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Note to the Reader


What is baklava? According to Dictionary.com, it's a dessert made of paper-thin layers of pastry, chopped nuts, and honey. Oh, but it's so much more than that. One bite of baklava can send a dessert connoisseur into sugar orbit.

This delightfully sweet dessert with questionable origins has been claimed by many, including the Greeks, who have made it a staple in some of the best bakeries in the world. Really, who cares if it started in Assyria, Turkey, or Greece? It's the perfect finale to a meal of spanikopita and lentil soup or Greek-style beef stew. Or for the health conscious, start with a Greek salad and avgolemono soup and erase the guilt of finishing your meal with a triangle or square of baklava.
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Nothing like the aroma of authentic Greek food to stir a woman's injured soul. Paula Andrews had to walk around toys scattered on the front porch. She inhaled deeply and knocked on the door of the large, two-story, wood-frame house. Nestled among other old Tarpon Springs, Florida, mansions, the Papadopoulos family home overlooked the Anclote River's Spring Bayou. She heard the bustling and scurrying inside the house as she stood and waited. A wave of nostalgia blended with the smells coming from the house and flooded her senses. The only thing that trumped chicken fried steak on her taste buds was Greek food cooked by one of the Papadopoulos women.

"Don't knock!" someone yelled. "Just come on in!" 

Tentatively at first, she pushed open the door a few inches. When she was certain a small child wasn't smashed up against the other side, she shoved harder, making the heavy wooden door squeak. As she entered the grand two-story foyer, she spotted a familiar petite figure standing on the top rung of a ladder, her arms stretched to their maximum, fussing with the end of a piece of crepe paper.

"Hey, girl," Paula called up to her best friend. "What can I do to help?" 

"Hand me that streamer." Steph Papadopoulos pointed to the table beneath the ladder.

Paula grabbed the first one she came to and passed it to her friend. "Nick will love this." She surveyed the room, and her eyes rested on the banner. "But why does it say 'Welcome home, John Smith'?" 

Steph smoothed the tape over the streamer and chuckled as she stepped down off the ladder. "Remember that old family joke? Nick Papadopoulos is the Greek version of John Smith?" 

"Yeah, that's right." Paula grinned. "I do remember. And this is so you, Steph! Nick'll be beside himself when he sees all this."

Steph snorted. "Nick's so full of himself, that's impossible."

A couple of children scampered past them. Steph hollered, "Slow down, or you'll break something." She shook her head. "I don't know where my brothers are, but they're obviously not watching their kids."

"Young'uns. Gotta love 'em."

Steph grinned at her. "You always did have a way with words."

As if on cue, a shrill scream emanated from the other side of the wall. "Stephie! Joey put gum in my hair!" 

"Did not," the little boy yelled back. "That's yellow gum in your hair. Mine's blue."

Steph groaned and rolled her eyes, but Paula noticed the spark of amusement on her face as she rounded the corner and placed her hands on her hips. "Okay, you two. Enough of this craziness. Get me the scissors, Cleo, and I'll get that gum out of your hair."

"No way." The little girl giggled. "I'll get the peanut butter. That's what Mama always uses."

Steph quirked an eyebrow. "This is obviously not the first time your hair's been tangled with gum." She plucked another streamer from the table and held it up. "Sometimes I think I'm better off than my brothers."

"Not so much," Paula said. "At least they're married." She nodded toward the child who was still in Steph's grip. "And they have you to watch their little angels."

Cleo stuck her tongue out at Paula.

"Yeah, I know, they're all happily married and everything, but in my fertile family, kids follow shortly after the wedding, and the only time they're quiet is when they're sleeping. What do you think?" 

Paula contemplated making a face back at Cleo as she studied the decorations for a few seconds then thought better of it. "Want my honest opinion?" 

"Of course."

"When they're your own kids, their noise is like music." She rolled her eyes. "Or so I hear."

Steph made a face. "I was talking about the streamers, goofball. Do you think we should put silver or gold with the blue?" 

"Nick used to fancy silver." Paula lifted one of the silver streamers, held it up against the blue, and studied it. "But I'm not sure now."

Steph gave her a look of annoyance. "Just tell me which one you think he'd like so I can be done with it."

Paula paused only for a split second. "Silver. Definitely silver."

"Then gold it is. We don't want Nick to think we put too much thought into his homecoming party, or he'll accuse us of trying to make him feel guilty for leaving."

Paula snorted.

"What's so funny?" Steph moved away from her work and took a long look at it. "I'm serious."

Paula had known the Papadopoulos family for sixteen years. Since she didn't have much of a family herself, she was happy they didn't seem to mind her hanging around. But not so much lately. Her business, Paula's Natural Soap and Candle Shop, consumed most of her waking hours.

"Paula?" Steph waved a hand in front of Paula's face. "Are you in there?" 

"Oh, sorry." Paula gestured around the room. "Why are you doing all this now? I thought Nick wasn't coming until Saturday. It's gonna wilt in all this humidity."

Steph shrugged. "You know my family. They like to turn everything into a holiday, and they always start early for holidays." She held out her hands and shook her head. "Mama says that's the Greek way. Who am I to argue?" 

