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“In Vogt’s quietly beautiful inspirational contemporary, two people learn to let go of the past and discover that God often works in mysterious ways. . . . A heartwarming tearjerker about learning what love is.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“Beth Vogt gets better with every book. Somebody Like You wrestles with the tough topics of widowhood and family while wrapped in the heart-warming cocoon of romance. Bravo to Vogt for coming up with an intriguing concept and executing it brilliantly.”

—Rachel Hauck, award-winning author of Once Upon a Prince

“A beautiful story of an unexpected second chance at love and redemption by one of my favorite authors. I loved this book!”

—Susan May Warren, bestselling and award-winning author of It Had to Be You

“In Somebody Like You, Beth K. Vogt captures the tender emotions of loss with grace and sincere understanding. An expertly handled story of rekindled hearts and the whisper of a hope-filled future are safe in her very capable hands. For the broken, for the awakening of new love, for the heart that seeks a champion to heal its wounds . . . this is a special book.”

—Kristy Cambron, author of The Butterfly and the Violin

“With crisp prose, flesh-and-blood characters who live and breathe on the page, and a poignancy that reaches into one’s very soul, Somebody Like You is not only a must-read for somebody like you . . . but for anyone who loves great fiction.”

—Julie Lessman, award-winning author of the Daughters of Boston series

“Woven with grace and sensitivity, author Beth K. Vogt sheds a tender light on the human spirit in this bittersweet story of love and loss. Beautiful and emotion-packed, the only bookmark for this is a Kleenex, for Somebody Like You will tug at your heart in a way that is not easily forgotten.”

—Joanne Bischof, award-winning author of Be Still My Soul

“Somebody Like You is a story filled with characters I adored from the opening paragraphs. At the end, I sighed, longing for just a few more pages with my new friends. A perfect read for those who like a romance with a rich story and heart.”

—Cara Putman, award-winning author of Shadowed by Grace

“Poignant, intriguing, and not without its lighter moments, too, Beth Vogt’s Somebody Like You captured me from the first chapter. The unique premise had me curious from the start, but it was the emotional depth combined with heart-tugging characters that had me reading until late at night. A beautiful story, beautifully told.”

—Melissa Tagg, author of Made to Last

“With a poignant plot and a tenderness that grips your heart, Somebody Like You is a story to be savored. Vogt shows how God restores the brokenness in lives for his happily ever after. This engaging read brought tears to my eyes several times, but it concluded with a heart-sighing smile.”

—Lisa Jordan, award-winning author of Lakeside Reunion

“Somebody Like You grabbed my interest from page one and didn’t let go. Beth K. Vogt pens this heart-wrenching and tender romance between a military widow and her husband’s estranged twin brother with the deftness and assurance of a skilled storyteller, rendering deep emotion without ever dissolving into melodrama. My only complaint is that it had to end! If Beth’s first two novels marked her as an author to watch, Somebody Like You proves she’s here to stay.”

—Carla Laureano, author of Five Days in Skye

“Somebody Like You takes you on an emotional journey to witness the bravery of a widow in the face of impossible circumstances. Beth Vogt has written a book you will not soon forget.”

—Elizabeth Byler Younts, author of Promise to Return
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For the ones who have been broken and whose dreams have been lost . . . and for the One who finds us and restores our dreams

“The Lord is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit.”

(Psalm 34:18 NIV) 



prologue
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SUMMER 1993

“We’re lost.” Stephen tossed the words at Sam’s back. “Hey! Did you hear what I said?” Probably not. Sam tromped through the underbrush as if he was fifteen, not ten, crunching fallen leaves and twigs with each step and bending small seedlings under his brown boots, the laces of one trailing in the dirt.

Once Sam crested the side of the ravine they’d been walking along, he stopped and turned to face Stephen, revealing a sunburned nose. “We are not lost.”

So his brother had heard him—he’d just ignored him until he wanted to talk. Stephen scrambled up beside Sam, wiping away the sweat that had gathered on his forehead. “Do you know where we are?”

“Not yet.” Sam pushed up his Dallas Cowboys Super Bowl baseball cap and scanned right, then left. “Give me a minute and I’ll figure it out.”

“Well, if we don’t know where we are, and if we don’t know where we’re going, we’re lost.”

“I told ya, we’re on an adventure. If we’re exploring, then we’re not lost.” Sam pulled a crumpled bag of beef jerky from his jeans pocket, offering it to Stephen before taking a few pieces for himself. “We’re discovering new things. New places.”

Just sniffing the salty tang of the leathery jerky made Stephen’s mouth water. “So far the only things we’ve discovered are a patch of poison ivy, an empty bird’s nest, and how long we can walk and not find camp. Dad’s gonna let us have it when we get back—if we ever figure out how to do that.”

His brother scratched at a mosquito bite on his neck, causing all the itchy spots on Stephen’s body to demand attention.

“We’ll find it. Do you remember seeing any weird trees or big rocks while we were hiking this morning?”

“I dunno. Where’s the creek?” Stephen turned a slow three-sixty. “I know our campsite is somewhere along the creek.”

“Yep. And we crossed the creek once, so we—”

“Need to find it and cross it again to be going in the right direction.”

“See? We’ll figure this out.” Sam pulled his canvas-covered canteen around to the front of his body. “Better have some water before we get started again.”

“I drank all mine.”

“I’ll share mine with you—but don’t finish it.”

Stephen gnawed on the teriyaki-flavored beef jerky, periodically taking small sips of lukewarm water that pushed back the thirst building in his throat. The sun filtered down between the branches of the trees, but even with the lingering coolness of the Pennsylvania mountain air, sweat dampened Stephen’s gray cotton T-shirt. “How long have we been hiking?”

“I don’t know. I left my watch in my sleeping bag.”

