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  Fresno, California


  Jessi, it’s Andrew . . . Andrew Lawson.”


  At the sound of his voice, Jessica MacAllister’s knees went limp and her palms grew moist. She sat down on the wooden stool near the kitchen counter and leaned her head on her hand, her elbow resting against the cold tile. Why was he calling? She hadn’t heard from him since he signed the papers relinquishing his rights to Jacob six years before.


  “Jessi, you there?”


  She fought the urge to hang up the phone. “I’m here.”


  “I want to see him.”


  Her heart beat a strange rhythm. She had prayed this day would never come. “Andrew, I—I—I don’t know,” she stuttered. As a speech pathologist, she prided herself on her communication skills, but this man could trip her up regardless of her training.


  “We can meet at a park. I’ll sit at a distance and watch.” The desperation in his voice was palpable.


  Jessica’s jaw clenched and her stomach churned. How could she trust that he wouldn’t rush up to Jacob and tell him that he was his biological father? Or worse, what if he wasn’t sober? His behavior when he was drunk could be . . . No. She wouldn’t let a man who had no part in Jacob’s upbringing suddenly waltz into his life—especially someone who had shown her the ways of the world. But Andrew wasn’t entirely to blame. She’d given in.


  “No. No, that won’t work.” Jessica ran her hand through her shoulder-length hair.


  “How about a restaurant? I’ll eat at a separate table. I only want to see our son.”


  Our son. Jacob was not their son. He was hers and hers only. Andrew wasn’t there for her when she was pregnant or gave birth. He’d never been there. Why the sudden interest now?


  When Jessica woke this morning, she planned to spend the whole afternoon with Jacob—alone. What right did Andrew have to show up in her life after she’d assumed he was long gone? He’d abandoned her when she needed him most. The wound hurt deep and it would take a lot more than a casual demand.


  A fire burned in her belly. “The answer is no—”


  “Mommy, who you talking to?” Jacob padded into the kitchen, clad in his dinosaur pajamas. He rubbed the sleep from his eyes.


  “Is that my boy?” Andrew’s voice rose.


  Jessica stared at her innocent son. Her hand shook and a lump lodged in her throat. She couldn’t tell Jacob who was calling, and she couldn’t tell Andrew the small voice he heard was indeed his son’s.


  “Come on, Jessi, work with me here—”


  A firm resolve flowed through her veins. She wouldn’t allow Andrew to worm his way into her son’s life. Not now, not ever. “I’ve got to go.” She pressed the off button and hung up the receiver.


  “Hungry, buddy?” On shaky legs, she swung around the counter. She hoped Jacob didn’t notice how rattled she felt. “How about some pancakes?”


  “With chocolate chips?” He hopped on a stool and grinned, showing the gap that once held a baby tooth.


  Several months ago, she’d made his favorite pancakes for his birthday. And now, after receiving the unexpected phone call from his birthfather, she’d give Jacob anything he wanted. “Sure.” She smiled back.


  “Can we go see Uncle George today?” Jacob pleaded.


  “Thought you wanted to spend the day with me.” A twinge of jealousy twisted her insides.


  She chided herself, and then grabbed a mixing bowl from the cabinet. Uncle George had been through a difficult patch lately. If they could spend an hour or two visiting, it would make a world of difference to the older man.


  “I’ve never seen someone without a leg.” Jacob’s eyes grew big and round.


  Jessica cringed—neither had she. Why hadn’t she taken the time to visit her uncle before now? The answer made her pulse race. Fear. The smell of hospitals and rehabilitation centers turned her stomach. Glancing down at her hand, the heart-shaped stone glistened and caught the light filtering through the window. Uncle George had given her the diamond ring when he found out she was pregnant with Jacob to fend off any unwanted advances—or unwanted questions. He had said, “It’s hard enough being a single parent.”


  “Can we, Mom?” Jacob’s voice interrupted her thoughts.


  The phone rang. She recognized the number from moments ago. Andrew.


  The phone rang twice more.


  Jessica continued to gather the utensils and ingredients for the pancakes. Maybe if she ignored him, he’d go away.


  “Can I answer it?” Jacob reached for the phone.


  “NO!” She stopped him, and then clicked the off button of the answering machine before it could pick up.


  “Who keeps calling?” Melissa, her roommate of a couple years, strode into the room. Her short blonde hair stuck out here and there, and her pink jersey T-shirt hung almost to her knees over navy sweat pants.


  Jessica shot her a “don’t ask” look, and then gestured to her little boy. “Jacob and I are going to Santa Cruz today to see Uncle George.”