"Best not to argue with a Papadopoulos," Paula agreed as she looked around the room again. "Okay, so are we still on for the outlet mall tomorrow?" 

Steph nodded. "Yeah, that's why I'm trying to knock out my share of the work around here. Mama wants everyone to do something . . . you know, carry our share of the load and all?" 

"I know. I should help out too since y'all have as good as adopted me."

"Yeah." Steph smiled and nodded her understanding.

Paula helped Steph finish hanging the streamers. The room looked like a high school gymnasium before a pep rally, but that was the whole point. The gaudier the decorations, the more welcome Nick would feel.

"Ophelia!"

The shrill voice of Steph's aunt reverberated through the house, making Paula jump. Steph contorted her mouth, bugged her eyes, and clicked her tongue. "We know who that is."

Paula bit her bottom lip to keep from bursting into laughter.

"Whaddya want?" A middle-aged Greek woman with shoulder-length, gray-flecked black hair trudged out of the kitchen carrying a silver tray and tea service. "Oh, hi, Paula. You'll be here for Nick's homecoming celebration, right?" Without giving Paula a chance to answer, she yelled, "Whaddya hollerin' for, Phoebe? I'm right here."

Another group of kids ran past. "Slow down!" Steph shouted after they'd left the room and trotted out of hearing distance. "C'mon, Paula, let's go outside where we can talk. This place is a zoo."

"Don't be rude, Steph," her mother barked. "Let me talk to Paula before you take off with her." She put down the silver tray and offered Paula a sweet smile. "Will you be able to make it to the party? We have enough food for all of Tarpon Springs and half of Tampa." She lowered her chin and looked at Paula from beneath very bushy eyebrows. "Nick'll be pleased to see you."

"I . . . uh, well . . ." Paula widened her eyes and shot Steph a look for help.

"Of course, you're coming. You can't stay away from Nick." Without missing a beat, Steph's mother took a few steps, grabbed her sister Phoebe, and pulled her toward the stairs. "You should see how I fixed up Nick's room. It's a sight, I tell ya. Football posters, football statues, and football pillows everywhere."

"Don't forget the sponges," Steph added. "Once a Sponger, always a Sponger."

"I told Arthur he'd better bring home some sponges." She hesitated then added, "The biggest net he can find full of sponges—the best ones in the lot."

Steph gestured toward the front door. "Let's get outta here while they're not looking."

As soon as they escaped to the outside, Paula stared back at the house. "Why is Nick staying here instead of at his parents'?" 

"He's getting passed around." Steph snickered. "They drew straws, and Mama got him first."

Nothing had changed for Nick. Everyone wanted him. "Must be nice."

"Huh?" Steph shot her a quizzical glance.

"Oh, never mind. I tried calling your cell phone, and you didn't answer so I figured I'd just stop off on my way home from work to see if you were still coming with us to the outlet mall. Looks like you're busy, so I'll let you get back to your . . . work." She paused before adding, "Unless you need help, that is."

"Nah, I'm good."

"Okay, then. I'll see you tomorrow."

Paula stood up to leave, but Steph yanked her arm. "You are coming to the party, right?" 

"I'm not sure, Steph." Paula felt her shoulders sag as the memory of her failed romance with Nick flooded her. "It just seems so . . . I don't know . . . desperate?" 

"That's not true. You and Nick never really broke up. You even told me so yourself."

Paula widened her eyes and bobbed her head. "In case you haven't noticed, Nick isn't exactly beating my door down. As soon as my back was turned, he took off and joined the Army."

"Air Force," Steph corrected.

"Whatever. We have completely different lives now. He probably doesn't even want me at his party."

"He doesn't know he's having a party." Steph shook her head. "Don't give me a hard time about this. You're coming, and that's the final word."

"The final word was when he didn't even say good-bye when he took off for the Army."

"Air Force."

Paula shrugged. "Okay, Air Force. If he wanted me around, he would have called."

"You could have called him just as easily," Steph said. "Besides, it's not like you haven't both gotten on with your lives. You can be friends now." She narrowed her eyes. "You are over him, aren't you?" 

"Yes!" Paula said a little too quickly. "Yes, of course I am. I'm just saying . . ."

Another group of younger cousins chose that moment to run out of the house screaming, so Steph had to go quiet them down. Paula stood on the front lawn, waiting and thinking about Nick's homecoming.

Steph obviously didn't get it. Maybe Nick had gotten on with his life, but Paula hadn't. She didn't think she'd fooled Steph. After college she returned to a town where she didn't fit in anymore—but she never really fit in anywhere—and opened the shop on the docks, half-dreaming about, half-dreading the sight of Nick Papadopoulos when he returned to grace the town that had always belonged to him.

Back in high school he'd been a superhero on the Tarpon Springs Spongers football team, while she'd barely won a spot on the school newspaper. She'd zeroed in on Nick the second she spotted him in the school hallway, standing in the midst of a group of his ardent admirers. It wouldn't have been a big deal if he hadn't glanced up and caught her standing there with her mouth hanging open. She'd been ready to run in shame, but he winked and grinned at her.