“Mom probably made breakfast already—and she promised us blueberry pancakes and bacon.” He swallowed a hunk of jerky. “This stuff tastes like I’m chewing on my hiking boot.”

Sam sipped more water, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand and leaving a streak of dirt across his chin. “It’s this or nothing.”

Why had he listened to Sam’s “let’s go exploring” suggestion this morning? A hike sounded like a good idea then—tromp around the woods a bit instead of sitting around, staring at the remains of last night’s campfire while Mom and Dad still slept in the tent. Sam had promised they’d be back before their parents woke up.

Getting lost hadn’t been part of the plan.

“Do you think they’re going to go tell the ranger? Maybe get a search party?”

“We’ve only been gone a couple of hours.” Sam rolled his eyes, positioning his cap backward on his head. “They won’t do anything like that until it’s getting dark and we’re not back . . .”

“But we’ll be back to camp before then, right?”

“Sure we will.” Sam hooked his arm over Stephen’s shoulders. “It’s not even lunchtime yet.”

After tucking the now-empty plastic bag in his pocket, Sam pointed toward the steep hill off toward their left. “We’re going that way.”

“Did we go downhill on the way out of camp, Sam?”

“I think . . . so.” His brother had already scrabbled partway up the hillside, his voice floating back to Stephen in short puffs. “I want to get higher . . . maybe we’ll see something . . . from up there.”

He started to follow, Sam’s feet sending small rocks and clods of dirt skittering down the side of the hill and into his face. Stephen coughed, pausing to put some space between him and his brother before resuming the ascent. Maybe when they got to the top of that ridge, they’d recognize something. Maybe they’d see their campsite. Or a big sign saying THIS WAY BACK TO MOM AND DAD.

When his foot slipped on some loose rocks in a patch of scree, Stephen went down hard, his chin hitting something sharp. He bit his tongue, tasting the metallic flavor of blood, and lay with his face sideways in the dirt, leaves, and stones for a few seconds.

“Sam!” His voice was muffled as he held his hand over his chin, his fingers warm and wet. He tilted his head, watching his brother put more distance between them. “Sam!”

Sam paused, looking back over his shoulder. The sight of Stephen sprawled on the side of the hill prompted Sam to half run, half slide back down. Stephen closed his eyes against another shower of debris.

Sam crouched beside him. Against the sunburn on his nose, his face looked white. “You’re bleeding.”

Stephen swallowed the taste of salt and iron. “Yeah. Figured. I banged my chin on a rock or something.”

“You want me to look at it?”

Sam hated blood even more than Stephen did. “There’s nothing you can do about it. Didja bring a bandana with you?”

“Yeah.” Sam pulled a folded red bandana out of his back pocket and handed it to Stephen, who pressed it against his chin, exhaling with a sharp hiss.

“Mom would say to rinse that out.”

“Well, first it’s gotta stop bleeding.”

“Let me see your hand.” As Stephen switched hands and held the material to his chin, his brother poured a bit of the tepid water from the canteen onto his fingers. “Think you’re gonna need stitches?”

“Maybe.” Stephen sniffed, then tried to cover up his tears with a cough. “Got some dust and stuff in my mouth. You got needle and thread with you?”

“I’m not sewing—” Sam’s wide-eyed gaze collided with Stephen’s, and he smirked as he realized his brother’s joke. “I’m sorry, Stephen.”

“For what?”

“For suggesting this hike. We’re lost and we missed breakfast and now your chin’s busted—”

“Hey, did you think I was gonna let you go hiking by yourself ? The Ames brothers stick together, right?”

“Right. And so long as we stick together now, we’ll be okay. Right?”

“Right.” Stephen held up his right hand, which was damp and still streaked with blood, as Sam mirrored his action with his left hand, which was caked with dirt from his skid down the side of the hill. They did their right-hand-left-hand high five, followed by a quick low handclasp.

Stephen dabbed at the wound. “I’ll be okay. Let’s get going.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah. The sooner we get started, the sooner we get back to camp.”

“I’ll take it slow.”

“Don’t worry about it. I can keep up with you.”



one
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JULY 2012

Six minutes.

Surely six minutes was enough time to propose, wasn’t it? Returning to where he and Elissa first met seemed so romantic—but Stephen hadn’t factored in Breckenridge’s high-speed ski lifts.

As the chair lift hit the back of his knees, Stephen settled into the unpadded metal seat. Elissa snuggled next to him, leaning up and brushing a kiss against his jaw. The soft caress of her lips invited him to wrap his arm around her, anchoring his ratcheted-up heart rate to the reality that he wanted to marry this woman. He blew out a huff of air, releasing his death grip on the protective guardrail.

The time was right.

“This was such a good idea, Stephen, riding the ski lift in the summer. You always make our dates fun. I love being with you—I can relax. No pressure.” Elissa’s husky voice pulled him from his mental mathematics. “It looks so different without any snow, but this reminds me of how we met.”

He brushed long strands of her brown hair away from her face. “Only that day we were wearing ski boots and parkas and helmets—and I didn’t get to see how absolutely stunning you are until dinner that night.”

“Flatterer.” Elissa pressed her full lips against his.

Stephen inhaled the scent of Elissa’s spicy perfume, savoring the warmth of her mouth and her unreserved affection. It was one of the things he loved most about the woman in his arms—one of the many reasons he wanted to marry her. With Elissa, he knew he was loved.

Elissa lifted her right hand, tilting her wrist so she could admire the tourmaline and silver bracelet he’d bought her just before suggesting the ski lift ride.

As they ascended the mountain, they left behind Breckenridge’s annual art festival. The parking lots and side roads were packed with cars and trucks, and the trendy mountain town teemed with people strolling through the various craft booths. The jewelry artisan had stood in one of the white tents along the main street, insisting it was as if he’d made the bracelet just for her. By presenting her with one piece of jewelry, Stephen hoped the diamond ring he’d slip on her finger during the next few minutes would all the more surprise Elissa. An expensive decoy, but well worth it. After six months, he knew the woman beside him—and jewelry was her love language.

