared at the letter in her hand. Someone had loved her mother. Someone who signed with only an initial. And according to the return address, someone who lived in Capitola. She folded the letter and tucked it back inside the envelope before slipping it into her purse. Claire opened the glove compartment and pulled out a map. She scanned up and down the coast until she spotted the small town of Capitola near Santa Cruz. She'd head north.


      A smile tugged at her mouth. She had a plan, a destination. She would find a job and a place to live while she searched for the mysterious writer who had captured her mom's heart all those years ago.
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      With one hand on the steering wheel, Claire dug inside her bag and retrieved the candy bar she'd purchased at the gas station. She ripped open the wrapper with her teeth and bit into the rich dark chocolate. It wasn't much of a lunch. But she wanted to keep on driving. Santa Cruz was a good eight hours from L.A., and she had three more to go, maybe four if the RV ahead of her continued at a snail's pace.


      The view near Big Sur mesmerized her. She snaked along the winding two-lane highway, sneaking peeks of the beautiful blue ocean lapping against the rocky shore. The San Lucia Mountains towered regally to her right.


      The motor home in front of her gained speed as the road sloped downward.


      Claire pressed on the gas pedal. "Finally, we're getting somewhere."


      Without warning, the motor home came to an abrupt stop.


      Claire slammed on her brakes, but it was too late. Metal crunched as the seat belt dug into her chest. Tears sprang to her eyes. Her car. Her inherited VW bug was damaged. And it was all her fault.


      A burly man stepped out of the RV, his brows furrowed as he rushed to her door.


      Claire searched his face through the windshield as she rolled down her window. Was he angry? Her hands shook and she willed herself to stay calm. She had no reason to be afraid of him.


      The RV driver spat a dark orange wad on the pavement and leaned over to peer through the window. "Looks like you've done more harm to your little car than to my motor home. "His lower lip protruded with chewing tobacco, reminding Claire of one of her brother-in-law's unsightly habits.


      Claire opened her door and slid out to take a look, stepping over the asphalt spittoon. The front end of her car was dented and the hood buckled like an inverted V. She brushed her cheek with the back of her hand. "This is my mother's car."


      "Does she know you're driving it?" The man cocked his brows.


      Claire stared at the damages. She tucked her hands in the front pockets of her jeans. "She died a year ago."


      The older man took off his baseball hat, revealing a bald head, and wiped his brow. "Sorry to hear that."


      Drivers honked their horns behind them. Wind stirred by the passing vehicles in the other lane. The man tapped his cap against his leg and spat a stream of tobacco juice on the pavement. "I suppose we should move ourselves off the highway."


      "But we're not supposed to, right? Don't we have to wait for the Highway Patrol?" Claire willed her hands to stop shaking.


      "Let's move up ahead. Then we'll exchange insurance information."


      She didn't have insurance. Claire watched the husky older man hitch his jeans up over his protruding belly.


      "Follow me."


      She heard the RV's engine come to life.


      Claire sat in her car and turned her key. She heard clicking sounds. She tried again. Nothing. She rotated her key once more. Great! The car chooses NOW to die! I should've had the car serviced before leaving L.A. She hit the steering wheel and covered her face with her hands.


      Was someone watching her? Claire sensed a presence and turned her head toward the driver's side window. She jumped when she noticed a thin older woman. Her gray hair hung to the side and down to her waist in a long braid.


      "Come child, my husband and I will haul you to the nearest campsite. It's a good thing we left our car at home this trip. "She opened Claire's door and motioned Claire toward the RV she had hit.


      Should she go with them? A driver honked behind them, giving Claire her answer. She grabbed her purse along with her keys and followed the woman while her husband pulled out a tow bar and hooked her car onto their trailer hitch.


      The small RV had all the modern conveniences—a booth-like table with a small kitchen light, a gas stove, a TV with a DVD player, and a queen-size bed in the back bedroom with the prettiest patchwork quilt Claire had ever seen. She sat down in one of the tan leather seats.


      "Welcome to our home on wheels," said the woman from the front seat. "We don't like to stay in one spot for long ever since our children flew the coop."


      "I understand. I'm flying the coop myself." Claire averted her eyes, self-conscious of her admission.