The next day she pointed him out to Steph Papadopoulos, her best friend since seventh grade. Steph had howled with laughter. "You've got to be kidding," Steph said. "That's my dorky cousin Nick. He's a junior. And he thinks he's Elvis."

Steph went on to tell her how she'd caught Nick making Elvis faces in the mirror. That intrigued Paula even more. When she pushed for more information, Steph brushed her off, saying Nick was two years older, and they'd just gotten out of middle school.

It was obvious Steph wasn't going to be any help at all, so Paula had to come up with her own plan. At the time she thought it was pretty crafty. Now that she looked back, she cringed with embarrassment over how transparent she'd been. But it worked.

She wanted to find a way to be around Nick, so she spent her first week of school scoping out all the possibilities. It was too late to be a cheerleader; besides, she wasn't perky enough. Then there was the newspaper staff. Since all the athletic boys were on the football team, her only competition to be a sports writer was some wimpy guy who couldn't have cared less about following around a jock who towered over him. She asked for the position and got it by default.

The whole setup was easier than she'd expected. Nick was the football star. Paula was the sports reporter, so she interviewed him after all the games. He loved being on the front page, and she didn't mind putting him there. It had been a match made in high school heaven from the get-go.

Steph teased her at first, but by the end of her freshman year, Paula and Nick were an item. Her plan had worked. Classic matching of the hunk and the geek.

When people had asked Nick what he saw in her, he let them know that he wondered what she saw in him. After all, she was the smart one. Steph told her that when she wasn't around, he bragged about how he'd caught the smartest and prettiest girl in school.

The shrieking of children snapped her back to the present. She waved at Steph. "Since you're busy—" 

"Don't go yet. I'll be right there," Steph called out. "Let me get this game started so we can talk."

After Steph got the kids settled in a quiet game of duck-duck-goose, she rejoined Paula. "This whole thing would be easy if we didn't have so much distraction. So what did you decide? You gonna come to the party and show Nick you've moved on with your life, or are you gonna hide out and let him think he got the best of you?" 

Paula flinched. "Now that you put it that way, I guess you're right. I don't see that I have a choice."

Steph grinned. "Good. Now what time are you picking me up tomorrow?" 

"Nine. Oria said she'd open the store for me, so I can leave early."

Another of Steph's aunts came to the door and waved. "Hey, Paula. Coming to the party?" 

With Steph's blistering gaze on her, she didn't have a choice. "I'll be here."

"Good. Steph, we need you in the kitchen."

Steph took a step back toward the house. "Gotta go. Baklava's calling."
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Two more days, and he'd be home. Nick was more than ready to see his family. He left the office and headed over to his barracks, where he shed his uniform and slipped into some gym clothes. What he needed was a mindless workout to keep him from counting the seconds until his leave kicked in.

He'd served two four-year stints in the Air Force, and it hadn't been half bad. The lure of new faces in exotic places had called him a couple of years out of high school—right after Paula went off to college. He thought he could bide time while she was gone, but mostly he felt like jumping out of his own skin, thinking about her away at college and doing exactly what he'd told her to do—date other guys to see if what they had was real.

Someone needed to knuckle some sense into his head. What had he been thinking? 

The intense love he felt for Paula was real. There was no doubt about that. As young as he was, he'd had experience with girls, and no one came close to Paula. But he wasn't so sure about her feelings. They'd met when she was a freshman, even before she could date. His cousin Steph had her over to the house quite a bit, and he just happened to be there most of the time, until his aunt shooed him away.

He'd never forget when her mother gave her the go-ahead to go on a real date. For the first time he could remember, he was nervous about meeting a girl's parents. After days of rehearsing answers to questions he figured her mother would ask, he arrived at her house with sweaty palms and wobbly legs. But Paula had been waiting at the door for him. Alone. Her mom had left with instructions not to let him in. As anxious as he was, he couldn't imagine his own parents being gone if a girl came to see him.

The instant he focused on Paula, he lost his breath, she was so beautiful. Her eyes sparkled as she greeted him at the door. "Ready?" Her soft, sweet voice had charmed him the first time he heard her speak, and now it carried a melody unmatched by anything on the radio.

"Hey, Sarge!" His buddy's voice startled him back to the present.

Nick forced a smile as he spun around. "What's up, Brock?" 

"Wanna go to the NCO Club?" Brock, the guy who bunked across the hall, arched an eyebrow. "They've got two-fers during happy hour. And if we're lucky, we'll see some hot girls who like their men in uniform."

"No thanks," Nick replied.

Sergeant David Brock chuckled. "I was just hoping I could lure you over to the wild side."

"Not a chance." Nick squatted to tie his sneaker. "I don't want to make life any tougher than it already is."

"How tough can it be for you?" Brock shook his head. "You made rank faster than anyone I know, you've managed to save most of your money, and you could have any girl on base if you stopped long enough to let one of them catch you."

"I don't know about that." Nick straightened and gave his friend a two-finger mock salute. "See you tomorrow, buddy."