Stephen swallowed, fighting against the constriction in his throat. This was good. He was ready to move forward. He couldn’t wait to see the surprise in Elissa’s eyes—the gleam of joy tinged with love as she said yes when he proposed. She always enjoyed it when he surprised her with flowers or a card—a proposal would top all of those.

Slipping his left hand into his jean jacket pocket, Stephen ensured the ring was safe. He’d lugged it around all day tucked in a beribboned box in his well-worn backpack as they browsed the different craftsmen’s stalls, switching the ring to his pocket during a supposed bathroom break before he purchased their lift tickets.

After all, if Prince William of England could hike all over Africa carrying some world-renowned family heirloom in a rucksack, waiting for the right moment to propose to his precious Kate, why couldn’t Stephen sling a pack over his shoulder and plan a proposal in the Colorado mountains?

And thank you, Elissa, for the fact that I even know that bit of royal trivia. Every woman wants a bit of fairy tale coming true in her life, which probably explained why Elissa followed three different blogs about the future queen of England.

Breckenridge didn’t qualify as remote terrain—even if his ’66 Mustang was parked in the farthest lot from the main street running through town.

Even as Elissa leaned closer, he pulled away, running his thumb along her bottom lip as she pretended to pout. “As much as I would enjoy kissing you the entire ride up and back down the mountain, I need to control myself for a few minutes.”

“Afraid we’ll fall out of the chair?”

“No . . . I just—” Why were the words evading him now? He’d practiced the proposal all week, wanting it to be perfect. A memory Elissa would treasure. “I want to talk about . . . I mean, you know I love you . . . and I want to ask you—”

Wait. He wanted to give Elissa the ring as he asked her to marry him. Stephen fumbled with his coat pocket. Maybe by the time he started talking again, he wouldn’t stumble over his words like a middle-schooler asking a girl to a dance for the first time. He sucked in a breath. Relax. He could do this. “Elissa, would you marry me?”

“What?” Elissa half-turned to watch him, her sculpted brows furrowed over her smoky brown eyes as he pulled the ring from its hiding place. “You’re not . . . you’re not proposing, are you, Stephen?”

“Yes . . . I am. I did.” He’d asked her to marry him. Not flawless, like the half-carat diamond, but he’d proposed.

Wait—wasn’t he supposed to ask the question? And wasn’t Elissa supposed to say yes? He raised his hand and offered the ring to Elissa. Realized he held the square-cut diamond so that it was hidden from view. Repositioned it so the gem glinted in the late-summer sunlight.

Elissa leaned away from him, one hand gripping the base of the seat. “Why are you asking me to marry you?”

What happened to a simple yes? Why wasn’t she throwing herself into his arms, causing the lift to sway back and forth, exclaiming over the ring, and kissing him again? Okay, so he’d left his polished proposal at the base of the mountain, but still . . .

With the ring suspended between them, Stephen tried again, ignoring how his heart pounded in his chest like thunder during an afternoon storm. “Elissa, you are amazing. Beautiful. I love being with you. I love you. Will you marry me?”

“What ever gave you the idea that I was ready for you to propose? We’ve been dating for barely six months!”

He hadn’t prepared for a no. Hadn’t prepared for her to recoil, to refuse to even look at the ring, much less reject it.

“Stephen.” Her warm hand covered his cold fingers. “You’re wonderful. I’ve had a blast the last six months. But—” Her eyes narrowed and she seemed to search for the right words. “—we never even talked about getting married. Where is this coming from?”

He still held the ring out to Elissa, gripping it so it wouldn’t slip from his fingers and plummet onto the mountainside below. “Six months is long enough for me to know—”

“To know what? For us to know we want to spend the rest of our lives together?” Elissa closed her eyes, pressing her fingertips against her temple. “If you knew me at all, you’d know this is not how to propose. Or when.”

“I do know you. I know how much you love your work at the boutique. I know how you balance your books to the penny—and never file a paper but can find whatever you need to from all those piles in your office. I know that if anyone took you on in trivia about Kate and William they’d be obliterated.”

“That’s all information—not what you build a lifetime commitment on.” Her eyes skimmed over the ring he’d spent hours selecting. “Please, put the ring away. My answer is no.”

“No, you don’t want to marry me now—or no, you don’t want to marry me ever?”

“Stephen, have you listened to anything I’ve said the last six months? We’ve had fun. I like hanging with you. What part of that implies that I’m ready to marry you? I’m still getting my boutique established—”

“Are you worried about finances? We’ll be fine. I told you, as soon as the company lands that contract to refurbish the old office building in Denver, I’ll get a promotion.”

“This isn’t about money. This is about our relationship. We’ve been having fun. Skiing. Going to dinner. Hiking . . . but no one said marriage.” She closed her eyes again, her throat working as if she was swallowing back words. When she spoke again, her voice was soft. Controlled. “Not until today anyway. And that’s a topic that should be discussed by a man and a woman before anyone proposes.”

“I wanted to surprise you. Propose. Go to dinner. Start making plans.”

“Yes, I like surprises—when you brought me flowers unexpectedly. But when it comes to forever and ever, amen—you know I’m a planner. Or at least I thought you did.”

Silence settled between them as the chair lift rounded the station and began the descent. Stephen tucked the ring into the small upper pocket of his jacket, buttoning it closed. What could he say? I’m sorry I proposed? Forget I said anything? Heat flared up his neck and across his face. If only he could jump out of the chair. Surely a broken leg or two wasn’t any more painful than being rejected by Elissa. How would they survive the two-and-a-half-hour drive back to Fort Collins? He’d envisioned dinner overflowing with laughter and all the what-ifs and maybes that go with planning a wedding. Holding Elissa’s hand on the drive back, humming along as she sang a duet with Adele on the radio. Insisting on a brief engagement because he was tired of going to his studio apartment after dropping Elissa off at her condo. But now . . .