  “Yeah!” Jacob hopped off the stool and thrust his arms in the air. He ran around the table like a speeding train pumping his small fists.


  “Whoa, buddy.” Jessica caught him, wrapping her arms around his chest. “Jacob, listen. I need to talk with Melissa. Why don’t you watch cartoons and I’ll call you when the pancakes are ready.” Jessica rubbed the top of his head, his soft, brown hair slipping between her fingers.


  “Okay.” He ran toward the couch. On his way, he reached down and grabbed his favorite dump truck from the floor, and then huddled in the corner cushion of the sofa.


  Jessica flipped on the television, then motioned for her roommate to join her in her bedroom.


  “What’s up?” Melissa planted her hands on her hips. “You’re acting strange.”


  “It’s Jacob’s birthfather. I spoke with him this morning.” Jessica paced the room. She grabbed her purple terrycloth robe and slipped it over her shoulders. “I hung up on him. And now he’s calling again.”


  “What does he want?” Melissa sat on the edge of Jessica’s unmade bed and covered her legs with the striped comforter.


  “To see Jacob.” Jessica leaned against the wall, slid down, and landed with a thud on the hardwood floor.


  “Has he ever been part of Jacob’s life?”


  “No, and I won’t let him start now. When he found out I was pregnant, he made it clear he didn’t want anything to do with the baby or me. He even blamed me for sleeping around, saying the baby wasn’t his.” Jessica hugged her legs with both arms. “I wish I’d never gone to Mexico on that college trip. But I did.” She sighed. “My roommates and I wanted to celebrate. I knew better.”


  “Celebrate what?”


  “Graduation from Fresno State.” Jessica bit her lower lip. “We were seniors looking for a good time. That’s where I met Andrew.” She stared at the floor, wishing the memories away.


  “Don’t be too hard on yourself. You have a beautiful little boy.” Melissa stood and meandered over to where Jessica sat. Holding out both hands, she pulled her up. “From now on, I’ll answer the phone. I think Jacob’s waiting for those pancakes.” Her roommate was never one to mope and she wouldn’t allow Jessica to either.


  She cinched the belt of her robe. “Please don’t tell Jacob who called.”


  “Never in a million years.” Melissa led her back to the kitchen. “So, when do you leave for Santa Cruz?”


  “Right after breakfast.”


  “It’s spring break. Why don’t you take the whole week? I’ll ward off any unwanted callers.”


  With Jacob having time off from school, Jessica had cancelled all her clients. Her speech pathology business, Speak Easy, would take a hit financially but she’d promised Jacob to spend time with him. Santa Cruz sounded great. Still . . . .


  “But tomorrow is Easter and we planned a big dinner. I can’t leave you alone.” Jessica poured a cup of coffee and handed it to Melissa. “I bought more vanilla creamer. It’s in the side door of the refrigerator.”


  “Don’t worry about me.” Melissa’s eyes danced. “A guy from work hinted he had no place to go.”


  “Oh, I get it.” Jessica grinned. “Don’t let us get in your way.”


  “It’s not like that, and you know it.” Melissa returned the tease. “I was going to ask you today if he could join us, but since you’re leaving town, I didn’t want you to worry.” She grabbed the creamer and poured a hefty portion into her coffee.


  “If it makes you feel any better, I’m glad you’ll have company.”


  “Where will you stay in Santa Cruz?”


  “My uncle has a trailer. I’m sure we can crash there.” Jessica cracked two eggs into a bowl and beat them before adding the flour, baking powder, sugar, and milk to the bowl. “He’s going to be surprised to see us. I’ve been hesitating—didn’t want to scare Jacob. He’s never seen someone without a leg.”


  Melissa took a swig of her coffee. “Jacob didn’t look scared to me. Are you sure you’re not the one who’s nervous?” She winked.


  Jessica placed a small bowl of butter in the microwave. “Okay, you got me there. I admit I’m scared. I can’t imagine my uncle, someone I’ve leaned on for strength my whole life, needing assistance. I’m glad the nurses at Pacific Coast Manor are available around the clock.” She stirred the batter gently, leaving small clumps of dry ingredients. “I almost forgot the chocolate chips.”


  “In the pancake batter? It’s not anyone’s birthday.” Melissa opened the cabinet above the dishwasher and handed the bag to Jessica. “You really are worried about that phone call.”


  Jessica nodded and let out a breath.


  Melissa sidled up to her and spoke in hushed tones. “Remember, it’s not the end of the world. So, he wants to see his son. Are you sure that would be a bad thing?”


