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  1


  Natalie Pearce padded into the kitchen in her new velour robe and fuzzy orange-and-white slippers that looked like little foxes. They were a Christmas present from her husband, Daniel, just three weeks ago. The gift tag had read: “To one foxy lady!”


  First thing in the morning, straw-blonde hair still tangled from sleep, she felt anything but foxy. Still, her cheeks warmed as she considered inviting Daniel back to the bedroom for a few more minutes of snuggling. Then she remembered this was Saturday—her day to play “coach's widow.” After nearly fifteen years of marriage she still hated her husband's erratic schedule. On Christmas Eve her parents had celebrated their forty-eighth wedding anniversary, a legacy of love Natalie hoped she and Daniel could emulate. But was such a dream even possible when the two of them seemed to operate in different time zones?


  She paused at the breakfast table and set her hands on her hips. As usual, he'd left the newspaper in shambles, the comics pulled from one section and the sports page decimated after he'd clipped all the articles covering Putnam Middle School's athletic teams.


  Daniel breezed into the kitchen, sneakers squeaking on the ceramic tile floor. “Hey, hon, sorry about the paper.” He planted a toothpaste-flavored kiss on her parted lips. “I'd sort it out for you, but I'm already running late. I'm meeting Carl at Casey's Diner to carpool to the tournament.”


  Natalie fought to keep her smile in place as she gave him a playful punch in the stomach. “What's new? Get out of here before I decide not to let you go at all.”


  “Promises, promises.” He wiggled his dark eyebrows.


  “Seriously, before you go … ,” she said in her sexiest voice. She clutched the lapels of his red Putnam Panthers jacket and pulled him toward her.


  With a seductive grin, Daniel drew her into his arms. “Sweetheart, I told you, I'm already running late.”


  She chuckled and bit his ear. “Sorry, Coach, I just wanted to ask you again what time your parents will be here.”


  “Woman, you break my heart!” He slammed a hand to his chest as if he'd been shot. “Ah, now I get it. You want to know exactly how much time you have to clean the house.”


  So she wasn't the world's greatest housekeeper—one trait she didn't inherit from her mother. Who cared about a little clutter on the kitchen counters, or last night's pizza pan still soaking in the sink? So what if she hadn't dusted since Thanksgiving? Hard to do with Christmas decorations covering every flat, dusty surface in the house.


  Daniel seemed to read her thoughts. He tilted her chin until she reluctantly met his gaze. “Next weekend. Promise me, okay? The Christmas decorations need to come down.”


  She pushed out her lower lip. “Only if you stay home and help. It's depressing to do it all by myself.”


  “I'll check my schedule.” He gathered up his car keys and canvas briefcase and then slicked a hand through ash-brown hair still damp from his shower. “Mom and Dad won't get here before three at the earliest, so you've got plenty of time to enjoy your coffee.” He glanced at his watch. “And I don't. I'm out of here, sweetie. With any luck, I'll be home in time for dinner.”


  “That'll be the day.”


  The door to the garage banged shut behind him, sending a puff of wintry air into the kitchen. Moments later Natalie heard the ancient green Bronco grumble a couple of times before starting up. The poor thing must have nearly 200,000 miles on it. How Daniel kept it running, she hadn't a clue, but what with paying the mortgage on their dream home and keeping their thirteen-year-old fashionista daughter in designer jeans, replacing a vehicle wasn't in the budget. She sent up a quick prayer for Daniel's safety on the road and hoped the weather held. The last she'd heard, the predicted snow wouldn't arrive until tomorrow morning.


  Her chest caved. Much as she enjoyed the visits with Daniel's parents, Alice Pearce was an even more meticulous housekeeper than Natalie's mother. No way around it—the cleaning had to get done. Maybe Natalie could bribe her daughter into helping. After all, half the mess was Lissa's school books, art supplies, and discarded shoes dropped haphazardly between the kitchen door and her bedroom upstairs.


  So much for getting back to the watercolor landscape Natalie had begun last weekend. At least her freelance graphic design assignments had tapered off now that the holidays had passed. The extra income supplemented Daniel's small-town coaching salary, but Natalie dreamed of making her living as a fine artist—thanks to her mother's teaching and inspiration. She'd much rather pursue her own creative visions than those of her finicky clients.


  She poured a glass of orange juice and a mug of coffee and then dropped an English muffin into the toaster. She'd barely sat down to spread the muffin with her mother's homemade apricot jam when Lissa flounced into the kitchen, her long blonde hair pinned up with mismatched butterfly clips. Natalie suppressed a laugh and lifted her hands in mock surrender. “Is this the part where you say, 'Take me to your leader'?”