Elissa sat as far away from him as she could, huddled in the corner of the chair lift. If she wasn’t careful, she’d fall off before they reached the base of the mountain. When she spoke again, her words were hesitant. “Stephen, I don’t know if I have the right to say this now—”

“I’m listening.” Stephen braced himself for whatever would come next. He didn’t expect an emotional about-face.

“You say you love me—but I have to wonder what’s driving you to propose.”

He twisted in the chair lift, reaching for her hand. “I do love you—”

“Let me finish. Please.” Elissa shook her head, her hand worrying the collar of her sweater. “I don’t know how to explain it, but you always seem like you’re looking for something . . . or waiting for someone. I can’t explain it. But I wonder if you want me to fill in for someone else. An old girlfriend, maybe.”

“There’s no old girlfriend, Elissa.” His shoulders sagged. This conversation was useless.

Once they reached the bottom of the mountain again, Elissa scooted forward, leaping from the chair as it slowed before continuing its cycle back up the mountain. He straightened his shoulders, easing a breath out between clenched teeth. “I asked and you . . . answered. I think it’s best if we just go home.”

It was going to be a long, cold drive back to Fort Collins.

“Fine.”

His iPhone, which he’d muted, vibrated in his back pocket. After a quick glance at the display, he took a step away from Elissa. “Excuse me for a minute—this is my boss. It’s probably about the new contract.” At least something was going right today.

“Go ahead.” She tucked her hands in the pockets of her white sweater jacket and walked away.

Would she keep going until she got all the way to his Mustang? Stephen turned away, refusing to watch. “Hello, Mr. Talbott. What can I do for you, sir?”
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Six thirty in the morning—what an ungodly time to meet his boss, especially since he’d stared at his ceiling most of the night, replaying Elissa’s rejection and their silent ride back to Fort Collins.

Not even bothering to turn on his office lights, Stephen tossed his leather attaché case onto the chair behind his desk. He could only hope Mr. Talbott had coffee brewing in the conference room. One cup gulped down while he shaved wasn’t going to cut it today.

“Good morning, sir.” Stephen’s voice seemed to echo in the large glass-enclosed room. Where was everyone else? The elongated rectangular table could seat an even dozen, but only he and his boss occupied the room.

“Sit down, Stephen, sit down.” The man motioned Stephen to the high-backed leather chair to his right, where an insulated cup of Starbucks waited. “I needed you for a pre-meeting.”

“A pre-meeting?” The warmth of the coffee seeped into his palm but did nothing to cut the chill that settled along the back of his neck. What was up?

“No sense in dillydallying. We didn’t get the contract.”

“That’s impossible—our preliminary discussions bordered on a guarantee—”

“Doesn’t matter—the only thing that matters is who gets the final approval, and it wasn’t us.” His boss removed his silver wire-framed glasses, rubbing his bloodshot eyes. “The company can’t weather a hit like this, not with the economy we’re in.”

“What does that mean—practically?” Setting aside his coffee, Stephen braced his hands on the flat surface of the table.

“It means layoffs. I’ve avoided it as long as I could, but I’ve got to cut costs until we get more business. I hate to do it, but Jenkins has to go. As my lead architect, you—”

“Jenkins? He’s got a wife and twin preschoolers. And if the office grapevine is correct, baby number three is on the way.”

“Like I said, I hate to do it—but this is business. Jenkins was the last architect hired, so he’s the first to go.” His boss broke eye contact. “I’ll talk to him before the employee staff meeting this morning. I’m also going to ask Gilberts to go half-time.”

Stephen couldn’t push his mind past his boss’s announcement that he was letting Jenkins go. He tugged at his tie. What could he do? The decision was made. Another solution skittered through his head. Impossible. Mr. Talbott wouldn’t approve.

But he had to try.

Ignoring how the oxygen seemed to be disappearing from the room, Stephen sat up straighter. “Excuse me, Mr. Talbott. I have a suggestion that would allow Jenkins to keep his job.”

“You do? What, exactly?”

He rushed the suggestion past the mental barricades being set up by the realistic side of his brain. “Let me take his place.”

“You’re joking.” Mr. Talbott sat with his cup of coffee halfway to his lips.

“I’m absolutely serious—I’ll take Jenkins’s layoff.”

“Why would you do something like that?”

He had no idea. It was irresponsible—essentially walking away from a job he loved. But the thought of Jenkins . . . his wife and kids . . . the man had a family. Stephen had a loft apartment. And no one waiting at home for him.

“I can take the hit, sir. I haven’t got a wife and kids.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

“Don’t say anything to Jenkins. We have our eight o’clock meeting. Announce that I’m being cut from the team—”

Mr. Talbott dismissed his suggestion with a shake of his head. “Do you really think anyone is going to believe that?”

“Fine. Tell ’em I quit. I’ll clean out my desk and be gone before anyone gets here.”

“Stephen, I can’t give you anything more than I was going to offer Jenkins—a month’s severance. Three months’ insurance.”

Reality sharpened as he realized there’d be no paycheck automatically arriving in his bank account. He stood, rubbing his hands together. He could do this—he wanted to do this. Why, he didn’t know. “My dad taught me to save before spending—and I don’t have any debt. I’ll be fine.”

His boss grasped his hand in a firm handshake. “I’ll write you a stellar recommendation—don’t worry about that.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“No, thank you. I didn’t think men like you existed anymore, Ames.”

“Just trying to do the right thing.”

“Exactly.”
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So much for going forward.