A couple more days and he'd be home. He wondered if he'd get to see Paula. According to his mother, Paula's business had been picking up lately. He grinned. Her shop was on the sponge docks. Yeah, he'd see her.
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As Paula drove across the Sunshine Skyway Bridge leading to the Ellenton Outlet Mall, she half-listened to her friends' chatter and half-daydreamed about seeing Nick again. Would he be happy to see her? 

She did a mental forehead slap. Why should she care if he was happy to see her? He'd made her miserable by leaving before she got back from college.

A finger snapping in her ear startled her. "What's up with you?" Steph asked. "Normally you can talk the paint off the wall, but today you're, well . . ." She lowered her voice to finish the sentence. "Pensive."

Paula nodded. "I have a lot on my mind."

"It's Nick, isn't it?" 

Suddenly the chatter stopped. Paula glanced over to the passenger seat and saw Steph staring directly at her. She wanted to deny that knowing she'd see Nick was getting to her, but she couldn't do that and be truthful.

"Well, yeah, sort of. It's weird, you know?" She lifted one shoulder and let it drop, trying to act casual. "But that's not all. Business is picking up, and I'm a little worried—" 

"You've got a good life, Paula." Steph shot her friend a glare. "With all the online orders you're getting, you can pretty much do whatever you want and your business will be fine. Jake at church has the biggest crush on you I've ever seen, and I'm sure there are others we don't even know about. Don't let my cousin mess with your mind like that."

"I'm okay," Paula said with a smile. "Really."

"None of us can believe he just up and joined the Air Force without any warning. Aunt Ursa was so distraught she lost ten pounds that first month." Steph snickered. "Not that she couldn't afford to let go of a few pounds, but, well, it was stressful."

"Like I said, I'm fine. Let's drop the Nick thing, okay?" Paula forced her voice to sound normal, and that made it squeak. She cleared her throat. "I just hope I can keep up with the orders—at least through the holidays."

"It's barely September," Charlene piped up. "So why are you worrying about it now?" 

Paula tugged at her seatbelt and shifted so she could see in the backseat. "This is retail we're talking about. Everything is a season ahead."

"I'm just finishing up tax season for late filers," Charlene moaned. "That's why I'm so ready for this shopping trip."

"We could all use some retail therapy—the kind where we're the customers and it doesn't involve us having to sell anything," Steph agreed. "I need something cute to wear to Nick's homecoming party tomorrow. You could stand to get something new too, Paula." She caught herself and covered her mouth as she offered an apologetic glance at Paula. "Oops! Sorry, I forgot."

Paula shrugged and forced a smile. "Enough with the apologies. I'm fine. Y'all don't have to walk on eggshells."

She could tell Steph was staring at her and sizing up her true reaction, so she lifted her chin, never dropping the smile from her face. Paula was glad when they finally pulled into the mall parking lot.

"I've been looking forward to this for a long time," Charlene said as she patted her messenger bag. "I've been saving all my clothing allowance just so I could pick up a few designer duds."

"Aw, how cute!" They didn't miss a step as Steph pulled Paula and Charlene by the arm. "You give yourself a clothing allowance."

"I'm an accountant. It's all on the balance sheet."

As they perused their favorite outlet stores, Paula wondered what Nick would be like after being away for so long. He'd come back home for several visits, and she'd seen him a few of those times. But this was different. He'd be in town for six weeks.

Paula picked up a coral necklace to go with her ecru knit sweater set because Steph said it brought out her golden highlights. Okay, so she wanted to impress Nick, but she needed to try not to be so obvious.
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Nick arrived at the airport several hours ahead of time and managed to get on an earlier flight that wasn't full, but he didn't tell anyone back home. He wanted to surprise them.

"Going home to see your girl?" 

He turned to the woman beside him. "No, just taking some time off and chilling with the family."

The elderly woman's expression instantly registered disappointment. "Oh." She fidgeted with the edge of her sweater for a few seconds. "I don't like to fly, but my daughter didn't want me driving."

She reminded Nick of his mother. "Are you visiting your daughter?" 

The woman nodded. "She moved to Tampa with her husband seven years ago."

"Do you have grandchildren?" 

Her face lit up. "Yes, two granddaughters and a grandson." She reached for her handbag on the floor, but she paused for a moment, dropped it, and glanced away.

Acting on a hunch, Nick asked, "Do you have some pictures? I have a bunch of nieces and nephews, and I sure do miss 'em."

A grin slowly spread across her face, warming Nick's heart.

"I have pictures." Once again she reached for her bag and dug around until she found a small photo album. She hesitated for a second. "Want to see them?" 

"Yes, of course."

Nick settled back in his seat as his new friend, Mrs. Cooper, shared experiences that reminded him of his family, which made his flight more enjoyable than it would have been if he'd remained silent. When she wrapped up a story about how she'd missed the birth of one of her grandchildren, her eyes glistened with tears.

"I miss them so much."

He wanted to hug her, but he resisted and patted her arm instead. "At least you'll see them soon."

"Yes." Mrs. Cooper turned to look out the window, leaving him with his own thoughts.

Nick managed to get lost in his own daydream until Mrs. Cooper turned back and studied him for a moment, her lips turned downward but not in a classic frown.