  “Oh, Mom, how juvenile!” Lissa swiped her finger through the jam jar and licked off a sticky, amber glob. “Have you seen my pink sweater—the one with the gray stripe across the front?”


  Natalie sipped her coffee. “Did you check the laundry hamper?”


  “Yes, twice.”


  “The floor of your room?”


  “Mother!”


  “How about the closet? Any chance you actually hung it up?”


  Lissa clenched her fists. “Mom, I need some help here. Jody and her mom are picking me up in twenty minutes.”


  Natalie gave her daughter a blank stare.


  “Earth to Mo-ther.” Lissa rolled her eyes.


  “Oh, rats, the youth group skating party.” No help cleaning from Lissa today. With a sigh, Natalie bit into her English muffin. “Sorry, honey, but I have no idea where your sweater is. Can't you find something else to wear?”


  The ringing telephone halted whatever sarcastic retort Lissa was about to spit out. She squinted at the caller ID on the kitchen extension and grabbed the receiver. “Jody! Did I leave my sweater over there when I spent the night last weekend? Great! Bring it with you. I'll put it on in the car.” She hung up and dashed through the den, yanking clips out of her hair and tossing them on the sofa.


  “Lissa!”


  “Sorry, Mom. I'll get them later, I promise!” Lissa's bedroom door slammed with finality.


  Right, when pigs fly. Sure, Natalie could insist Lissa pick up after herself before leaving for the party, but a battle of wills with a headstrong preteen? No-brainer—it was guaranteed to ruin the entire day for both of them. She made a promise to herself, though, that one day very soon she and Daniel would sit down with Lissa and lay out some ground rules— before Lissa's adolescent self-centeredness got completely out of hand.


  Natalie refilled her coffee mug and carried the remains of the newspaper to the den. Fifteen more minutes and she'd have the house to herself and maybe a little time to work on that watercolor before she got serious about cleaning.


  Lissa had been gone barely five minutes when the phone rang again. Natalie, settled in the recliner under a snuggly fleece throw, was tempted not to answer it—probably another of Lissa's perky seventh-grade friends calling to ask what she planned to wear to the party.


  Then the answering machine picked up, and after Natalie's recorded greeting and the beep, she heard her mother's voice. “Hi, Natalie, just me. Guess you're out running errands. I'll call later—”


  Natalie shook off her annoyance and jumped up to grab the kitchen extension. “Hey, Mom, I'm here.”


  “Oh, good, glad I caught you.” Her mother's cheery voice turned cajoling. “It's that time again, sweetheart. Can I twist your arm to help?”


  Apprehension propelled Natalie into the nearest chair. Her mother didn't even have to speak the words. “Oh, Mom, does it have to be today? Taking down Christmas decorations is my least favorite chore in the world. Daniel's already on my case about ours.” She gave a weak laugh. “You know me. I'd leave them up year-round if I could.” Someday she'd do just that and hire someone to come in and dust them off once a month.


  “I know, and I'm sorry to even ask.” Mom sounded genuinely sympathetic. “But your dad went to that horse auction, and it's my turn to host the church ladies' book club tomorrow afternoon.”


  “Did you try Hart and Celia?” Natalie's brother and sister-in-law lived just a few miles from the farm.


  “Hart went with your dad to the auction, and Celia's taking Kurt and Kevin to their basketball game.” Mom paused. “I'll make apple dumplings and hot cider.”


  “Bribery—that is so not fair.” Natalie patted her stomach. “I already need to sweat off at least five pounds of Christmas goodies.”


  “Lifting Christmas boxes is good exercise.”


  Obviously, Mom wasn't going to give up. Natalie stared out the bay window. She needed to come up with some logical reason why Mom should postpone this depressing annual chore. Her gaze settled on the bank of gray snow clouds looming on the horizon. She shivered just thinking about venturing out on this frosty January day.


  She offered an idea. “Think of how much the ladies would enjoy the decorations. It wouldn't hurt to leave them up a little longer, would it?”


  “Natalie, the tree is completely dry and dropping needles all over the carpet. It really must come down today.” A note of apology tinged her mother's voice. “I should have asked your father to help me earlier in the week, but the time got away from us.”


  “You know I'd do anything for you, Mom, and if it were any other weekend—” Yes, come to think of it, she had a ready-made excuse. She tried not to let the rush of gratitude creep into her tone. “Remember I told you Daniel's parents are driving over this afternoon? Daniel's at a tournament in Fielding to scout basketball teams, and Lissa's at a skating party. I need to clean house and shop for groceries before they get here.”