Stephen pushed back from the drafting table in his loft, his gaze landing on the black and white framed photograph of the Lone Cypress Tree hanging on his wall. It had been one month since Elissa rejected his proposal and his boss accepted his resignation. And what had he accomplished in the past four weeks? The diamond ring sat in the jeweler’s box in his backpack, dumped just inside his bedroom closet. He’d updated his résumé, trusting Mr. Talbott’s recommendation to be all the entrée he needed for interviews—and a new job. So far, not a single door had swung open for him.

And he certainly couldn’t do anything about Elissa’s musing that he was searching for someone. Elissa had no idea how close she was to the truth . . . and how far off. Yes, he and his brother hadn’t talked in twelve years. But that didn’t mean Stephen wanted to go find him—or could change anything even if, by some miracle, he did track Sam down and they managed to have a conversation. He might as well try repositioning the Rock of Gibraltar on dry land. The Ames brothers had disappeared twelve years ago—but Sam still shadowed him. No, Sam stared at him every time Stephen looked in the mirror. He just never said anything.

What was that verse in Romans? As far as it depends on you, be at peace with all men. Peace with Sam meant he lived his life and Stephen lived his. No communication meant no arguments. Nobody got hurt.

Returning to his desk, Stephen lost himself in sketching a building, giving himself freedom to daydream with each stroke of his artist pencils. He was unaware of the sky darkening outside the windows until the ring of his phone pulled his attention away from the designs. He picked it up, intending to silence it, when he saw the name of the caller.

His mother.

She always called three times a year: his birthday in May, Thanksgiving, Christmas. Easter, if the mood struck her. It was the end of August—the only things being celebrated were back-to-school sales.

“This is Stephen.”

The seconds ticked away in silence, and then his mother cleared her throat. “Stephen?”

“Yes, it’s me. Everything okay?”

More silence.

“Mom?”

“I had to call . . .” Her voice trailed off into a choked whimper.

“What’s wrong? Are you sick? Did something happen?” He and his mother weren’t close, but that didn’t mean he wanted her facing a crisis.

“Not me . . . your brother . . .” Another whimper followed by a shaky inhale and a rush of words. “Sam was killed during his deployment in Afghanistan.”



two
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JANUARY 2013

This conversation wasn’t going to be easy.

Haley pulled off the faded fatigue-patterned ball cap, twisting it in her hands as she approached the front counter of the gun club. Thick arms crossed over his barrel chest, her boss chatted with Frank, a club regular.

“Wes, I need to talk to you—”

The man wrapped up his conversation with a gravelly laugh before clapping the guy on his back and focusing on her. “There a problem, Hal?”

A glass display case separated them, filled with two shelves of handguns—ranging from .32 caliber to 9mm—that members could rent for use on the range or purchase. “I need to talk to you about taking maternity leave.”

“Now?” Wes stopped prepping to count up the day’s take. “I thought the baby wasn’t due for a few more months.”

“Not until April.” She scuffed the faded patch of carpet with the toe of her brown cowboy boot. “But I need to get off the range.”

“What’s bothering you?” Wes dumped his unlit cigar in a spotless ceramic ashtray.

Haley twisted one of the strands of hair that had slipped free from her ponytail. “One of the women in the gun safety class asked if it was safe for a pregnant woman to be on the range.”

“Is that all?” He dismissed her concern with a wave of his beefy hand. “Of course it’s safe. We have the best ventilation system in town.”

“But what about the noise? I hadn’t even thought about that.” Repositioning the hat on her head, she rubbed the palms of her hands along the front of her sweatpants. “I wear stuff to protect my eyes and ears—but it’s not like I can soundproof my belly. I haven’t read a lot of the information online, but I do know unborn babies hear sounds.”

“So what are you telling me? You want to quit because your baby might be bothered by the noise?”

“I didn’t say quit. But maybe . . . a leave of absence? Just to be safe?”

“You know I’m short-staffed as it is, Hal. Who am I going to get to teach your classes?”

“How about I make a few phone calls? Maybe someone at the Olympic Training Center might know of a competitive shooter looking for part-time work. And maybe I can do some shifts behind the counter. Let’s both sleep on it and talk tomorrow or the next day, okay?”

A few moments later, Haley stuffed her gear bag into the backseat of her Subaru Forester, standing to stretch the ever-present ache in her lower back. One more decision to make—and no one to talk it over with. She couldn’t even ask someone to help her remember to make the phone calls—except for the virtual assistant on her iPhone.

Why couldn’t that woman in her class mind her own business? Most people didn’t even notice she was pregnant, especially when she wore one of Sam’s baggy chamois shirts.

Once on the road, Haley shifted in the seat, one hand on the steering wheel, the other hand holding a Three Musketeers bar as she tore at the silver wrapper with her teeth. Even as she inhaled the first whiff of sugary chocolate, she promised herself something healthy for dinner when she got home. Like a banana. Wait. Did she have any bananas? Did she have any fresh fruit at all?

The Forester’s in-dash clock declared it was nine thirty. “Sorry, buddy.” She patted her rounded tummy underneath her cotton henley top. “But it’s not like you’re running on a regular schedule in there—not the way you like to roll around right when I want to go to sleep.”

Only a few more miles and she’d be home. Was it only two months ago that she’d signed on the multiple dotted lines and bought a house? When she stared down the woman in the mirror brushing her teeth twice a day it took a few seconds before she recognized herself.

Owning a home was one thing.

Being pregnant . . . well, by the time she got used to that life-and-body-altering idea, the baby would be here and she’d be wrestling with the up-close-and-personal reality of motherhood.

And now, four and a half months later, she still shifted under the heaviness of the word widow. There was no dodging the truth. But when would the nightmare of Sam’s death stop slapping her awake in the early hours of the morning?

