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    Chapter 1


    1


    Mom, can you get the door behind me?” Corinne Pennington hiked her oversized purse—the one that doubled as a diaper bag—on her shoulder and stooped to pick up Simone. The toddler popped a thumb in her mouth and clung to Corinne like Velcro.


    “Listen, baby girl, you should be over the Terrible Twos by now, so sweeten up, okay?”


    Simone popped her thumb right back out of her mouth and answered with an ear-piercing wail.


    “Sadie?” Corinne called to her dawdling four-year-old. “Come on . . . Hurry up.”


    “Wait, Mama. I gotta go tell Huckleberry g’bye.”


    “No, sweetie.” Corinne’s mother came to the rescue, taking Sadie firmly by the shoulders and turning her toward the door. “You already told Huck good-bye. You do what your mama says now.”


    “Get in the car, Sadie, we’re going to be late picking up your sister.” Corinne gave her mother a grateful look and waved a free elbow. “I’ll see you Sunday.”


    “Okay. And you’ll let Landyn and Chase know about Sunday dinner?”


    “I will. Tell Dad I’m sorry I missed him.”


    “Will do. And you tell Jesse hello when you talk to him.”


    “Sure. Come on, Sadie, hustle up!” Corinne herded her entourage down the wide steps of the house she’d grown up in.


    “How’s come Sari got to go to skating and I didn’t?”


    “Because it was her friend’s birthday party, and you weren’t invited.”


    Wrong thing to say. Sadie pasted on a pout and stomped her Croc-clad foot.


    “You’ll get to go another time.”


    Corinne’s mom stood waving at the door, looking just a little too happy to see them go.


    Well, who could blame her? The girls had been brats all morning—all week really. Ever since Jesse had left for his second consecutive week in Chicago. Her husband worked hard as a sales manager at Preston-Brilon Manufacturing just outside Cape Girardeau. The company made high-end industrial vacuum sweepers, and despite the inevitable jokes about him being a vacuum cleaner salesman, Jesse made good money. She was lucky—blessed—that she got to stay home with the kids. But she wasn’t sure how many more of these business trips she could survive. It was hard being a single parent, even if it was just for a week or two.


    She buckled the girls into their car seats, closed the door of the SUV, then turned and promptly tripped over Huckleberry.


    “Huck! Get! Get out of the way.” Stupid dog.


    The chocolate Lab panted up at her like she’d just offered him a T-bone.


    “Get back on the porch, boy.”


    Huck pranced backward, then looked up at her, testing to see if she really meant it.


    “Go, Huck. Now.”


    Huckleberry trotted back to the wide front porch and plopped down beside an urn of freshly potted red geraniums, watching her with mopey eyes. It made an idyllic picture. The Chicory Inn, her parents’ empty nest project, looked beautiful in the waning May sunshine. Mom and Dad had done wonders with the remodel of the house her grandparents had built almost one hundred years ago.


    This was the only home she’d known for the first eighteen years of her life. But sometimes she missed the place she remembered—the spacious, creaky house where the cupboards wore chipped paint, the heavy doors sometimes stuck, and the floors boasted shag carpet in garish shades of orange and blue.


    But it had been almost a decade since she’d lived here—not counting summers after she’d left for college—and she couldn’t begrudge her parents’ right to bring the house into modern times, and even to make a business of it by opening the Chicory Inn.


    And she had to admit they’d done the house proud. New cream-painted woodwork and wainscoting, refinished original hardwood floors, and bright contemporary rugs, curtains, and paintings gave the century-old house an elegant, yet still cozy vibe. At first, she’d had trouble making the rather trendy style fit her very traditional mother. But seeing Mom in her element, entertaining guests and cooking in the new state-of-the-art kitchen, she couldn’t help but be happy for her.


    And maybe a wee bit jealous. Not that she had any reason to be. Three years ago, she and Jesse had built a beautiful new home in Cape Girardeau just a few miles up the road. And as much as she loved the charm and history of an older home in the country, she appreciated living near every convenience, in a house where everything was brand new, where she’d had a say in every inch of the design, and where nothing would need repairing for many years to come.


    Corinne climbed into the SUV and sighed. She didn’t know why she was worrying about houses, since it seemed as if she spent half her life in this vehicle. Checking on her daughters in the rearview mirror, she started down the long driveway that led out to Chicory Lane, the country road that was the inn’s namesake.


    She flipped on the AC and adjusted the vents. The interior was like a sauna. She checked the dashboard. Why was it taking so long for the seat coolers to kick in?


    Her mother had been a little short-tempered with the girls today—and with her. Yes, there was a full slate of guests scheduled at the inn this weekend, but Audrey Whitman had always claimed the inn would never come before her kids or grandkids. Lately, it seemed like that was exactly what was happening.