  Not that she actually intended to do all that much. If her mother had asked her help for anything else—rearranging furniture, washing windows, even shoveling snow off the front walk—she'd have driven out to the farm on a moment's notice.


  But taking down Christmas decorations?


  Her mother gave a wry laugh. “It's okay. Don't worry, I'll manage by myself.”


  Mom's disappointment tarnished Natalie's brief glow of triumph and raised a moment of concern. Her stubborn mother would “manage” all right. She'd take on the whole project by herself, arthritis and all. Natalie pressed the phone against her ear. “Now, Mom, don't you try to carry all those boxes out to the barn. You'll aggravate your bad wrist again, and you won't be able to paint for a week.”


  “Natalie—”


  “I mean it, Mom. Stack the decorations out of sight in the downstairs guestroom, and I'll come by one day next week to help you pack everything away.”


  After eliciting her mother's assurance she wouldn't take on too much, Natalie said good-bye. Just a few more days to psych herself up for the end of the holidays, that's all she asked. Shrugging off the last twinges of guilt, Natalie snuggled into the recliner to finish her coffee.


  Around ten, she finally talked herself into exchanging her comfy robe and those adorable slippers for paint-stained sweats and grungy sneakers. Like it or not, she needed to do a cursory cleaning before her in-laws arrived. She'd just finished loading the dishwasher and returned from the garage with the sponge mop when the phone rang again.


  This time it was Daniel's father, calling to say the winter frontal system had already hit their part of the state. With two inches of snow on the ground and more expected, they'd decided not to chance the drive.


  A crazy mix of relief and disappointment flooded Natalie. Daniel didn't get to see his folks that often, and Lissa had been planning an after-Christmas shopping trip with her grandmother ever since they'd first mentioned coming. But an excuse to postpone housecleaning? Definitely cause for celebration. Natalie loaded the stereo with her favorite Christmas CDs, set up her easel and paints in front of the bay window, and settled in for her version of the perfect Saturday.


  Hours later, she was adding the finishing touches to a winter landscape when the phone startled her. The paintbrush skittered across the canvas, marring a stately pine with aquamarine streaks. Natalie mumbled a few choice words and glanced at the mantle clock as she wiped her hands on a paint rag. Five already? Where had the day gone? Daniel and Lissa would be home soon. She needed to wrap things up and figure out something for supper. Mentally sorting through the freezer contents for a quick and simple meal, she picked up the kitchen extension.


  “Natalie?” her dad's voice sounded ragged—choked with panic. “Come to the hospital right away. It's your mother.”


  Her stomach plummeted. She pictured her mother at the bottom of a ladder amidst a pile of Christmas decorations. “What happened? Is she okay?”


  Sprained ankle? Broken hip? Oh, Mom, why couldn't you wait?


  “Just … get here.” Her father clicked off before she could press him for details.


  Dread coiled around her heart. She threw a parka over her sweats and grabbed her purse and keys off the counter. When she gunned the engine to back out of the garage, her trusty silver Saturn screeched in protest. The side mirror nicked the doorframe, and she barely missed taking out the mailbox and the neighbor's trash can. She drove like a maniac to Putnam General, all the while berating herself for ignoring Mom's request for help. After everything her mother had sacrificed for her, she could only pray these new injuries wouldn't cripple her mother for life.


  Natalie burst through the ER entrance and scanned the faces in the congested waiting area. A mother holding an ice pack against her son's forehead. An ashen-faced woman dozing against an elderly man's shoulder. Whimpering babies. Frightened children. Anxious parents.


  She spotted her father's silver-gray head across the room, where he paced in front of a set of double doors. Her brother, Hart, stood close by with his hands tucked into his blue-jeans pockets, rocking on his heels.


  Natalie rushed over and touched her father's arm. “Dad, how's Mom? Tell me it's not serious.”


  Her father turned and looked at her—looked through her. “They think it's a stroke.” His face crumpled as his thin veneer of strength collapsed. He pressed a fist to his mouth and pulled her to him, squeezing her so tightly, she could hardly breathe.


  Natalie struggled away and stared at him, not comprehending. A stroke? Ice-cold terror crackled through her veins. She spun to face her brother and seized his wrist. “Hart?”


  “It's bad, Nat. Real bad.” He drew her into his arms, and she felt her brother's fear in every tense muscle of his body.


  A tall, bearded man in hospital greens pushed through the double doors. “Mr. Morgan? I'm Dr. Wyatt.” He indicated a frayed blue sofa, the only empty seat in the waiting area. “Why don't we sit down.”


  Natalie blocked his way. “Just tell us, how is my mother? She'll be okay, right?”


  “I wish I had better news.” The doctor glanced at the chart he held.


  “But there's stuff you can do for a stroke these days. I saw it on TV.”