      The older woman grinned. "You . . . such a pretty young thing. I bet your friends and family miss you back home."


      Home. Claire didn't have one. But she'd prove she could make it on her own. She didn't need anyone's help. She clutched her purse against her chest and wondered how she got into this mess. One minute she was driving north with the wind whipping through her hair and the next she was sitting in a motor home with the front end of her car in a crumpled heap and refusing to start.


      "That about does it. Your car is hooked up and ready to travel." The man climbed into the driver's seat and started the engine. "I think we've stopped traffic for miles, but that's okay, people got to learn to slow down. Every one of those cars has a great view of Big Sur, if they'd take time to look."


      "Now, Harry, don't start on that soapbox. This girl's been through enough." The woman patted her husband on the shoulder.


      "It don't look like you'll be traveling much more today." Harry adjusted his baseball cap. "How about we camp the night at Plaskett Creek? You're welcome to join us."


      Claire gulped. She'd rather not, but did she have a choice? Any accommodations for the night would be better than sleeping on the side of the road.


      "We should introduce ourselves." The woman leaned over to face Claire. "My name's Pearl and this is my husband Harry. We've been married fifty-three years. Of course, we were only children when we tied the knot." She tapped her husband on the arm.


      He seemed to get his wife's meaning by the smile and the wink he gave her.


      "Say, how old are you, dear?"


      "Twenty-three," Claire answered.


      "Just a baby." Pearl turned around and looked into her eyes. "What's your name, darlin'?"


      No one had ever called her darling. She stared out the window. "Claire."


      "Well, Claire, we have six children, all grown and married with children of their own, except Albert. Now he's a confirmed bachelor through and through. He's the youngest of our brood and quite opinionated. He frequently marches for one cause or another." Pearl chuckled.


      Claire glanced over her shoulder at her VW.


      Pearl wrapped her long braid around her fingers. "Where were you headed?"


      Claire shifted in her seat, tired of all the questions. "Santa Cruz."


      Harry glanced at her in his rearview mirror. "Santa Cruz is a beautiful place. They have everything—mountains, ocean, redwoods, and mild weather. Have you been there before?"


      "No." Claire peeled her eyes away from the mirror. "Have you?"


      "A number of times." Harry swerved. Claire could see bikers on the right. "We like to camp at New Brighton Beach, a pretty spot near Capitola."


      Claire's heart leaped. Capitola—the return address of the letter. "Will you be going there next?"


      "We're headed to San Francisco, an hour and a half past Santa Cruz." Pearl showed Claire a family photo. "See this one, here." She pointed to a woman in her early thirties. "That's Melody, our youngest daughter, and the man standing next to her is her husband, John. She's about to have a baby any day now, and we want to be there for the arrival."


      "Here we are. Plaskett Creek Campgrounds." Harry pulled the motor home into the entrance. "Let's see if our usual spot is taken."


      Claire peered out the window. The main road wound in a circle, with campsites on the left and a big grassy section in the middle. She was relieved to see restrooms evenly spaced throughout the campsite. Tents and RVs filled most spaces.


      "Look, Harry. Our spot." Pearl pointed to a little grassy knoll. "The Lord always provides, doesn't he?"


      If the Lord provided for Claire, she'd be headed north in her VW bug without a ruined front hood.


      "And land's sakes, look over there." Harry pointed. "The Andersons are here."


      "We haven't seen them in what, Harry? Three, four years?" Pearl craned her neck. "What a night this is going to be." She clapped her hands together.


      Are these people for real? Claire didn't know how to act around "nice" people like Pearl and Harry. How was she going to handle being around more strangers?


      "Oh, you'll simply love the Andersons." Pearl leaned down, grabbed a straw hat and settled it on her head. "They're loads of fun. They have three strapping boys—why, they should almost be men by now, and one daughter, the eldest. I think she might be your age. They go camping as a family every year for a week or two. Of course, Harry and I think the world of Ed and Mary. They've raised all their children in the church, and not one of them has rebelled." Pearl cupped her hand to block her mouth from Harry's gaze and lowered her voice. "Not like our Robert. He's been around the block once or twice, if you know what I mean. But he's turned his life around."


      "Now, Pearl, you don't need to share our family troubles."


      Claire knew all about family troubles. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.