"What are you thinking?" 

"I just realized that all we did was talk about me. I don't know much about you."

"There's not much to tell."

"I'm surprised you're not married, a handsome sweet boy like you."

Nick shifted in his seat before turning to her with what he hoped was a comical face. "Looks can be deceiving."

"Are you thirty yet?" The directness of her question caught him by surprise.

"Uh, yeah, I hit the big three-oh last month."

"It's time," she said. "You'll find a nice girl soon. Don't wait too much longer—at least not if you wanna have kids. You'll want to be young enough to enjoy them." She sighed. "Children can bring such joy."

He paused before slowly nodding. "I'll keep that in mind."

After they landed at Tampa International, he asked if she needed help with her baggage. When she said she had everything in her carry-on, he walked her to the pickup area and waited until her daughter arrived. Then he went back inside, gathered his things from baggage claim, and arranged for a van limo. Mama would be hurt he didn't call for someone to pick him up, but after being on the sterile base, he needed that extra time to decompress before arriving home where he was sure to be swamped with well-meaning but overbearing family.

He stepped outside and inhaled the humid, salty air then smiled as he slowly blew out his breath. There's no place like home.

Since Nick was one of two passengers in the limo, the driver took them across the Courtney Campbell Causeway over the bay from Tampa to Clearwater, where they dropped off the other person. As they headed up Highway 19, where traffic flowed heavy but steady, he rubbernecked the whole way. Some of his old haunts were gone, but new businesses took their places along the main artery that ran north and south through Pinellas County. He flipped his cell phone open and called his mother. After her voicemail kicked in, he speed-dialed his cousin Steph, who answered on the first ring. They chatted for a couple of seconds before she asked, "Are you here already?" 

"I'll be there in a few minutes. I got a limo."

"You weren't supposed to—" She stopped. "Never mind. See you in a little while."

As the limo turned onto Tarpon Avenue, Nick felt a settling in his soul. Only a few blocks away from the insanity of chain stores and restaurants, the Greek life flourished on either side of the tree-lined street. Some streetscaping and remodeling had been done, but his hometown still maintained much of the old-town flavor.

They passed the shoe repair shop and an antiques store that had been there as long as he could remember. A small café he'd never seen before was next in line, but it still had the same look as the other businesses along downtown Tarpon Springs—weathered and worn but loved.

His mother had informed him that she expected him to attend at least one service at the Greek Orthodox cathedral with her and that he was staying at the old family home his first night back. Ever since he could remember, when visiting relatives came—whether from Greece or Michigan—his family drew straws to see who got to play host first. He chuckled as he thought about his aunts and mom, all huddled in the kitchen, studying the tips of the straws that stuck out above the ribbon, each of them hoping to get the longest straw.

A sudden thought slammed him in the gut. At some point while he was gone, he'd been relegated to being a visitor.

His vision blurred as he tried to wrap his mind around being a guest in his own hometown. Every once in a while the limo driver took a quick peek at him in the rearview mirror, and this time he did a double-take.

"You okay, man?" the driver asked as he slowed to a stop at the traffic light. "You don't look so good."

"I'm fine." But he wasn't. This was his home. He was born in Tarpon Springs and played first string for the Spongers football team, for crying out loud. But now he was a guest.

Next time the driver looked at him, he forced a grin. "Tarpon Springs hasn't changed much since I was last here."

"How long's it been?" 

Too long. "Not long. About a year or so." Actually closer to two years.

The driver's shoulders shook in what appeared to be laughter. "A year . . ."—he looked in the mirror and shook his head—". . . or so can seem like forever." He paused for a few seconds before he continued. "I know. I've been there. Back in the day, Sharon—she's my ex-wife—didn't want me to go off to Nam. But I told her . . . it's like this. Sometimes a man's gotta be a man. Know what I mean?" He looked at Nick in the mirror again.

"Um . . . yeah." Nick wasn't in the mood to have this conversation with someone he'd never see again, but he didn't want to be rude. "So how's the weather been around here lately?" 

"You're kidding, right? Hot and humid." He clicked his tongue. "Gotta love this place to put up with all the sweat."

Nick popped a Tic-Tac before he realized the driver was watching. The man's eyes crinkled. "She must be special."

"What?" Nick asked. "Who?" 

The driver tilted his head back and roared. "So you haven't let her catch you yet, huh? Don't wait too long, or she'll get away before you know what happened."

What was up with these people who wanted him paired off? Did he look over-the-hill or desperate? 

When they arrived at Aunt Ophelia and Uncle Arthur's place, the old family mansion, the limo driver blew out a low whistle. "No wonder you're all homesick. Your family's got some bucks." He snorted. "I didn't figure you for the rich type."

Nick handed the driver a wad of bills that would more than cover his fare. "It's my family's money, not mine. They just let me stay here when I'm in town."

"Thanks, man. Call and ask for Roger when you wanna go back." He opened the back of the van so Nick could get his bags. After he slammed the door shut, he lifted his hand. "See ya. Have fun." Then he got back into the van and zoomed off.