  Jessica scrunched up her nose and looked directly at her roommate. “I’m positive.” She placed a frying pan on the stove and turned the heat to medium low before she added a handful of chocolate chips to the mix.


  Melissa dropped a pat of butter into the pan. “Okay, if you’re sure, then I’m with you on this.”


  “Thank you.”


  “But promise me you’ll take this week to really think it through. Jacob needs a man in his life. And you haven’t brought one around since he was born.” Melissa sprinkled a few flecks of water into the pan. The drops sizzled.


  “You forget. We’re going to visit my uncle. He’s the best role model I could ask for. No other man is needed.” Jessica poured circles of batter onto the hot griddle.


  “If you say so.”


  “Jacob, can you please turn off the television,” Jessica called. “It’s time for pancakes.”


  [image: image]


  “Buckle up.” Jessica glanced over her shoulder at her six-year-old. He sat in his booster seat between several suitcases, clutching his stuffed teddy bear.


  “How long ’til we get there?” Jacob clicked the seat belt.


  “About three hours, give or take.”


  She couldn’t get out of her apartment fast enough. Considering she hadn’t heard from Andrew in years, he’d suddenly become persistent. He must have done plenty of searching to locate her unlisted phone number. She’d been careful to keep her whereabouts a secret.


  Melissa stood by the curb waving as Jessica turned the key.


  “Jacob, wave goodbye.”


  “Why can’t Melissa come?” Jacob leaned toward the door and moved his hand back and forth.


  “Because she has a special guest coming for Easter dinner tomorrow.” Jessica grinned.


  No one should be alone on a holiday, including Uncle George. It had been at least two years since the last time they’d been together, and she hadn’t been with him much before that either, although they’d always stayed in touch. His ministry to the people in the Philippines had spanned decades. She knew he’d hoped to live out his days there, but his high fever and toe infection brought him back home to the States. No amount of antibiotics could cure the gangrene that set in or the hearing loss in his right ear. His left leg was amputated below the knee, and he was fitted for a hearing aid. And now, according to the nurses, he was becoming more and more withdrawn as the days wore on. Jessica could hear it in his voice every time she called. The last thing she wanted to do was add to his troubles by telling him about her problems. But still, he’d always been there for her in the past.


  After weaving through town to load her car with gas, she turned onto CA-180W toward CA-99 and drove her Honda Civic with the air conditioner on full blast. She flipped on the radio and sang along.


  “Mommy.”


  Jessica looked into her rearview mirror. “Yes?”


  “I need to go potty.” He bit his lower lip.


  Jessica let out a sigh and stared back at the road. “Didn’t I tell you to go before we left?”


  “I forgot.”


  “I’ll look for a rest stop. You may need to wait until we get to Madera.”


  “How long is that?”


  “Twenty miles.” Jessica glanced at him once more. Her son’s brows were furrowed, his lips pinched, and his arms were tightly wrapped around his stuffed animal. The life of a six-year-old was hard. She stifled a grin. If worse came to worst, she’d pull over to the side of the road.


  “When we gonna get there?” Jacob whined.


  This was going to be a long trip.
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  Santa Cruz, California


  Jessica held Jacob’s hand as they stood in the hallway outside Uncle George’s room at Pacific Coast Manor. A knot formed in her stomach. The nurses had kept Jessica updated on his status these past couple months with phone calls. He wasn’t happy. Most were amazed at her uncle’s recovery despite his negative attitude. The last time Jessica spoke with the physician, he said the time had come for Uncle George to be released. They’d done all they could for him. Now it was up to Uncle George whether or not he’d use the prosthetic leg.


  “What are we waiting for?” Jacob tugged on Jessica’s arm.


  A queasy sensation made its way up her throat. Skilled nursing facilities made her nauseous. She eyed Jacob.


  He smiled up at her, apparently more relaxed than she. “Come on, Mom. I can’t wait any longer.”


  Leave it to her son to push her forward and give her courage. Jessica grinned. “You’re right. Uncle George needs someone like you around to lift his spirits.”


  “Can we go in now?” Jacob once again pulled her arm.


  “Yes.” Jessica took one step toward the door to the room when her son bolted in. “Jacob, wait!” She scurried to catch up with him.


  The sight of her aging uncle sent ripples of grief washing over her. Why hadn’t she visited him before now? Besides the one hundred and sixty miles that separated them, the answer was obvious. Work. It had always been her excuse—work and raising Jacob. Being a single parent took its toll. Now she realized how much time had passed since she’d seen him last. Uncle George’s skin looked pasty, he’d grown a beard, and he’d lost weight. He sat in a wheelchair, his pant leg tucked under his left knee and thigh revealing the hard fact that he was dealing with the loss of his calf and foot. His prosthetic limb leaned haphazardly in the corner of the small room.