  “It isn't that simple. Please try to understand.” Dr. Wyatt attempted to explain her mother's condition, tossing out phrases about blood clots and clot-dissolving medications and something about a three-hour time window before irreversible brain damage set in.


  A sob tore from Natalie's throat. “Are you saying she got here too late? That there's nothing you can do?”


  “We'll continue to do all we can to minimize the damage, but under the circumstances … ” The doctor gave a one-shoulder shrug. “I'm sorry. I'm so very sorry.”
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  Natalie ran a thumb across the misshapen knuckles of her mother's hand as it rested quietly in her own. More than two weeks had passed, with no significant improvement. To see her mother hooked up to all those tubes and monitors, to realize she might never wake up, much less speak or hold a paintbrush or even recognize her family again—how could Natalie ever forgive herself for letting this happen?


  One phrase slithered through her thoughts, accusing her, condemning her: If she'd received immediate treatment …


  “Good morning, Mrs. Pearce.” A plump nurse in scrubs the color of Pepto-Bismol breezed into the room and patted her shoulder. “Have you been here all night again?”


  Natalie bristled. “Where else would I be?”


  “How about home with your family?” A pitying smile quirked the nurse's lips in a look Natalie had come to despise. “Seriously, there's nothing you can do here. Get some rest. Eat a decent meal.” After another condescending shoulder pat, the nurse inventoried her mother's vitals and monitor readings.


  Rest? Eat? The woman had to be kidding. A king-size cup of industrial-strength cafeteria coffee, on the other hand, might get her through the morning. She looped her purse over her shoulder and trudged out to the corridor.


  When the elevator doors slid open, Natalie almost collided with her father as he stepped off. His accusing expression mirrored the nurse's. “Natalie Rose. Have you been home at all since I saw you yesterday?”


  She held up one hand. “Don't start on me, Dad.”


  He frowned, fatigue etching deep lines around his eyes and mouth. She thought of all her father had to deal with— the farm, the horses, not to mention all the things around the house Mom always took care of.


  She followed his sagging form to her mother's room. When he paused outside the door, she hooked her arm in his and rested her cheek on his corduroy sleeve. “Daddy, how are you doing? Do you need anything from the supermarket? Any help with the horses?”


  He shrugged. “Celia keeps me supplied with meals. Hart and the twins have been pitching in with farm chores.”


  Natalie swiveled and sank onto a nearby bench. She should be doing more to help her father, but she couldn't bring herself to leave her mother's bedside. A shudder raked her body. Her mind flicked around the edges of a memory with the hesitance of a tongue probing a sore tooth. Lightning flashes. Blowing rain. A frightened mare's whinny.


  She pulled herself away from the strobe-like images as Dad settled onto the bench beside her. His thin, callused fingers gripped his lean thighs. “I just spoke with the doctor. They want to move your mom to a long-term care facility.”


  A blackened thumbnail on her father's left hand drew Natalie's gaze. “Long-term care. For the therapies they want to try, right?”


  Dad's chest rose and fell. He rubbed his eyes. “They'll do what they can.”


  “How soon will they move her?”


  “A few more days, once they're sure she can hold her own.” He stood and moved to the door. “I'm going to sit with her awhile. Go home, Natalie. Spend some time with Dan and Lissa.”


  At the mention of her neglected husband and daughter, her heart lurched. They'd been carrying on as usual, or trying to. Daniel had taken a full week off from school right after Mom's stroke, but his personal and sick days were dwindling fast. Lissa had to keep up with her studies or risk failing grades.


  She rose and peered through the partially open door. Dad hunched on the chair next to Mom's bed, his frayed work shirt stretched across his bony spine as he clutched her hand. The pink-clad nurse hovered nearby, checking monitors and typing notes on a bedside computer terminal.


  An ache, thick and spreading, welled beneath Natalie's heart. Okay, she'd leave for a while and get some fresh air to clear her mind … and pray.
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  Daniel Pearce paused behind the desk in his cramped coach's office, one hand gripping the back of his chair. He felt as if he'd been praying nonstop ever since he returned from his Saturday scouting trip to find Lissa home alone and Natalie nowhere to be found.


  Minutes later the phone had rung—Natalie, calling from the hospital to say her mother had suffered a devastating stroke. Their lives hadn't been the same since.


  “Hey, bro.” Head coach Carl Moreno nudged open the office door with a meaty forearm. “You headed home?”


  Daniel grabbed his jacket off the coat tree. “After a stop at Casey's Diner for another take-out order. I swear, if I eat one more French fry, I'm going to turn into one.” Not to mention the food would be cold and soggy by the time he drove home from Putnam to Fawn Ridge.