      Harry pulled into the campsite. "We'll have to unhitch your car or it'll be sticking out in the middle of the road. We can ask the Anderson boys to help us move it to the grass over there."


      Claire had never received so much positive attention from people she knew, let alone strangers. She thought back to her mother's friends, the ones who disappeared when they learned her mother had cancer.


      "I'd say that accident of ours was a blessing in a way. If you hadn't bumped into us, we wouldn't have had the opportunity to catch up with old friends." Pearl jumped out of the RV and headed toward the Andersons' campsite the minute Harry stepped on the emergency brake.
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      Claire watched through the RV window as Pearl waved her arms and darted over to the Andersons' campsite. Three teenage boys and an older couple jumped up from their camp chairs and ran to meet her. Pearl pulled the woman into her arms, laughing. A young woman stepped out of the RV, rushed toward Pearl, and hugged her tight around the neck. They acted like relatives who hadn't seen each other in years. Claire's chest tightened. Was there a single person in the world who would be as glad to see her as these people were to see each other? She propped her chin on her hand and leaned against the window as she watched the reunion.


      Pearl turned and pointed to Claire's VW bug hitched to the back of the RV. From the way she swooped her arms, Claire imagined the story she was telling. She wasn't in the mood to join such a happy crowd. She'd wrecked her most treasured possession, and yet she didn't want to be alone either.


      Harry opened the side door of the RV. "Come meet our friends."


      Should she? Claire let out a breath, stood, and allowed him to lead her out the door.


      "Well, what do you know, it's my good friend Harry." Ed walked up and pumped his hand. "Good to see you, oldtimer!"


      "Speak for yourself." Harry spat a dark wad on the ground and laughed. "I don't think I've ever seen you with a beard before. You remind me of someone."


      Claire quickly studied the man, trying not to make direct eye contact. Ed was tall and thin, but his beard and mustache met at the corners of his mouth, looking soft and gloriously white.


      Harry rubbed his chin as if in deep thought. "Oh yeah, you remind me of a skinny Santa Claus."


      Ed chuckled. "And who is this pretty girl?" He reached out his hand.


      "This is Claire. We bumped into each other, so to speak, down the road."


      "More like I bumped into him." Claire shook his hand.


      Ed headed around the back of the RV toward the small car. Harry and Claire followed. "By the looks of your VW bug, I'd say you got the worst of it."


      "We need to unhitch her car for the night and put it over there." Harry indicated a space next to the RV. "Can we get your boys to help?"


      "Let's ask them." Ed smiled at Claire, looped his thumbs in his jeans pockets, and walked over to his family.


      Why hadn't she seen the dent in Harry and Pearl's motor home before? Was she so concerned about her car that she didn't pay attention to the RV? Her stomach twisted. Claire grabbed Harry's arm, stopping him in his tracks. "I want to pay you for the damages to your motor home . . . And I will, I promise. As soon as I get a job. . . ."


      "I'd say you have more problems with that car of yours. Why don't we take one step at a time?" Harry winked at her. "Remember, God provides."


      Haley and Claire had sold most of their mother's jewelry, furniture, and dishes after Haley had been laid off, but Claire begged her sister to let her keep the VW bug. And now look at it. She'd have to find a way to get the car fixed.


      Ed returned with three young men in tow. "Claire, I'd like you to meet my sons, Christopher, Andrew, and Joe."


      Claire waved. "Hi, nice to meet you." She glanced at each one of Ed's teenaged sons.


      The awkward moment of silence made Claire's heart race.


      "Come on, boys, stop staring at the pretty lady and unhitch her car." Ed stepped forward and motioned for his sons to join him. "There'll be plenty of time to get to know her tonight."


      The young woman who had hugged Pearl earlier stood a few feet from Claire with a glass in her hand. "Hi, Claire, I'm Samantha." She smiled, revealing deep dimples. Samantha looked fit in a green striped tank top and denim shorts, her brown hair pulled back in a ponytail under a visor as if she had walked off the set of a TV commercial. Fresh. Clean. Athletic.


      "Would you like lemonade? I made it fresh this morning."


      Claire could smell the citrus and see the fat, golden lemon slice floating in the glass. Her mouth salivated. "Thank you."


      "I'm sorry about your car. I hear it was your mom's."