  “Uncle George, it’s me, Jacob!” Her son wrapped his arms around the man’s neck like a monkey hugging a tree.


  The man coughed. “You’re choking me, boy—” His brows knit together as he unwrapped Jacob’s arms to catch his breath.


  Jessica cleared her throat. “Jacob, remember what I told you. Slow down, okay?”


  “Oh, yeah.” Jacob stepped back and stared at George’s stump. His nose wrinkled. “Does it hurt real bad?”


  “Jacob!” Jessica scolded. “Sorry about that, Uncle George.” She approached and laid a hand on his shoulder. “It’s good to see you.”


  George grunted.


  “Tomorrow is Easter.” Jacob sat on the edge of the twin bed. “I’m going to get lots of candy, right, Mom?” He turned his face toward Uncle George, not waiting for her reply. “Maybe you can have some, too. Candy always makes me happy.”


  Bless Jacob for trying to put a smile on her uncle’s face. The nurses were right. The man had turned bitter, different from the vibrant missionary who could light up a room and win people to Christ. Now, he sat in his wheelchair with a scowl on his face, his hands nervously clutching the armrests.


  Better get right to the point of the visit. She wanted to help George transition back to normal life, or at least his new life. Jessica sat beside Jacob on the bed and directed her words at her uncle. “The doctor told me you’re ready to go home.”


  “Sold my mobile home a few months ago.” Uncle George barked. “Don’t know where I’ll go.”


  The shocking news jarred her. Her uncle had owned a trailer by the beach for as long as she’d known him. Why would he sell? Didn’t he think he was going to get better?


  George rubbed the back of his neck. “I’d rather stay here.”


  “I understand,” said Jessica. “The nurses take good care of you and you’ve become comfortable here, but it’s time to move on. Jacob and I will help you all we can.”


  Uncle George had always been there for her, especially when she was dealing with an unwanted pregnancy and low self-esteem, and now it was time for her to reciprocate.


  “What’s the use?” He wheeled himself toward the window and looked out.


  Maybe he’d enjoy moving to Fresno. The moment the thought came to mind she knew it would never happen. There were only two places her uncle would live—near the beach in Santa Cruz, or on the eastern shores of Manila Bay in the Philippines where he’d been on and off for the past forty-something years.


  Jessica joined him near the window and rested her hand on top of his. Trees lined the U-shaped building and sculpted bushes dotted the main quad area. She must help him see that he could take care of himself on his own. “You know I love you and want the best for you. Just because you’ve lost part of your leg doesn’t mean you can’t lead a productive life. I will be here to help you.” Her words echoed her uncle’s sentiments after she told him of her pregnancy. If only he’d remember, but he could be as stubborn as she. It took the entire nine months for Jessica to see God’s plan in her situation.


  “This is different.” George turned his head.


  Jessica glanced at Jacob. He was slumped on the bed, distracted by the remote used to move the bed up and down. She wouldn’t scold him. In fact, she was glad he was preoccupied. She didn’t want him to hear the tough words she might have to say to get through to her uncle.


  “How is it different?” she challenged.


  “You were just starting out. I’m at the tail end.” He flicked his hand in the air.


  “Uncle George, you’re in your sixties.” Jessica pulled up the small chair in the corner of the room and sat down next to him. “There’s still plenty of time for you to reach out to others like you’ve always done. If not in Manila, then here.”


  “I don’t have a home to go to . . .”


  “Yes, that’s a problem. But one we can handle together.” Jessica looked around the room for a newspaper. “We’ll start looking. Jacob and I have all afternoon.” She glanced at her watch. “I’ll talk with the supervisor and see if you can stay a few more days, and then I’ll book a hotel for Jacob and me.” At that moment, Jessica was glad she put her nerves aside and came to Santa Cruz. If she’d known her uncle had sold his trailer, she would’ve come the moment she heard he needed to leave the facility.


  George sighed. “I know you’re wondering . . .”


  “About?” Jessica prodded.


  “I sold the mobile home to help out a friend who needed money. Didn’t think I was ever getting out of here so it didn’t matter.”


  Jessica folded her arms across her chest. Her uncle would give away the shirt off his back. “And where is this friend now?” She reined in her feelings, hoping her voice didn’t betray her feelings.


  George’s shoulders sagged. “Don’t know. Haven’t heard from him since the money was deposited into his account.” What else had her uncle given away? She hoped he had some left to support himself.