Nick stood on the front lawn and looked around. Nothing had changed, but everything seemed so odd. And still. His antenna went up. It was too still and quiet. Something was going on.

He lifted both bags and got halfway up the walk when he spotted some movement behind the edge of the shade in the room facing the street. Yep, something was going on in there, and he had a feeling he knew what it was.

Nick braced himself for a lot of commotion as he trudged up the front porch steps. The second his foot hit the top step, the front door flung open.

"Surprise!" 

"Opa! Hey, everyone, Nick's here!" 

"C'mon, Nick, get the lead out! What's taking you so long?" 

"You got a lot of stuff? Want me to send Zeno out to get it?" 

"Opa! For he's a jolly good fellow . . . c'mon, everyone! Sing!" 

Nick scanned the crowd until suddenly everyone became invisible but her. There stood Paula, all five- foot-seven of the woman he'd loved since the first time he saw her. Her hair was shorter . . . and lighter? She had a line or two on her otherwise perfect, heart-shaped face. But in his mind she hadn't changed a bit. His radar would have picked up on her if she'd been within a mile of him.

Her lips quivered before they stretched into a smile. He tried to smile back, but someone was pulling him into a hug.

"Aunt Ophelia! Thank you for doing this, but you shouldn't have."

The woman flapped her hand from the wrist and waved him off. "Of course I should. We miss you, Nick."

A manly slap on the back caught his attention, and he turned. "Uncle Arthur. How's the sponge business? I heard Dad had a little accident."

"He's fine. Can't keep a Papadopoulos man down long, son. So tell me. How's the Air Force?" 

Nick grinned. "Still flyin' high, I guess."

"So I hear." Uncle Arthur chuckled.

"Hey, Nick, over here!" 

The instant Nick turned, a flash went off and momentarily blinded him. He blinked and lifted his hands to shield his eyes. "No pictures, okay?" 

Zeno laughed. "You know better than that, Nick. We gotta have pictures."

Aunt Ophelia lifted her hands over her head and clapped them frantically. "Okay, everyone, you'll get a chance to talk to Nick, but give him some space. He needs to put his things away, so make room and let him freshen up. I got more food in the kitchen, so everybody grab a pan and give me a hand."

Within minutes the foyer cleared out and Nick stared out the front window trying to process his feelings. He glanced off to the side and spotted Paula standing there watching. Waiting. Looking at him then turning away when their gazes met. His lips went dry.
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Paula swallowed hard. She'd followed a couple of the Papadopoulos cousins toward the kitchen when Steph suddenly stopped, grabbed her shoulders, nodded toward Nick, and turned her around to face him. She didn't have time to glance away before he caught her staring at him.

"Paula," he said softly. His gaze lingered on hers, and she took a step back. Whoa, buddy. The room felt like it swayed. "You look great. How's business?" Nick made a face, frowned, and laughed. "That was a stupid thing to ask. Mind if I start over?"

"That wasn't stupid," she replied. "Business is good—sometimes too good."

Unexpectedly, he took several long strides toward her, bridging the gap between them. Her heart hammered. Lord, give me the strength. 

Nick touched her face with his fingertips then pulled back quickly, as if she'd burned him. "Is there anyone . . . I mean, are you involved . . ." He didn't finish his question, but she knew what he wanted to ask. His lips pursed, and he closed his eyes. "Sorry about that. I'm not doing this right."

She wanted to say Yeah, there's someone. A husband, a kid, and a baby on the way. Paula shook her head. "No, there's no one. I'm so busy with the store, I don't have time—" 

Suddenly, a Papadopoulos army charged through the swinging door leading from the kitchen, everyone carrying a pan, platter, or serving bowl. Steph's mom took the lead, with Nick's mother right behind her. When they caught sight of Nick and Paula standing a foot apart, face-to-face, they halted in their tracks.

Steph's mother spoke first. "You two probably have a lot of catching up to do. Why don't you go on outside and take a walk around the block or something?" 

"No, that's okay." Paula spun around. "I want to help."

"We don't need your help," the woman said.

"But—" 

Mrs. Papadopoulos tilted her head and grinned. "Everything's already done, Sweetie. All you and Nick have to do is grab a plate and fill it." She looked at her nephew and winked. "Maybe you can go for your walk after you eat. You'll need it if you so much as taste the baklava. Phoebe really outdid herself this time."

"You gotta try the spanikopita," one of the aunts said. "I used my secret recipe."

Within seconds, the clattering of spoons against chafing dishes echoed through the dining room and spilled over into the foyer. Once she had her plate filled, Paula found herself herded toward the sunroom, along with Steph, Alexa, Nick, and a half dozen other cousins around the same age.

"Hey, Nick, you do the blessing," Steph urged.

He contorted his mouth and lifted his eyebrows. "Why me?" 

"You're the guest of honor," Alexa replied. "Just do it so we can eat."

Nick put down his plate, reached for the hands of those on either side of him, winked at Paula, who stood across the room from him, and lowered his head. As he thanked the Lord for the blessings of family, friends, and the wonderful food before them, Paula knew his faith was as strong as ever, and she was relieved.