  “Meant to tell you, Marie's sending a casserole tomorrow. Hope your family likes shepherd's pie.”


  “A home-cooked meal? You bet!” Daniel's mouth watered in anticipation, although Natalie would probably eat at the hospital again, if she ate at all.


  The rattle of the janitor's cart echoed in the corridor, a reminder Daniel needed to be on his way. He gathered up a stack of basketball stats and the history reports his fourth-period students had turned in and stuffed everything into his canvas briefcase. With a slap on Carl's shoulder, he said goodbye and ambled out to the parking lot.


  He turned into his driveway just after six-thirty. When the garage door lifted, he saw Natalie's car in its spot. His heart rose with a happy thump and just as quickly stuttered and fell. If she'd left the hospital, it must be bad news. Nothing else would draw her from Belinda's side.


  The greasy odor of Casey's burgers and fries turned rancid in his nostrils. He shut off the Bronco's engine and sat in silence as the garage door creaked shut behind him. Hauling in a shaky breath, he collected his things and sent up a hasty prayer before heading into the house.


  The door opened onto a view of the kitchen table set with a floral tablecloth and their white wedding china. A smiling Lissa poured ice water into crystal tumblers. Natalie stood at the counter stirring a sizzling concoction in the red-enameled electric wok. Something Asian lingered in the air, spicy and flavorful.


  A stupid grin creased Daniel's face. He held up the greasy Casey's bag. “Guess we won't need these burgers.”


  “You could always take one for lunch tomorrow.” Natalie's smile didn't quite match her teasing tone. She adjusted the temperature knob and continued stirring. “Liss, check the rice cooker, will you?”


  Daniel frowned at the bag and dropped it into the trash can. Laying aside his briefcase, he came up behind his wife and encircled her waist with both arms. She smelled of peach-scented shower gel. Her pale yellow hair felt satiny against his cheek. “I didn't expect to find you at home.”


  A tremor shook her body, and something told him it had nothing to do with their closeness. Slipping out of his arms, she reached for a bottle of teriyaki sauce. “Mom is being weaned off the machines. They'll move her to a nursing home soon.”


  “That's good news, isn't it?” He spied a bowl of carrot sticks on the end of the counter and helped himself to a couple. The sweet crunch satisfied him in a way no soggy French fry ever could.


  When he glanced at his wife, her lips were drawn into a thin white line. Tears threatened beneath lashes already spiky with wetness. His chest swelled. He tossed the last bit of carrot onto the counter and took her in his arms seconds before she burst into sobs. “Hey, hey. What's wrong?”


  “Why didn't I just go out and help her? How could I have been so selfish?”


  “It's not your fault, honey. You know it's not your fault.” Over Natalie's shoulder Daniel watched Lissa draw into herself—her face a twisted mask of confusion and fear. She replaced the lid on the rice cooker and huddled against the refrigerator.


  A knot of urgency squeezed Daniel's chest. Somehow he had to salvage what was left of the first semi-normal evening his family had shared in nearly three weeks. He stroked Natalie's back. “Please, honey, you've made this fantastic dinner. Let's sit down and enjoy it.”


  She pressed her fists against his shoulders and pushed away, her head shaking as if she couldn't quite clear it. “I can't do this. I thought I could, but—” She spun away and tore out of the kitchen. Seconds later their bedroom door slammed.


  “Dad?” Lissa's tiny voice trickled into his jumbled thoughts. He opened his arms to her. “Daddy, I'm scared. For Grandma and for Mom.”


  “Me, too, pussycat. Me too.”
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  Natalie edged her Saturn into a narrow parking space. Nearby stood a concrete-and-brick sign partially obscured by overgrown yews. Etched into the concrete was the name Hope Gardens Convalescent Center. It had a pleasant ring to it. If only the place lived up to its promise. If only they could make her mother well again.


  Natalie clutched the steering wheel and squeezed her eyes shut. Dear God, please— Her mind blanked. She'd run out of prayers.


  A crisp February wind whipped at her coattails as she made her way to the entrance. Inside, the mixed odors of disinfectant, cafeteria food, and talcum powder assaulted her. She tried not to inhale on her way to room 51-C.


  The door opened into a cheery room painted sunshine-yellow and edged with a border of wildflowers near the ceiling. Natalie's gaze fell upon the shrunken woman lost amid carefully arranged pillows and blankets.


  “Oh, Mom … ”


  Only the dimmest light of awareness shone in her mother's pale blue eyes. The emptiness behind them tore at Natalie's heart. Sucking in a quick breath, she pulled a chair closer and plopped down. A pained smile forced artificial lightness into her voice.