  “How much rent can you afford?” Her tone rose a few notches.


  “Like I said, I want to live here.” He rubbed his temples.


  The only way Jessica was going to get to the bottom of this was to talk with the supervisor. She wouldn’t be able to find her uncle a place to rent until she knew more details about his care and financial situation.


  “Uncle George, do you mind keeping an eye on Jacob? I promise I won’t be gone long.” She stood and headed toward the door.


  “Where are you going?” He called after her, his tone gruff.


  “Mom?” Jacob squeaked. His brows puckered and his lips compressed in a thin line.


  “It’ll be good for the two of you to hang out together.” Jessica blew a kiss to her son, recalling her roommate’s concern that Jacob needed to spend time with a man. “I’ll be right back.”


  She hurried down the hall looking for the supervisor’s office. She doubted her uncle would be forced to leave with no place to go, but the skilled nursing facility probably had a list of people waiting for beds.


  A warm voice called to her. “May I help you?”


  “Yes. I’m looking for Holly Branson.” Jessica couldn’t help but notice the redhead’s kind hazel eyes.


  “That’s me.” Holly clutched a clipboard to her chest.


  “I’m Jessica MacAllister, George MacAllister’s niece.”


  “Nice to meet you.” The two women shook hands.


  “Do you have a few minutes?”


  “Sure,” said Holly. “Follow me. We can talk in my office.” She led Jessica down the hall to a small room with a desk, filing cabinet, and a few straight-back chairs. A vase filled with multicolored flowers graced the windowsill and a photograph of Holly and her beautiful family sat on the corner of Holly’s desk. Her son looked to be the same age as Jacob. And her daughter, a few years younger, held her dad’s hand. A slight ache gnawed at her chest. What would it be like for Jacob to live in a two-parent home?


  Holly sat in the chair behind her desk and gestured toward the seat across from her. “What can I do for you?”


  Jessica took a deep breath. “As you know, it’s time for my uncle to leave Pacific Coast Manor. Frankly, he has no place to go. A couple months back he sold his mobile home. Didn’t think he’d ever get well. And now, he’s made it quite clear he’d rather stay here.”


  Holly shook her head. “Your uncle is not eligible for skilled nursing. And it wouldn’t be good for him to remain stagnant.” She shuffled through her file cabinet, drew out a piece of paper and handed it to Jessica. Instructions for Amputees. “He knows what he must do to take care of his leg. I have a feeling you’d be surprised at his change of outlook if he would get beyond these walls.”


  “Do you know his financial state?” Jessica felt uneasy asking this question, but she needed to know if she hoped to find him a place to live.


  Holly averted her eyes and pressed her lips together. “His insurance will end at the end of the month. I’ve offered to help him apply for Medicare . . .”


  “My uncle has nothing—no home, no insurance?” The question, spoken in a hushed tone, was meant more for her own ears. Her only hope was that he was collecting Social Security. Jessica covered her mouth with a hand as reality set in. Her cell phone rang. She pulled it out of her purse grateful for the distraction. Melissa. “Do you mind?”


  Holly smiled. “Not at all.”


  Jessica flipped open her cell phone. “Hey, Melissa. What’s up?”


  “Wanted to make sure you arrived in Santa Cruz in one piece.” Melissa’s cheery voice was a welcome sound.


  “Yes, we made it.” Jessica stood and moved toward the window and the vase of wildflowers.


  “How’s Uncle George?”


  “Ornery.” Jessica wasn’t in the mood to give out more information, especially in front of the supervisor. “Is your guest coming tomorrow?”


  “Yes. At noon.” Jessica could hear the lilt in Melissa’s voice.


  “I’m happy for you.” She yearned to be home to celebrate Easter with her spunky roommate. Now was not the time to break down. “Say, I need to get going. Can I call you later?”


  “One more thing . . .” Melissa’s tone turned serious. “Andrew called again. I forgot to look at Caller ID and answered it. He sounds like a really nice guy. You sure I can’t give him your cell phone number?”


  That’s all Jessica needed right now. She left Fresno to avoid Andrew’s calls. She couldn’t deal with him wanting to see her son and tend to her uncle’s needs. In her mind, the topic had closed years ago when Andrew signed the relinquishment papers. “Please, Melissa. If you’re my friend, don’t give him my number. I’ve gotta run. Talk to you soon.” Jessica clicked her cell phone shut and sat back down. “Now, where were we?” She pasted a hesitant smile on her face.


  Holly tapped a pen against her chin. “I’ll give you a couple days to figure out where your uncle will live. For now, enjoy the Easter holiday.”