    Oh, the girls thought their Gram hung the moon. And Corinne knew Mom adored her daughters—she’d practically bought out the Baby Boutique in Cape Girardeau when Sari was born—and she doted on all three of them. Though now that Chase and Landyn’s twins had arrived, they seemed to get the lion’s share of both Gram’s and Poppa’s attention. But then her sister had always been the spoiled baby of the family. Nothing had changed there. Corinne was used to that and prided herself on being more independent as the oldest. Still—


    Oh, waah waah waah, Pennington. Grow up. She was being over-sensitive. Still, it would be nice if once in a while—


    Her cell phone trilled from her purse. Keeping her eyes on the road, she snuck a glance at the Bluetooth screen on the dashboard. She didn’t recognize the number, but with Jesse out of town, she hated to ignore it.


    She clicked Accept Call. “Hello?”


    “Hey, Mrs. Pennington, this is Michaela Creeve. I work with Jesse.”


    For the space of a heartbeat she stopped breathing. Had something happened to him?


    “Jesse wanted me to let you know that our flight has been delayed.”


    “Oh—okay . . .”


    “We’re not sure by how much, but we’ll let you know as soon as they announce anything.”


    “Um . . . okay. Thank you.”


    What? She stared at the display on the dashboard. Jesse couldn’t call her himself? Now he was communicating with her through his staff? She’d never met Michaela, but she instantly disliked the perkiness in the woman’s voice.


    “Could you put Jesse on for a minute, please?”


    “Well, he’s . . . Just a minute. I’ll see if he can come to the phone.”


    A flash of heat went through her and she gripped the steering wheel harder. How dare she screen Jesse’s calls! Corinne bit the inside of her cheek, knowing she’d be sorry if she said what she was thinking.


    She heard the feminine voice in the background, and then Jesse’s familiar deep timbre. But it was Michaela who came back on the line. “Mrs. Pennington, Jesse’s on the phone with a client right now.”


    “Oh . . .” So he was “Jesse” but she was “Mrs. Pennington”? She felt her arteries hardening by the minute. “Well, I guess—”


    “Oh . . . Hang on. They just announced our flight.” A pregnant pause. “It looks like it gets in around ten. Into St. Louis, not Cape. Jesse says we’ll rent a car from there, but it’ll probably be after midnight by the time we get home.”


    Corinne wracked her brain to remember who else had made the trip with Jesse this time. Usually Wayne from the Cape office went, but she didn’t remember Jesse mentioning him. Probably too busy flirting with Miss Perky—


    “Mama?”


    “Shh . . . I’m on the phone, Sadie.”


    “Why are we goin’ so slow? I thought we were in a hurry.”


    She glanced at the speedometer and pressed the accelerator. She shushed her daughter again, then saw that Simone had fallen asleep in the car seat. Great. There went the afternoon nap . . . her only time to get a break.


    “Oh—I’ve got to run, Mrs. Pennington, but just wanted to get that message to you.”


    “Yes. Thank you, Michaela—” But the girl had hung up.


    * * *


    Audrey pulled a ginger pear torte from the oven and set it on the counter to cool. The spicy fragrance filled the house, mingling pleasantly with the Mozart concerto wafting from the CD player. She smiled, imagining what their current guest’s reaction would be. It was a bit intimidating to have a professional chef as a guest, but she was pretty sure she’d hit a home run with this new recipe—thanks to the gift of some perfect Harry & David pears from a guest who’d stayed with them for a full two weeks last month.


    “Something smells good.” Grant came in from the side porch, brushing his hands together.


    “Grant! Honey, I just swept that floor.” She rolled her eyes and tossed him a damp rag.


    “What? My hands are clean.”


    “Then why were you brushing them off, and why did I see dust falling from them? And debris.”


    He chuckled. “A little dust maybe, but I assure you there was no debris.” But he knelt and gave a half-hearted swipe of the rag over the smooth, wide planks.


    She let it go. “Corinne said to tell you hi.”


    “Oh. Sorry I missed her. I think it’s been two weeks since I’ve talked to her more than waving as she pulls out of the drive. How’s everything going in their neck of the woods?”


    “Okay . . . I guess.”


    He studied her, a frown creasing his brow. “What’s going on?”


    She reached to turn down the CD player, then opened the cupboard and retrieved the powdered sugar. “Probably nothing. I just—” She sifted sugar liberally over the still-warm torte, trying to decide how much to say to Grant. She didn’t want to get him worried over nothing. “I just think Corinne is getting tired of Jesse’s traveling, that’s all.”


    “Why? Did she say something?”


    “It’s more what she doesn’t say.”


    “And what doesn’t she say?”


    Grant hated her putting words in people’s mouths. She quickly edited herself. “Maybe it’s more just her attitude. She just seems—tired. And maybe a little depressed.”


    He frowned. “That’s not like our girl.”