  “Isn't this a pretty room, Mom? Yellow is such a happy color. And the people here seem nice. I know you're going to do great, I just know—”


  It wasn't working. A shuddering sigh shook her chest. She sat back and unzipped her laptop case. “You rest, Mom. I'll just sit with you and get some work done.”


  She'd practically begged Jeff Garner, her friend who owned the local print shop, for all the graphic design assignments he could send her way. For one thing, Mom's care would surely tax Dad's finances to the limit. For another, Natalie craved anything to help take her mind off the unrelenting guilt.


  She looked up from the computer screen, her vision blurring as she recalled the watercolor she'd left unfinished the day of her mother's stroke. Agonizing shame shredded her already raw emotions. Until her mother walked out of here whole and healthy, Natalie vowed never to touch a paintbrush again.
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  Valentine's Day arrived, bleak and cold and somber. The staff had decorated her mom's room and most of the nursing facility with red paper hearts, lace doilies, and pink balloons. Stressing over Jeff's advertising projects all morning, Natalie had pushed herself to the brink of a migraine. Only when an aide brought lunch for her mother did she realize how much time had passed. She retrieved the ham sandwich she'd packed and nibbled at it while the aide slipped bites of something puréed between her mother's lips. Even though Mom had been eating well since the feeding tube was removed in the hospital, her continual sputters and dribbles made Natalie look away in anguish.


  Her father came to visit after lunch, and Natalie welcomed a couple of hours to escape. She ventured as far as the lobby but couldn't bring herself to go home. Instead, she settled onto a plaid sofa with some magazines and tried her best to avoid the inquisitive looks of the elderly residents.


  Around three, she glanced up to see her father shuffling across the speckled Berber carpet. He sank onto the sofa next to her and gave a tired chuckle. “What am I going to do with you, Rosy-girl?”


  The childhood nickname pricked her heart. “I'm fine, Daddy. It's you I'm worried about.”


  “Don't tell me you're fine when I can see plain as day you're not.” His knee brushed hers as he shifted to face her. He held out a colorful brochure. The central graphic depicted a middle-aged couple surrounding an elderly man in a wheelchair. “I think we should do this.”


  She looked askance at the words under the picture: Surviving Stroke: A Family Matter. “What exactly is it?”


  “A support group for families with loved ones who've suffered a stroke.” Dad flipped open the brochure. “See, they meet once a week at Fawn Ridge Fellowship.”


  “At our church?”


  “Al and Betty Grumbacher told me about it. Betty's dad had that stroke two years ago, remember?”


  “I know, but … ” Natalie edged away. Her pain was still too raw—too private.


  “Just think about it, okay? I've got to get going.” He winked. “Daniel asked a favor.”


  She didn't have the energy to ask what, and did she even want to know? She gave her dad a hug and kiss good-bye before returning to her mother's room.


  Too bleary-eyed to face another siege at the computer, she'd been sitting next to her mother's bed, a year-old gossip rag lying open in her lap, when Daniel breezed in, a bouquet of scarlet roses in his outstretched hand. “Happy Valentine's Day, sweetheart.”


  She looked up from the article she'd been skimming about some movie star's recent stint in rehab. Only it was old news now. The star had been arrested two weeks ago for driving under the influence. Natalie had watched the twenty-four-minute car chase live on the tiny TV in Mom's hospital room.


  The magazine slid from her lap. “Is school out already?”


  “It's nearly five.” He laid the bouquet on the bedside table. Taking both her hands, he pulled her to her feet and wrapped his arms around her. His suede jacket smelled of roses and wood smoke. “Honey, you need to get out of here. Let's go to dinner tonight—just the two of us. I made a reservation at Adamo's.”


  “What about Lissa?”


  “Your dad picked her up from school. They're ordering pizza.”


  The favor. Of course. “I shouldn't leave Mom.”


  “She'll be fine. It's just for a couple of hours.”


  Natalie pulled away and fiddled with her mother's pillow. Her gaze fell to her mother's bony right wrist, stiff and misshapen from the arthritis that had set in after—


  A shiver ran through her. She'd never forget that terrifying night. “I'll be all right, Natalie. Do what you have to do.”


  Daniel came up behind her and slid his arms beneath hers. His warm chest pressed against her back. “You're exhausting yourself, Nat. Come with me tonight. It'll be good for both of us.”


  Resentment frayed her nerves. How could her husband even talk about celebrating Valentine's Day? She edged out of his embrace. Her thoughts skittered in a thousand other directions, all leading back to her mother. “The Putnam Starving Artist Show is next weekend. Mom should be packing up all her beautiful paintings and pricing them.”