Haley rolled her shoulders—backward, forward—in an attempt to ease the tautness that had settled right between her shoulder blades. Until tonight, work had given her a respite from thinking about the what-ifs and the what-nows stalking her. She usually got a kick out of teaching the weekly women’s gun safety class.

But not tonight.

Doubt had followed her out to her car and settled in the passenger seat beside her. Some trained professional she was—she hadn’t once thought about how being on the range might affect her unborn son. But then, hearing the “Mrs. Ames, we’re sorry to inform you . . .” speech from the military representatives four months ago had muted every other reality in her life—even her pregnancy. What kind of mother didn’t go to her first OB appointment until she was sixteen weeks pregnant? Had she been too relaxed about being on the range?

Haley crumbled the candy bar wrapper and stuffed it beneath her seat. She hadn’t enjoyed a single bite. After months of spending her days staring into the bottom of a bucket—or worse, the toilet—she could eat again, and she wasn’t even paying attention.

As if a Three Musketeers bar would give her anything more than—what?—two minutes of enjoyment. Not that something as temporary as a sugar rush mattered anymore. She needed to take care of, well, everything—and that included the baby. Her son. Sam’s son. And if it meant starting to act as though she was pregnant and taking a leave from her job, then that’s what she’d do.

But first she’d grab a banana or a bowl of cereal—something—to eat when she got home. And she needed to surf some of the pregnancy websites she’d found when she first realized she was pregnant. Her friends with kids said there was lots of good information available on the sites. But had they meant the slideshow labeled “Poppy seed to pumpkin: How big is your baby”? Imagining her unborn child as an ear of corn was odd enough. But would she ever get used to the thought that by the end of this pregnancy, she’d be carrying around something—someone—the size of a small pumpkin?

Sam would have laughed at the entire fruits-and-veggies slideshow, probably juggled a few of the oranges and apples in the fruit bowl—if they had any—to make Haley laugh, and then suggested they go out to eat.

Haley pulled the car in front of the house—her home—put the vehicle in park, and cut the engine, closing her eyes and tilting her head as if to catch the echo of Sam’s laugh. Yes. She still remembered her husband’s low, rumbling chuckle that created a crooked half smile and warmed his chicory-brown eyes.

She needed to remember Sam’s laugh.

Half in and half out of the car, Haley froze. Why was a Mustang parked in her driveway? Had one of Sam’s army friends come to check up on her? But none of them drove a Mustang—Sam’s dream car.

She reached over to grab her gun case from the backseat, stilling when a movement on her front porch caught her eye. Who was that backlit by her porch light? Most likely a man, based on the width of the shoulders. She left the gun case where it was, bringing her hand back to check the SIG Sauer 9mm holstered on her belt, hidden by her shirt. Was she overreacting? Probably. But better armed and safe than caught unaware and sorry.

She stepped out of her car, keeping the Forester’s front end between her and the house. The heels of her boots tapped on the cul-de-sac’s asphalt, and she forced herself to steady her breathing, small white puffs of air appearing with each exhale. A man stood in the pale yellow halo cast by her front porch light. His face was hidden by the darkness . . . but the set of his shoulders, his height, reminded her of . . .

“Sam?” Even as she whispered his name, Haley strained to see past the shadows. It wasn’t possible . . . was it? She’d been confronted by a Bereavement Team. Endured alone the rain on the tarmac at Dover, Delaware, when Sam’s body came off a plane in a flag-draped coffin. Stood beside his grave surrounded by her family, Sam’s mother clinging to her hand, while an army chaplain she barely knew talked about God’s grace being sufficient . . .

Haley moved around the car and stumbled toward the specter of her husband as he stepped off the porch.

“Haley—Haley Ames? I’m—”

She would know her husband’s voice anywhere.

With a strangled cry, Haley launched herself into the shelter of Sam’s arms. “Sam . . . Sam . . . how—”

She’d told herself to wait . . . to not think during the funeral, or about the future without Sam. She hadn’t taken a true, complete breath in months. If she sifted through and measured everything she’d lost, she’d become nothing more than one unending, keening wail. She inhaled. Exhaled. The brittleness around her heart began to splinter. Sam was home. Home. His heart beat against the palm of her hand, which she’d pressed against his chest. Maybe now her heart would find the right rhythm again.
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She didn’t know.

Even as Haley Ames threw herself into his arms, Stephen staggered back under the weight of realizing she didn’t know he existed. Neither his brother nor his mother had told her that Sam had an identical twin brother.

They’d left that job for him.

For a moment, she clung to him, her body shaking—the silence more painful than if she’d sobbed so that the neighbors came running out of their houses. Stephen’s arms hung at his sides. He didn’t dare comfort this woman—not when the first words he spoke would rend her wound open again.

He cleared his throat. Tried to step back, to put some space between them. “Haley, I’m sorry . . . I’m not Sam. I’m his brother, Stephen.”

No response. He tried again. “Haley—I’m Sam’s brother, Stephen.”

She pushed away from him, her movements jerky. “What?” Her expression twisted around the question. “Sam? What are you saying? You don’t have a brother—”

“Yes, I do—I mean, yes, he does. I’m Sam’s twin brother. My mother—our mother told me that Sam was killed in Afghanistan. That’s why I decided to contact you—”

She backed away from him, her steps unsteady, her eyes wide in the moonlit darkness. “Who are you . . . you look exactly like . . . like . . .” Her voice was high. Frail.

“I know this is a shock. I didn’t know Sam hadn’t told you about me—”

“Stop talking. Now.” She reached behind her back and then positioned her arm beside her right leg. “I don’t know who you are or why you look like Sam, but I’m telling you this: I have a gun and I know how to use it. Get out of here.”

“Let me explain.” A sharp metallic click stopped Stephen before he could find a way to unravel who he was from who Haley thought he was.