Paula didn't need to say much. The Papadopoulos clan did enough talking to mask her silence, which was fine with her. Only Nick seemed to notice, but he just smiled at her between bites. Occasionally Steph cast a questioning glance her way, but otherwise Paula was off the hook.

When they finished eating, Alexa grabbed Paula's plate, and Steph took Nick's—leaving no doubt they'd done some planning. Alexa stabbed her finger toward the backdoor. "Go now," she commanded. "Before someone comes in here and starts something."

Nick laughed as he swept an exaggerated, low bow. "After you, Madam."

Paula hesitated for a second, but Steph nudged her with her elbow since she had her hands full of plates and silverware. "Do what Alexa says. Hurry."

"Better listen to them," Nick said. "I've learned that my girl cousins are generally right . . . at least, I let them think that. It's easier to do what they say the first time, or . . ." He turned and grinned at Alexa, who pretended to scowl at him, cutting him off. "C'mon, Paula. I know a great spot where we can chat."

Nick took her by the hand and pulled her across the massive back lawn. They cut through the neighbor's backyard and continued down the street.

"Where are you taking me, Nick?" Paula asked, out of breath.

"You'll see."

Within a few minutes they came to a small field where no one could see them. Nick turned her around to face him.

"So tell me," he said softly, never taking his eyes off her. "What's really been going on around here?" 

Paula tried to think of one of her clever quips, but her brain failed her so she just gave him a straight answer. "We've all been very busy lately."

Nick nodded impatiently. "Yeah, I know. Everyone's business is doing well, and you don't have time for anything else." He twirled his finger in the air and rolled his eyes. "Busy, busy, busy. But what's really going on?" 

She made a face and shifted her weight as his gaze made her increasingly uncomfortable. "Nick, I don't know what you want from me. Your family is still the same. Everyone is either in the sponge business, works in a restaurant, or is a baker. Nothing's changed. They're all fine. They're all happy." She lifted her hands and dropped them to her sides.

"I mean with you, Paula. What's going on with you?" 

His dark-eyed gaze was hot and questioning, and Paula's throat went dry. She looked at him in silence.

"Look, Paula, I know there's some unfinished business between us. I wish I could snap my fingers and make everything crystal clear."

"I think the business between us has been finished for a while." She shook her head. "Even so, nothing will ever be crystal clear, I'm afraid."

He took her hands in his. "Maybe not, but I'd like to find out why I feel the way I do."

She tilted her head, lifted one eyebrow, and met his gaze. "So tell me, Nick, how do you feel?" 

He blinked and slowly turned his head from side to side. "It's strange. When I'm not here, I almost forget this place exists, except for occasional moments when I think about you."

"What do you think about?" Now she lifted both eyebrows as she waited for an answer. She wasn't going to let him off without some explanation. After all, he was the one with the big idea of talking.

"I don't know." Nick closed his eyes and lowered his head. When he opened his eyes again, she felt as though she'd been transplanted to another time—but she couldn't let him know that.

Paula looked down and shuffled her feet in the grass. "Well, you started this."

He grimaced. "Yeah, I did, didn't I? Okay, I remember all the fun times you and I had."

She glanced up at him and smiled. "We did have some good times."

Nick let out a little laugh. "Remember the night cruise on my uncle's boat?" 

"How could I forget? We wanted to go on that dinner cruise with the rest of my class, but my mother wouldn't give me permission until it was too late to sign up."

Nick gently caressed the back of her hands with his thumbs. "But we had our own cruise."

"Yeah, on a sponge boat." Paula crinkled her nose as if the air smelled bad, but she wouldn't have traded the fishy smells for a whole night of the class cruise.

He feigned shock. "You got a problem with sponges? That's what made my family what it is today."

"No, Nick," she said softly. "Your family is wonderful, loving, caring, and considerate. It has nothing to do with sponges . . . or their smell before they're cleaned up."

He smiled down at her. "You're right, it smelled disgusting. But I had a great time on our private cruise—fishy smells aside."

"Yes, it was nice." In spite of Nick's obvious desire to reminisce, Paula needed to change the subject. It served no purpose, since he was still in the Air Force and obviously had to return. And it made her stomach hurt. "So when do you go back?" 

"Six weeks. I accrued some time off."

"Your family is very happy to have you here," she said. "I'm glad you didn't let 'em down."

Nick tightened his grip on her hands. "How about you? Are you happy I'm here?" 

She swallowed hard. "It's very nice to see you again."

"That doesn't sound like you, Paula." He dropped her hands and raked his fingers through his hair. Their gazes locked, and he sighed. "Let's go back."

When they returned to the mansion, all eyes riveted on them—but only for a couple of seconds. Steph studied Paula and Nick then diverted her family's attention by sticking her fingers in her mouth and giving a shrill whistle. "Okay, everyone, how about a game of charades?" 

Amidst a few groans, Nick held up his hands. "Since I'm the guest of honor, I get to be a team captain. Who else wants to be one?"

"Nick, since you're such a wise guy and want to be in charge," Alexa said, "why don't you pick the other captain?" 