  Jessica stood. “Thank you for giving us some time. I’ll do my best to find him a place.”


  “No problem. Everyone deserves a break now and then.” Holly smiled. “Will you be spending Easter with George?”


  The idea of sitting in her uncle’s room on a holiday instead of going to church, sitting around a dinner table, hiding eggs and filling up on way too much chocolate, caused her shoulders to sag. If she felt like this, how would Jacob be able to deal with it? The image of sand and waves crashing on the shore gave her an idea.


  “Do you think I could take George out? By the ocean?” Jessica raised her brows.


  “You’re welcome to try,” Holly encouraged. “It would be his first outing and possibly give him a new outlook on life.”


  “Thank you. I think I will.” Jessica smiled as hope filled her. If Uncle George saw the ocean again and smelled the salty air he’d be renewed, she knew it. Jessica shook Holly’s hand and left her office.


  When she returned to her uncle’s room, George was in the same position by the window, but where was Jacob?
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  Evelyn Sweeney ran her hand down the sleeve of her husband’s favorite shirt. She gathered the fabric to her face and rubbed it against her cheek. The soft flannel and slight musky smell brought an ache to her throat. Had it been a year? She’d never imagined she’d be alone in her sixties. Her husband’s sudden death and her new life as a widow had changed her whole world.


  Tears cascaded down her cheeks as she folded the shirt and tucked it among the others in the brown box. She hadn’t been willing to part with his clothes until now, the pain of getting up every day finally subsiding. Time to put an end to that chapter in her life and start a new one. She was an independent woman. Always had been. And she’d make a life for herself even now.


  Evelyn marked the box for Goodwill and stacked it with the others. She’d always remember Edward and their forty years of marriage. She reached down and picked up his slippers and a pair of loafers that were neatly arranged on his side of the closet. After placing them in a box, she gathered her husband’s ties that hung color-coded on a rack. A lump formed in her throat. Edward’s organized ways had at one time driven her crazy, but over the years she grew to appreciate them.


  Looking at the empty space, Evelyn let out a heavy breath. “Goodbye, my love.”


  She closed the closet door and walked to her bedroom window. The view of Golden Gate Bridge from her two-bedroom condo gave her a sense of normalcy. She’d lived four decades in San Francisco, though Santa Cruz had once been her home.


  Santa Cruz. She sucked in a breath, guilty for where her mind was taking her.


  Edward hadn’t been her only love. Before she met and married her husband, there had been someone else. She’d thought about him occasionally over the years, wondered what had happened to him. But her love for Edward had kept the idle wondering just that. Evelyn turned away from the window and moved to her small kitchen. She loaded the dishwasher, and swept the hardwood floor.


  It had been forty-three years since she first laid eyes on her teenage love. The memory of that day flooded back like a wave crashing against the shore.


  Patricia, her best friend from high school, had dragged her by the arm toward Twin Lakes Beach the second she stepped out of her Ford Galaxy the summer of 1969. “There you are. I thought you’d never come. Ronald brought his friend. He said you two were sure to hit it off.”


  Evelyn took uneasy steps toward the two figures she saw in the distance by the glow of the sunset and small bonfire at their feet.


  “Ron said he’s quite the adventurous sort and loads of fun.” Patricia lengthened her steps.


  Adventurous, huh? Evelyn pressed her lips together. She was known for her shyness. What was her friend trying to do to her? Bring her out of her quiet existence?


  “Oh, Evelyn, would you pick up the pace? It’s been days since I’ve seen Ron.”


  With the gap now closed, Evelyn stood near Ron’s friend. Heat rushed up her neck at the sight of the handsome guy standing next to her. His shirt hugged his broad chest and he smelled of musk mixed with smoke from the burning logs.


  Ronald swung an arm around Patty’s shoulders. “George, this is Evelyn. You know, the gal I mentioned to you on the way here. She’s a friend of Patricia’s.”


  Evelyn felt like sinking into the sand. She couldn’t think of a thing to say.


  “Nice to meet you.” George took hold of her right hand and pumped it a few times. “Don’t worry,” he whispered, “I don’t bite.”


  “Nice to meet you, too.” Evelyn giggled. She was as nervous as a girl on prom night. Later after roasting hot dogs, George led her down the beach with a flashlight, grabbed her hand to escape the rush of water when the tide rose, and shared his lemon-lime soda. That night had been one of the best of her young life—the first of many with George.


  Now, after all these years, how could it be that her heart ached to see him again? Was it part of her grieving process for Edward? Leaning down, she scooped up the pile of debris from the floor and tossed it into the garbage can. She should throw away her memories as well, and leave them in the past where they belonged.