“I’ve released the safety on my gun.” Haley took another step back, raising her arms so he could see the gun pointed halfway between his feet and his knees. “Leave. Now.”

She was either bluffing or ready to put a hole in him.

Stephen lifted his hands in the universal sign of surrender. “I’m going.” He shifted his position in the direction of his Mustang, her eyes tracking him. “Just one thing.”

She turned, her aim straight and sure, as he moved right, one slow step at a time, giving her a wide berth. But she didn’t respond to his statement.

“I left my, uh, business card tucked in your screen door. Will you at least think about calling me so we can talk?”

Silence followed him as he rounded the front of his car. Opened the driver’s-side door. Ducked his head and climbed inside, the chill of the Colorado night air following him into the car. He knew Sam’s widow watched him, could almost feel the heat of her eyes trained on him through the car windows—could almost hear the measured pace of her breathing, until he slid behind the wheel and shut the door. Locked it. She remained still as he started the engine and backed out of the driveway. In the rearview mirror as he pulled away, Stephen saw her walk toward the house, shoulders hunched, arms crossed over her waist.

Wait a minute.

There was something eluding him . . . something not right, beyond the fact that Sam’s widow had just threatened to shoot him. He hadn’t expected a warm “Where have you been all these years?” welcome, but he hadn’t imagined being threatened by a pistol-packing mama either.

Mama.

Sam’s widow was pregnant.

The few moments that Haley Ames clung to him something had felt . . . odd about their one-sided embrace. She was tall. Slender. And yet the woman had a belly. There was no other way to say it. Not a “What have you been eating since Sam died?” kind of weight gain . . . but a firm tummy that indicated pregnancy. Not that Stephen knew a lot about pregnant women. But holding Haley reminded him of hugging his stepmother, Gina, when she’d been pregnant with his half brother, Pete.

What do I do now, God?

Stephen’s hand clenched and unclenched around the cool steering wheel. He resisted the urge to slow down, pull the car into the next driveway, turn around, and head back to Haley’s house. And then what? Knock on the door, wait for her to answer, and hope she didn’t shoot him before he asked her—what? When is the baby due?

He’d get settled in his hotel room. Regroup. Pray. And maybe figure out a way to approach his armed and angry sister-in-law tomorrow.
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Sam did not have a brother.

He didn’t. He would have told her. Husbands and wives told each other things like that, didn’t they?

As if she had any right to hold Sam to a standard of honesty.

Haley curled up under a white and gray rugby-striped blanket in the middle of the faded blue corduroy couch that she and Sam had bought off Craigslist, clutching her cell phone to her chest. In the background, John Wayne discovered Maureen O’Hara hiding in his family’s cottage. How many hours of movies had filled the backdrop of her life since Sam had died? What had once helped her deal with Sam’s back-to-back deployments—fill the empty apartment with a movie . . . and another . . . and another—was now a daily ritual. Anything for background noise—even life in black and white, with a disgraced boxer who escaped his demons by traveling home to Ireland.

She needed to call her mother-in-law.

Right.

She’d call Miriam at ten thirty at night—eleven thirty in Oklahoma, where she lived—wake her up, and ask, “You don’t have another child that you and Sam forgot to tell me about, do you? A son who looks just like Sam?”

Absurd.

Gathering the edges of the blanket closer, she closed her eyes—and stared down the image of a man who walked like her husband. Sounded like her husband. Who had her husband’s face.

In all the months since a trio of somber men in military uniform had shown up at her door to inform her that Sam had been killed, she’d never once dreamed of him—no matter how many nights she lay in bed and begged God for a glimpse of her husband. And now, when she was wide awake, he had walked toward her.

But he wasn’t Sam.

Sam had died last August. And what had happened tonight didn’t alter that reality.

Four people had answers. One, she had buried. One, she had chased away at gunpoint. Then there was Sam’s father—whom she’d never even talked to. That left her mother-in-law.

She needed to make the call. Get it over with.

As the shrill sound of the phone rang in her ear, Haley prayed that Sam’s mother would answer the phone. If not, what would she do? Leave a message? Hi, Miriam. This is Haley. I wanted to ask you if Sam had a twin brother?

Miriam Ames’s half-asleep “Hello?” interrupted Haley’s practice conversation.

“Miriam, it’s Haley. I’m sorry to call so late.”

“Oh, Haley.” It sounded as if her mother-in-law was moving around in bed—maybe sitting up. “Honey, you know you can call me anytime. Is the baby keeping you awake?”

More like an unwanted apparition.

“I’m sleeping okay.” She was—when she was able to fall asleep. She shoved her hair back from her face. “I don’t know how to ask this. I mean, you’re going to think I’m certifiable—”

Miriam’s sharp inhale should have warned her, told her to tuck her heart away. Prepare for the blow of the unwanted but expected truth. “Did he call you?”

“Did who call me?”

“Sam’s twin brother, Stephen.”

She’d read about how people felt as if they’d been verbally punched in the gut. But Miriam’s statement felt more like something—someone—had strangled the breath from her throat.

Was she the only person speaking truth tonight? “Sam doesn’t have a twin brother.”

As if she should have been telling Sam’s mother any such thing.

The silence between them dissolved into muffled sobs.

“Does he?” Her whispered question couldn’t pierce the woman’s grief. She tried again, reining in her emotions and raising her voice. “Sam has a twin brother?”

“Yes. Sam never talked about Stephen—” Miriam broke off again, any attempt to talk lost in her tears, forcing Haley to wait. “—and it wasn’t my place to tell you if he didn’t.”

Dear God, help me, help me.

Since Sam’s death, all of her prayers had been reduced to that one-sentence plea. God was all-knowing. All-powerful. His thoughts were higher than hers—he could decipher all the hidden meanings in six words. Six syllables.