      Claire took a long drink. "Word travels fast."


      Samantha gestured toward the campfire. "We're making hot dogs and beans for dinner. You're welcome to join us. It's not gourmet or necessarily healthy, but that's camping." She shrugged.


      "I'd like that." She handed Samantha the empty glass. "Thanks for the lemonade." Claire remembered last night's meal with Haley and Mark. The three of them had eaten in silence, except for the occasional slurping sound from the spaghetti.


      She glanced at her crumpled car one more time before she followed Samantha to the campsite.
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      Michael slammed the phone down a bit too hard. His frustration level had risen with each call he'd made, and the last one had set him on edge. His highest-priced listing in the Uplands pulled out. The couple had decided they'd wait another year before selling. Michael threw a pen across his desk.


      "Hey, man, what's the deal?" Eric, his good friend and colleague two decades his junior, had witnessed his tantrum.


      "No deal. That's the problem." Michael leaned forward, steepled his brow, then turned toward his friend. "What is with real estate these days? I haven't seen such a slump in ten years."


      "It's your attitude, man. People can tell you're tense." The top button of Eric's shirt was undone, his tie hung loose around his neck, and a glimpse of white undershirt was visible. "Professional. That's what I am." Michael straightened his tie and the papers on his desk. "Look. I know your intentions are good—"


      "Of course they are." Eric slapped Michael on the back. "I'd do anything for you, you know that."


      This conversation was going nowhere fast. "Say, I've got a few more calls to make." Michael picked up the phone hoping Eric would get the hint.


      "Slow. Calm. Take a deep breath before you call." Eric patted him on the shoulder.


      Michael let out a breath. "Thanks, Doctor. I'll take it from here."


      "Can I get you a cup of coffee? A Coke?" Eric dug in his pocket and pulled out a few coins.


      "I'm good. Now, get out of here." Michael turned his body away from Eric. He looked up the number for his next prospective client and punched it in.


      On the third ring, a female voice answered.


      "Hello?"


      Michael heard children in the background. "Hello, Mrs. Johanneson. Michael Thompson here. We met at a recent open house. You'd mentioned you might be interested in selling."


      "Who's this?" The voice questioned.


      Michael heard a baby cry, the sound growing louder. "Michael Thompson, from Crown Real Estate."


      "I'm the babysitter. I'll let Mrs. Johanneson know you called." Click.


      The girl never asked for his phone number. Michael hit the "Off" button and clipped his phone onto his belt. Eric's offer of a cup of coffee sounded better as time ticked by. He stood and ambled over to his friend's cubicle.


      "Five o'clock. I'll meet you there." Eric finished his phone call. He raised his index finger, indicating he needed a moment. He jotted a note on a slip of paper. "Michael, you're never going to believe this. Last Saturday, when I took your open house, I met the nicest couple. They're relocating to our area and need to buy a four-bedroom—and fast. I researched properties on Sunday and I think I found them the perfect house. We're meeting—"


      "At five. I heard." Michael raked his left hand through his hair. "Are you still up for that cup of coffee?"


      "I would if I could, man, but suddenly I'm swamped." Eric pointed to the stack of folders.


      "Anything I can take off your hands?" Michael groveled.


      "Hey, you're the best in the business. Give your clients that old Thompson charm." The phone rang on Eric's desk. "Breakfast tomorrow morning?"


      Eric answered his phone before Michael could respond.


      He turned and headed toward the coffeepot. The coffee didn't taste like Starbucks, but it was free. He poured himself a cup and sat down. The break room was top-notch—walnut table with chairs to match, Picasso prints on the wall—a room where a guy could feel good about working for a quality company. Michael's mind wandered to Julia's fiancé— David Richards. He was a good guy. Moral. Brilliant. Outstanding citizen. He was from a family of lawyers that represented the wealthy. The only strike against him. He remembered the night a couple of years ago when his daughter came home and said she had met a wonderful man at the church Christmas party. They'd been inseparable ever since.


      The image of the wedding dress came to mind. His daughter would look like a princess. But it didn't take an expensive dress for her to be beautiful. She had dark hair like her mother's, and striking blue eyes like his. A good combination. Michael sighed. He loved his daughter and would do anything for her, but first he had to make Sandy understand. Julia was marrying into a wealthy family, one he and Sandy could not compete with. Michael made a decent living—but obviously, not enough. A salaried position sounded better all the time. Michael downed the last of his coffee.