  The clock chimed the top of the hour interrupting her thoughts. Just as well. The members of her new book club would arrive any minute. And she still needed to brew the tea.


  Evelyn closed the door behind the last of her guests. Her mind had strayed more than once during the discussion of Redeeming Love by Francine Rivers. The hour she spent with the women was something she looked forward to all week. Then why couldn’t she concentrate?


  George MacAllister.


  Thoughts of her first love flitted through her mind. Evelyn picked up a couple of empty teacups and brought them to the sink. She returned to her small family room, straightened the pillows on her sofa and picked up the remaining dirty cups and napkins.


  The last she’d heard about George, he’d left California and was making a life for himself in the Philippines. It had been a long time. More years than she wanted to admit. For all she knew he could be married with children and grandchildren. But why couldn’t she stop thinking of him? She must be lonely for Edward.


  Evelyn sauntered to the kitchen and glanced at her calendar. 3 p.m. Babysit for Amy. She had forty-five minutes to finish setting her condo in order and drive to her daughter’s house. If Amy timed it right, three-month-old Isabella would be taking her afternoon nap so she could shop for a new Easter dress.


  After washing and drying the teacups, Evelyn shrugged into her windbreaker and made her way to her one-car garage. She locked the door to her condo, then climbed into her sedan and drove the twenty-five minutes to Daly City where Amy and her husband owned a 1953 two-story home.


  “Thank you, Mom,” Amy said the minute she answered the door. “You don’t know how much I need to get out of the house.” She helped Evelyn take off her jacket and hung it on the coat rack.


  “Where’s Bella?” The nickname for her granddaughter rolled off her tongue.


  “Asleep. And let’s hope she stays that way for a couple of hours. She’s been colicky and hasn’t been sleeping well.”


  “Poor baby.” Evelyn followed Amy to the kitchen.


  “There’s a bottle in the fridge in case she gets hungry and an extra pacifier on the counter.” Amy hurried around the family room collecting her purse, jacket, and car keys. “Are you sure you don’t mind? I know you must be busy preparing for Easter.”


  “I don’t mind at all. Any chance I can see Bella is great with me.” She didn’t dare tell Amy that the menu for the Easter dinner had yet to be decided. In years past, she’d have the meal items purchased and the eggs decorated by now. One year she made a cake in the shape of a cross. But that was when Edward was alive and her life had a schedule. A rhythm. Predictability. Now she felt out of sorts.


  Amy slipped her feet into her sandals near the front door. “Before I forget, what time do you want us tomorrow?”


  Evelyn thought for a minute. “One o’clock?”


  “Perfect. We’ll come right after church.” Amy gave her mom a quick hug. “Do you need anything? I could stop by the store on my way home today. It would be nice to go up and down the aisles by myself.” She sighed, clutched her purse to her chest, and looked off into the distance.


  Evelyn laughed at Amy’s theatrics. A few moments alone would be a treat for any new mother. Her mind worked swiftly. “How about some dinner rolls and a cherry pie?” She rattled off the two items that took the longest to make by hand—something she did every Easter, but this year would be different.


  “Oh Mom, there’s nothing like homemade. You make the best rolls and your pie is one-of-a kind.”


  Evelyn decided to be forthright. “I won’t have the time. I plan to attend the service in the morning, too.”


  “Okay.” Amy’s brows arched.


  Evelyn was grateful her daughter kept silent about the store-bought treats. Maybe she was surprised to hear that she planned to go back to church, something she hadn’t done since the death of her husband.


  “Well, I better run.” Amy checked her watch. “The clock is ticking. Isabella’s been asleep for twenty minutes now.”


  “Can’t wait to see your new dress. Have fun and don’t worry. Bella’s in good hands.” Evelyn waved Amy out the door.


  At the click of the lock, guilt squeezed Evelyn’s chest. She didn’t know if she was truly ready to go back to church and see everyone. True, the book club she started had helped her fellowship with other women, but the congregation at San Francisco Community Church was different altogether. The people were kind and caring, but Evelyn felt self-conscious for being away so long. Her anger at God for taking her husband right before he retired continued to gnaw a hole in her heart. In any case, Easter was a good day to blend with the crowd.


  Once in the kitchen, Evelyn grabbed a sheet of paper and a pen. With the rolls and pie taken care of, she could concentrate on the other items she needed to purchase. Honey-baked ham, French-style green beans, mashed potatoes, and a fruit salad, all food she could make after the early service. She smiled as she wrote them down.