“Why wouldn’t Sam tell me about . . . Stephen?”

“They haven’t spoken to each other in years—since they were eighteen. It’s as if they erased each other from their lives. I kept hoping and praying they’d figure out a way to reconcile . . . but it never happened.”

“Why would brothers—twins—refuse to speak to each other?” Haley pushed off the couch, the blanket puddling at her feet. She needed to walk. Think. She needed answers.

Miriam’s reply escaped as a sigh. “Haley, it’s such a long, convoluted story. What did Stephen tell you?”

“Nothing.” Her crack of laughter brought her up short. “I threatened to shoot him.”

“What?”

“I didn’t know who he was. How could I?” Haley paced between the living room and the kitchen. She wouldn’t find what she was looking for in either place. “Sam didn’t tell me that he had a twin brother. I just wanted him . . . gone.”

“Oh, Haley, I’m so sorry. This is my fault. I called and told Stephen that Sam was killed. I thought he had a right to know, even if they were estranged. Stephen refused to come to the funeral—said it would shock too many people if he walked into the church.”

He’d been right about that. The strength that enabled Haley to stand, to not shed a tear, would have shattered if the man she saw tonight had walked into the church and stood beside Sam’s casket.

“And then . . . well, it’s been four months. I thought Stephen decided to leave things be.”

“You haven’t talked to him since then?”

“No. We’re . . . not close. And I didn’t call him during the holidays—I just couldn’t.”

Twilight Zone. That was it. She’d been transported to a present-day Twilight Zone. There was no other way to explain the fact that she was widowed and pregnant, and that her husband’s twin brother had shown up on her doorstep tonight, unknown and unannounced. And now her mother-in-law stated, “We’re not close,” as if she were talking about the mail carrier.

Miriam’s voice pulled her back to the harsh glare of reality. “The divorce—it did awful things to our family.”

“I have to go.” Haley walked over to where she’d left the blanket, picking it up and clutching it to her chest.

“Haley, let me explain—”

“Not tonight. Please.” Haley curled into the corner of the couch. “We’ll talk tomorrow.”

“I’m so, so sorry.”

She disconnected without saying good-bye, but not before cutting off the sound of tears in Miriam’s voice.

Miriam was sorry. Would Sam be sorry that the secret he’d kept from her had walked into her life, a living, breathing reflection of him?

Secrets. How she hated them.
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Just do the next thing.

How many times since becoming a widow had Haley pushed herself forward by saying, “Just do the next thing”? The next thing. And the next. Bury her husband. Confirm her pregnancy. Move out of her apartment. Go to work. Come home. Try to sleep. Go to work the next day. She was an expert at doing the next thing. By saying that simple phrase enough times and staying on emotional autopilot, she got through each day. The not-so-funny thing was, the heaviness on her shoulders never eased.

Not that she would complain. This was her life—and she would manage. Somehow.

And now, here she sat at her got-it-at-a-bargain-price dining room table with Claire beside her, staring down the next “next thing,” her hand motionless on the computer keyboard. On the TV, John Wayne held a muted conversation with Jim Hutton in one of her favorite non-Western movies, Hellfighters. Why didn’t she remember to turn the TV off before Claire arrived? She’d have avoided the whole “How old is this movie, anyway? Did you see the cars they’re driving? Their clothes?” drill. And she’d have avoided the way her best friend tried to hide her sympathy behind forced casualness. For all her kindness, how could Claire, who was more than busy with her job as a front-desk receptionist at the Broadmoor, understand the need to block out silence?

“You have to pick a childbirth class, Haley.” Claire’s voice softened, wrapping around Haley’s shoulders like a favorite sweater. Comfortable. Never too tight.

“I know. Why are there so many choices?” And why did she have to go sit in a class with other moms-to-be—and dads-to-be? And would anyone understand the invisible “It’s all on me” albatross hung around her neck the day Sam died? “I’m a little distracted because I got a letter from the homeowners’ association telling me that I need to edge my lawn.”

“What? It’s January—no one edges their lawn in Colorado in January.”

“You know that and I know that—but I don’t think I’m dealing with a rational person. I can accept the warning to turn my porch light off—even if it does freak me out a bit that some guy must be driving around at night checking out porch lights. But it feels like they’re trying to find things to hassle me about.” Haley motioned toward the garage. “And I still haven’t unpacked the Great Wall of Boxes—”

“The what?”

“All the boxes piled up in my garage. And my fence is . . . leaning or something. My bathroom toilet is leaking. The sliding glass doors don’t want to slide. The shutters need to be repainted—not to mention I didn’t like some of the room colors when I moved in, and I still don’t. Orange only works on a pumpkin.”

“Haley, you know some of the guys will help you. Let me have Finn organize a work crew.”

“I was talking out loud, Claire, not asking for help. Everyone’s busy—they have their own families to take care of.” She forced herself to refocus on the list of childbirth classes. “Sorry. We were talking about options.”

“Whichever works for you, I’ll go with you.”

“You have a husband, not to mention a job. And if I remember correctly, weren’t you talking about training for a marathon? You don’t have to take care of me.”

“I’ve already told Finn I’m your coach. It’s all settled. I talked to my supervisor and explained the situation, and she’s willing to adjust my shifts so I can go to your classes.” Claire commandeered the mouse, moving the cursor along the listings. “What about the one offered at the hospital? It’s close.”

Haley nodded as Claire clicked on the link. Stared at the web page.

“Or . . . there’s always the one offered at that instructor’s home. She has a lot of experience.” Claire switched back to the previous web page. The black and white images of smiling, peace-filled women holding newborns blurred before Haley’s eyes.

Just do the next thing.

This wasn’t about having the baby. Yet. She was doing what she needed to do to be ready when it was time to have the baby. To be a mom. By herself. Without her husband, who didn’t—
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