  “Celia said she'd take over a few. Maybe you could go with her—take some of yours this year. Your mom would like that.”


  An invisible hand closed around her throat. She should realize Daniel only meant to make her feel better. He should realize it wasn't working, and she wished he'd stop trying. The words she'd repeated countless times already slipped out once more. “If I'd been there that day, if I hadn't been so stupid and self-centered—”


  “You can't keep doing this to yourself.” Daniel paced across the room and swung around. “Nobody blames you for your mom's stroke. You've got to get over the idea that you could have kept it from happening.”


  She glanced away, too tired to argue. “If you won't try to understand my feelings, then why don't you just leave?”


  “Nat, come on. You don't mean it.”


  “Yes, I do. Go!” Her voice broke on a sob. “Get out of here, and just leave me alone.”


  “Fine, if that's the way you want it.” Hurt and confusion clouded Daniel's eyes. He hesitated, looking as if he expected her to take back her words. When she didn't, he snatched up the roses and stormed out.


  In the silence that followed, something in Natalie shattered. Turning to her mother, she brushed a tear from her cheek. “You gave up so much for me, Mom, and look how I repaid you. If it takes the rest of my life, I'll find a way to make you well.”
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  Daniel sat at his coach's desk and proclaimed this year's Valentine's Day the worst on record as he ate another cold burger and fries alone. If only he could figure out what was going on with her. Why the guilt? Why didn't she want to talk about it? A month later and he still didn't have a clue. Trashing the burger, he walked out onto the gym floor just in time for his next class.


  “You're zoning out again, man.” Carl punched him in the arm in time for him to dodge a poorly aimed volleyball served by a skinny kid in his sixth-period P.E. class.


  Daniel chased down the ball and rolled it under the net to the server on the opposing side. “Control, Len. You've got to power that thing straight over the net.”


  “Marie sent another casserole for you. It's in the break-room fridge.”


  “Thanks. You guys are too good to us.” He checked his watch, relieved to see he'd somehow made it through the hour. He blew a shrill blast on his whistle.


  “Time's up, guys. Hit the showers.”


  Carl lumbered along beside Daniel on the way to their offices at the rear of the gym. “Got time for coffee before you head home?”


  “Sorry. Got an appointment with my pastor at four.” He scraped a hand through his hair. “Natalie may not be ready for counseling, but if I don't get some perspective soon, I'll lose my mind.”


  “She still spending every waking minute with her mom?”


  Daniel shoved through his office door and collapsed into the squeaky chair behind his desk. “Waking, sleeping, morning, night. And the sad thing is, it's like she's not really there at all. Most of the time I find her glued to her laptop, like she's trying to block out the world.”


  Carl used his shirtsleeve to buff a smudge off the glass trophy case. “Bummer, man.”


  “That's not the worst of it.” Daniel jammed the heels of his hands into his eye sockets. “When I paid bills last weekend, I discovered she'd made another big withdrawal from our savings.”


  “What's she doing with the money?”


  Daniel lowered his hands. “She gave her dad some money to help with the medical expenses. The other night I found her surfing the Web for anything she could find about strokes. Then yesterday all these books and DVDs arrived in the mail.”


  “Sounds like she's desperate.”


  “Which is exactly why I want to get her into counseling. Her dad joined a stroke support group, and Hart and Celia have gone with him a few times. I took Natalie once and she refused to go back.”


  “You can't force her if she's not ready.”


  “Yeah, but what do I do in the meantime?” Daniel's gut wrenched. He thrust to his feet but remained hunched over the desk. “I feel like my wife is disappearing right before my eyes.”
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  Natalie paused on the sidewalk outside Garner Printing and Advertising and took a couple of calming breaths. She knew she was on emotional overload, but at least the work Jeff supplied her with kept her from dwelling too much on her mother's illness. Thankfully, Jeff didn't press her to talk about it. All anyone else seemed to care about was convincing her to relinquish the guilt she knew for certain she could never escape. Though people never came right out and said it, the message was crystal clear: Get over it.


  And the stroke support group? The worst. How could she sit there and listen to her father and the others talk about feeding tubes, tracheotomies, memory loss, bouts of depression?


  At least she'd finally torn herself away from the nursing home. She wasn't sure her mother even knew she was there. Besides, it was better to remember her as she was before the stroke—happy, healthy, and fully alive.


  Natalie shifted the strap of her briefcase higher on her shoulder and headed into the shop. The young Tom Cruise look-alike delivery driver stood behind the front counter sorting boxes.


  She stepped forward. “Hi, Alan. Is Jeff around?”


  The driver slid mirrored aviator sunglasses up his nose and hefted a box. “In the back. Follow me.”