      He stood and stretched. He'd work a couple more hours, and then run by his rental property on the way home. If he could lease the two-bedroom ranch on Depot Hill, it would provide decent income.


      On the way to his cubicle, he caught a glimpse of Eric leaving the office. "Why did I give him that open house? Just my luck." The words slipped out even though he didn't believe in luck. The fact that Eric got what should have been his clients rubbed him raw. Then he felt guilty for the thought. He'd been tired. Tired of sitting inside empty houses with only one or two prospective clients walking through. Eric had done him a favor, so it was his own fault he didn't get the possible sale. Michael checked his attitude.


      Could people tell he was tense? He rubbed the back of his neck. Hard as a rock. The hot tub at home would relax his sore muscles. But that would have to wait.


      He needed to sell another house.
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      Claire sank deeper into the camp chair as her meal of hot dogs, beans, and Mary's potato salad settled in her stomach. She nestled under a flannel blanket next to the crackling campfire and listened to Ed play the guitar while the rest of the Anderson family sang. Samantha's voice captivated her. If Claire could sing like Samantha, she'd be headed to Nashville. But not Samantha. She said she only wanted to "give God glory," whatever that meant. Claire didn't recognize most of the songs they were singing, except for Jesus Loves Me. Mom had whispered that song to her the night before she died as she held Claire's hand. The memory was locked into her heart.


      Pearl sat across from her on a log, knitting booties for her soon-to-arrive grandchild.


      Claire grinned at the blue yarn. She hoped the baby was a boy.


      Harry slouched in his camp chair, his legs outstretched and his arms folded across his chest. Claire knew he was asleep by the rise and fall of his chest and the soft whoosh of air bubbling from his lips, even though she couldn't see his eyes beneath the brim of his hat.


      The scene before her was picture-perfect. If her family were anything like the Andersons or Pearl and Harry, she'd still be in L.A. Life would be different. Imagine being able to relax and enjoy each other's company without fighting or quarreling.


      The song ended, and Pearl tucked the knitting needles and yarn into her tapestry bag. "I'm ready for bed. And I think this big guy was ready an hour ago." Pearl nudged Harry on the shoulder.


      "What's going on?" Harry sat forward, rubbed his eyes, and blinked.


      "You were snoring." Pearl growled like a bear. "Just like that."


      Ed tapped him on the knee, his grin gleaming in the firelight. "You were sawing logs."


      Their joking manner warmed Claire as much as the fire.


      "Very funny." Harry wobbled to his feet. "I only closed my eyes for a few minutes."


      "It's all right, dear." Pearl kissed Harry's wrinkled cheek. "We're teasing." She picked up her bag and held Harry's hand. "Claire, I'll make up your bed. Come when you're ready."


      "Thank you." Claire watched Harry and Pearl take careful steps through the darkness, their flashlight illuminating a path ahead of them.


      "I think we're going to call it a night too." Ed placed his guitar in its case and snapped it shut. "Ready, honey?"


      "I'm right behind you." Mary came over and squeezed Claire's shoulders. "We're headed to Santa Barbara in the morning. It was a pleasure to meet you, dear. Please give Samantha your address. I'm sure she'd like to keep in touch."


      Claire had no address to give. She shivered. Would she ever get to Capitola? "Andrew, can you put another log on the fire? Our new friend is shaking." Mary stroked Claire's hair. "Unless you're ready to turn in?"


      Claire's mother used to stroke her hair like that. A surge of tears threatened at the thought. She cleared her throat. "I'm going to stay up a while, thank you."


      Andrew jumped up and laid a thick log on the fire. Sparks flew upward as it thudded into place. Within seconds flames engulfed the wood.


      Mary patted her shoulder. "Good night, then."


      "Good night." Claire watched Mary hug and kiss each one of her children and slip into the RV. Her throat constricted. It had been too long since her mother had held her in her arms.


      "Now that the old folks have gone to bed, what do you say we have a good time?" Joe grabbed a flashlight. "Hey, Claire, do you want to take a night hike?" He winked at her.
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