Nick glanced around at everyone until his gaze settled on Paula. He lifted his eyebrows as if to ask if she was interested. She shook her head no, so he scanned the group again. Finally, he pointed to Alexa. "Okay, Miss Smarty-Pants. Why don't you be the other captain?" 

She bobbed her head. "Only if I get to pick first."

Nick rolled his eyes and laughed. "Women!" He took a step back and swept out his hand. "Okay, you go first."

Alexa grinned, looked toward Paula, and pointed. "I want Paula."

A few people gasped, but Nick didn't seem fazed. "I want Aunt Ophelia."

Alexa pointed again. "Steph."

"Mama."

And so it went until all the adults and kids who were old enough to play charades were on a team.

At first Alexa's choosing her confused Paula. She thought part of the plan would be to have her on Nick's team. However, shortly after they started playing, the reason became evident. Nick was competitive, but he backed down for Paula.

After Team Alexa won, she high-fived Paula and Steph. Nick didn't waste any time making his way over to enemy territory. "You've been practicing while I was away."

Steph laughed as she planted a fist on her hip and shook her head. "You're kidding, right? Do you think all we do around here is play charades, waiting for our cousin to come home?" 

"Well, don't you?" Nick teased.

"Not I," Alexa said.

"Me neither." Steph pulled Paula to her side. "And neither does she. In fact, Paula is so busy we hardly have time to talk, let alone play games."

Everyone, including Nick, turned to see her reaction. Paula wished Steph and Alexa weren't so obvious, but they were who they were, and she loved them anyway.

"I think it's been established that we're all busy," Paula agreed.

Steph scowled at her then mouthed something Paula couldn't understand.

"I'm sure," Nick said. "At any rate, I'm ready to crash. This welcome-home party is exhausting."

Paula lifted her hand in a wave. "It has been a long day. Thanks for inviting me, Steph."

She hugged everyone, including Nick, who held her an extra second or two. Paula made her way into the kitchen, where all the aunts congregated. "Thank you so much for including me, Mrs. Papadopoulos. I had a wonderful time."

Steph's mother smiled at her and looked at Nick's mother, Ursa. They both turned toward her with grins. "No thanks necessary, Paula. You'll always be like family around here."

Paula thought she'd slip out the back without having to see anyone again, but she was mistaken. She'd barely gotten to the bottom step when Nick came around from the side of the house. "I'll walk you to your car."
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After being around the noisy, rambunctious Papadopoulos family, her house seemed eerily quiet and still. Her ears still rang from the sounds of adult chatter and children's shrieking laughter.

Paula's tiny house had been a fixer- upper when she first bought it. It took a couple of years of painting, repairing, and shopping thrift stores to get it the way she wanted. Last summer Steph and Alexa helped her lay sod in the yard. As she parked her car in the driveway, she looked around at the place she called home. A little mulch and some flowers would make it her dream cottage.

With a sigh, she got out of her car, walked up the sidewalk to the tiny front porch, and let herself into the house. After turning on a few lights and tossing her handbag on the floor of her bedroom, she walked through her dining room on the way to the kitchen.

She stopped in front of the sideboard her grandmother had left her. Opening a drawer, she pulled out a photo album she had stuck away after she came home from college and learned that Nick had joined the Air Force.

As Paula turned each page, she saw the steady progression of their relationship, from her shy smile in the beginning to her comfortable posture with his arm draped over her shoulder while they posed for pictures on one of his uncles' boats. The Papadopoulos family accepted her as Steph's friend first and Nick's girlfriend later. They went out of their way to make her feel like one of them—and that hadn't changed.

Her mother was in some of the snapshots. Paula stared at one of the pictures with just her and her mother. She thought about her own family and how confused she'd been by her parents' divorce. Her father made a few feeble attempts to contact her, but her mom was so angry he gave up. He could have tried harder.

Paula understood both sides, which made it especially diffi- cult, since she lived with her mother, who took one low-paying job after another whenever someone offered her a quarter-anhour raise. She kept talking about how she'd be rich one day and buy the car of her dreams and wear the finest clothes— clothes that didn't come from thrift stores or sale racks.

She closed the photo album and placed it on top of the sideboard before turning around and closing her eyes. This had been an emotionally charged day—one she'd remember forever.

Seeing Nick was both good and bad. He looked great— better than ever, in fact. And based on the way he looked at her and some of the things he said, he felt the same way about her. Her mother said she glowed whenever she was with Nick. Until they met, Paula never saw herself as pretty, but his soft, caressing gaze made her feel like she'd just been crowned Miss Alabama State Fair.

The sound of the doorbell jolted her back to the moment. She leaned forward and looked through the peephole. What was he doing here? It hadn't even been an hour since she left Nick's homecoming party. With all her "spies" in the Papadopoulos family, someone should have called and warned her.

After unbolting the lock, she flung the door open. He stood there grinning at her, a flower in one hand and a small pastry box in the other. "Hi."

"Hi yourself." She took a step back and gestured toward the room. "Wanna come in?" 

"Sure, if that's okay." For the first time in their history, he seemed tentative as he stepped forward. "Your place looks nice. Very you."

"Of course it's me. I live here." She paused. "Alone."
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