  This last-minute menu planning wasn’t half bad. Over the last couple weeks, she was turning into someone she didn’t recognize. It had started when she’d sold Edward’s favorite chair on Craigslist. She’d never liked it. Then she cleaned out the garage, only keeping a few mementos that reminded her of special times. She completed the job today when she removed his clothes from the closet. Maybe she’d tried to please Edward all these years by being organized like him. Or did she suddenly want to be carefree because of a certain man that stole her heart years ago?


  The sound of Bella’s cries forced her back to reality. “Coming, sweetheart.”


  What would Amy say if I told her I needed a vacation? The question lingered in Evelyn’s mind as she rocked Bella back to sleep. She’d never taken a vacation on her own. Edward had always been with her. She didn’t need to go far, only to Santa Cruz. The rugged cliffs overlooking Steamer Lane where surfers had been riding the waves for years held special memories. Standing from the rocking chair, Evelyn gently laid Bella in her crib. Grasping the soft pink blanket, she covered her granddaughter and tiptoed from the room.


  Evelyn ambled down the hall, the decision made. Yes, she would take a vacation this week back to Santa Cruz. Maybe then she could put George out of her mind.
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  Nick Fuller stepped into his newly built home with a sigh, his forty-eight-hour shift as a firefighter over until after the Easter holiday. He set down his duffle bag and ambled to the kitchen for a glass of water. From the window, he could see the old two-bedroom structure where he’d lived for the past year and a half. He couldn’t wait to tear it down and use the lumber for firewood.


  The cabin had been nothing but trouble since the day he purchased it along with the three acres in the Santa Cruz Mountains. He knew his carpentry skills would come in handy when he built his new home on the flat piece of land flanking the small home. If he knew beforehand how time consuming the permit process would be, he might have thought twice.


  The light on his answering machine blinked and he pressed the button.


  “Hey, it’s Aaron. Holly reminded me to call you about the Easter shindig tomorrow. Said if I didn’t, you’d forget. But I know how much you love my wife’s cooking.” Nick heard the smile in Aaron’s voice. “See you at church.”


  Nick shook his head and grinned. Leave it to his buddy to make sure he didn’t sit in front of the tube with a frozen dinner on a holiday. No. He wouldn’t forget. Actually, he couldn’t wait to hang out with Aaron and his family. His best friend’s two children made him laugh with their silly antics. He looked forward to hiding Easter eggs and buying candy for the youngsters.


  It made him want a family of his own.


  As the only child of career-oriented parents, he planned to do things differently from how he was raised. Instead of allowing his kids to hide in their rooms for hours entertaining themselves, he hoped to be involved—play ball or board games, help with their homework, and do projects together. He had his own life as a firefighter, but he’d be there for his children when he was home. Of course, he needed a wife first and the prospect of that happening any time in the near future seemed slim. The church he attended was filled with women of the more mature variety.


  Nick picked up the phone and dialed Aaron’s number. On the third ring, his friend’s voice came on the line.


  “Nick, good to hear from you. You off for a while?”


  “The next four days.”


  “Ah, the easy life. Wish I only worked ten days a month.” Aaron teased.


  “Hey, what can I say? It worked out that I have time off during the Easter holiday.”


  “Ryan and Sarah can’t wait till you come over. They expect plenty of candy and attention, nothing unusual. You spoil them, man.”


  “I don’t have any children of my own to indulge.” Nick sat down on the couch and swung his feet up on the coffee table. “I figure I can load them up on sugar, then go home and let you deal with the effects.” He laughed.


  “Holly and I would love to tiptoe on out of here like we did last summer. You’re good for one night, right?” Aaron’s voice sounded hopeful. “There’s a bed and breakfast down the road—”


  “Whoa, buddy. Hold on a minute.” Nick ran his hand through his hair. “I love your kids and all, but I’ve got plans.”


  “What type of plans?”


  “Tearing down the shack.”


  “You’re finally getting rid of the old dwelling, huh?”


  “Can’t do it fast enough. I’m starting this afternoon.”


  “Why not rent it?” asked Aaron.


  “Because I wouldn’t want the tenants to suffer the way I did for so long.” Nick joked. “The place isn’t insulated and the pipes must be from the dark ages the way they moan and rattle.” He peered out the kitchen window. “No, I think it’s best to tear it down. Plus, I could use the land to build a two-story garage. Who knows, maybe then I can rent the upper half. For now, I can’t wait to demolish the place.”


  “Makes sense to me.”


  “I’ll watch your kids some other time. Tell Holly I’ll be there tomorrow. Can I bring some sparkling cider? Dinner rolls?”
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