  Passing through the large workroom, Alan nodded to his right and continued out the rear exit. Natalie spotted Jeff Garner's broad back as he squatted in front of a monstrous printing machine trying to clear a paper jam. “Quite a mess you've got there.”


  “Hey, Natalie. Be with you in a sec.”


  The sharp chemical smells of ink and toner invigorated her while she watched Jeff work the ink-smeared paper wad free. He straightened and tapped some buttons on the control panel. Seconds later, the machine resumed its normal hum, spitting out page after printed page faster than Natalie could blink.


  Jeff tore a paper towel off a dispenser and wiped his hands. “Let's go talk where it's quieter.”


  He made a quick detour to grab two mugs of coffee and then joined her in his chrome and fake-walnut office. “Any problems with Mr. Cronnauer's requests? He can be such a fuddy-duddy.”


  “Under control.” She unzipped her briefcase and retrieved the artwork samples she'd prepared. “If these pass inspection, I've got everything on CD ready for printing.”


  Jeff flicked a strand of auburn hair off his forehead as he perused her samples. “These look great.”


  She crossed her legs and reached for her coffee. “I aim to please.”


  “You do way more than that. Businesses around town are specifically requesting you. My layout skills aren't hacking it anymore.”


  The compliment brought a warm glow to Natalie's heart. How long had it been since she'd felt valued? She smiled her gratitude.


  Jeff came around the desk, pushed some papers aside, and sat on the edge. He clasped his hands and leaned toward Natalie, giving her a look that raised the fine hairs on her arms. “I've got a proposition for you.”


  “A proposition?” Her fingers curled around the padded armrests.


  “I'd like you to go into business with me—a full partnership. I'd continue overseeing the business and technical side, and you'd take charge of the design aspects. Graphics, layout, all the artistic stuff.” He stood, one hand held out in appeal. “What do you say, Natalie? We could be quite a team.”


  She pressed a palm to her stammering heart. “Wow! I wasn't expecting this.”


  “I realize the timing may be bad, what with your mother and all—”


  “No, actually, the timing is perfect. Work is the only thing saving my sanity. Except—” Her stomach clenched. Daniel was already furious with her for draining their savings account. “I have nothing to invest in the company. It's costing every spare cent we have to help with my mother's care.”


  “Not an issue. We'll figure out a fair amount to deduct from your salary each month to buy you into the business.”


  It sounded exciting and challenging—new motivation to drag herself out of bed every morning. Natalie rose and gripped Jeff's hand in a firm shake. “I'm in. Let's do it.”
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  “Don't do it, Mom.” Lissa fought the tremor in her voice as she scraped a plate and set it in the dishwasher. She saw little enough of her mother already. Now Mom would be spending hours and hours every day at Mr. Garner's print shop.


  “I need to do this, honey.” Her mother whisked a kiss across the top of her head on her way to the fridge with a plastic container of leftovers. The tart aroma of sausage and kraut hung in the air. “You've got school expenses. Your dad's car is in the shop again. And Grandma's medical bills are piling up.”


  Lissa marched to the table and wrapped her arms around her dad's neck. “Talk to her, Daddy. We need Mom at home.”


  He cast her a tired glance and flicked to the next page in the sports section. “I've already tried, kiddo. Your mother's mind is made up.”


  Sucking in short, quick gasps to keep the tears from spilling over, Lissa wrapped her arms around her chest and bolted from the kitchen. Her whole life felt like a roller coaster on rocket fuel, speeding out of control and plummeting toward certain disaster. Mom and Dad were hardly ever home at the same time. When they were, if they weren't arguing about something, they weren't talking at all. It would only get worse with Mom working full time.


  4


  With Natalie's long hours at the print shop and his school and coaching duties, Daniel hardly ever saw his wife anymore. Not that it mattered. Ever since Valentine's Day, their marriage seemed to be on hold. Life for Daniel had become one long waiting game, waiting for Natalie to work through her guilt, waiting for any kind of change, positive or negative, in Belinda Morgan's condition. Only then could he hope for the return of any semblance of normalcy. It was May. How long was he supposed to wait?


  A four-way stop loomed at the edge of his headlights. He applied the brake and glanced in both directions. With little traffic this time of morning, he hit the gas pedal, ready to zip through the intersection. Until the Bronco coughed, sputtered, and died.


  “Come on, start, you blasted machine.” Daniel twisted the ignition key and jammed his foot on the accelerator, but the engine refused to turn over. Nerve endings screaming, he slammed his fists against the steering wheel and squeezed out a long, pained moan. So much for getting to school early to finish typing up the final exams for his history classes.
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