    “I know. That’s what worries me.”


    “Well, hopefully Jesse won’t be traveling forever. But Corinne can’t complain about his income.”


    She sighed. “She does like the finer things in life. Always has.”


    “As does her mother.” He reached for a pear slice at the edge of the springform pan.


    Audrey slapped his hand away. “Huh-uh. Don’t you dare ruin my presentation.”


    “I thought you were presenting it—to the man you supposedly love.” He batted sad puppy-dog eyes at her.


    She laughed. “I’m presenting it to the chef who is currently our guest. Once he’s seen and tasted it, you can have at it—my love.” She planted a kiss on his cheek.


    Frowning, Grant glanced toward the staircase that led to the guest rooms on the second floor. “Where is His Royal Highness?”


    She shushed him, even though she knew Chef Jared Filmore hadn’t returned for the day from the conference in Cape, where he was presenting. “He promised he’d be back around seven.”


    “I say don’t ever trust a skinny chef.” Grant reached for the slice of pear again with the same result. “Ouch.”


    “Sorry, but you knew better.”


    He rubbed his hand. “Fine, then. What’s for supper.”


    She thought fast. “Tell you what . . . If you’ll eat that leftover pizza, I’ll do a pre-sliced presentation of the torte and you can have a piece now.”


    “Deal!” His delighted grin made him look ten years younger than his almost sixty. Even after thirty-five years, she loved this man so much it hurt.


    But his offhand remark about her liking the finer things in life—and the tone he’d used—stung a little. She tucked it away to examine later. Right now, she had a world-class chef to impress.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    2


    How’d you talk Chase into letting you come?” Corinne stirred her decaf and leaned back in her chair, pushing down her guilt over leaving the girls with a sitter on a Thursday night while she had dessert and coffee with her sisters.


    “Corinne. Please.” Landyn hung her head dramatically. “Chase doesn’t let me do anything.”


    Corinne laughed. “Let me rephrase that. How did you talk Chase into babysitting.”


    “Really? You call it babysitting when the father of your children takes care of them?”


    “Oh, good grief, Landyn. Get off your high horse.” Danae rolled her eyes and gave a short laugh.


    But Corinne thought her words held a bite. “Babysitting? Hmm . . .” She tried to diffuse the tension. “Actually, I don’t have a clue what I call it because it never happens.” She immediately felt guilty. Jesse worked hard so she could stay home with their kids. That had been her dream for as long as she could remember.


    “How long has he been gone this time?” She could read Danae’s expression even in the dimly lit restaurant. And she didn’t like the judgment she saw there.


    She picked up her empty coffee cup and bought some time pretending to take a sip. “Only four days this week. But he was gone a full week earlier this month. It’s getting old.”


    “Does he have a choice?” Landyn asked. “Couldn’t he just tell them he’ll only travel once a month? They surely understand that he has a family. I know Chase would never be gone from the babies for more than a night or two.”


    Danae looked away and Corinne could almost see the longing in her eyes. She and Dallas had been trying for a baby for at least two years—maybe longer. Corinne cleared her throat and tried to give her youngest sister a warning look. Landyn could be so clueless sometimes. She and Chase both worked freelance and made their own hours. Corinne envied them a little. Though not the part where they were up at three in the morning feeding twins. But the Spencers had lived and worked in New York as newlyweds, and now they’d fixed up a cute little loft apartment where Chase had an art studio. Landyn had taken on several marketing projects before the babies came, but now she was pretty much a stay-at-home mom, too, though Corinne couldn’t see her staying home full-time for long.


    “So who has your kids tonight, Corinne?” Danae licked her finger and retrieved the last crumbs from her dessert plate.


    “A girl from our church. She’s only thirteen, but I’m telling you, if you don’t get them before they’re old enough to date, you’d never get a sitter.”


    “Tell me about it,” Landyn said. “What’s your girl’s name?”


    “Huh-uh,” Corinne said, laughing. “Don’t think I’m going to let you steal her when I just got her broken in.”


    Landyn affected a pout. “Some sister you are.”


    Danae pushed her plate to the center of the table, looking bored with the conversation, but Corinne knew it was more than that. Her poor sister. Danae had confided with her a few weeks ago that she was beginning to worry she might never be able to become pregnant. It hadn’t helped when Landyn popped out twins barely a year after she got married. Unplanned—and at first, unwanted—twins.


    Corinne cast about the room, looking for something to change the subject. Jesse’s ringtone pealed before she could think of a new topic. She held up a hand and slid her chair back. “It’s Jesse. I’m going to take this outside. Don’t let them take my coffee.”


    She pressed Answer as she made her way to the front entrance. “Hang on, babe.” She didn’t want to lie, but neither did she want to admit to her husband that she’d left the kids with a sitter. Not that he would care about her getting away with her sisters, but he wouldn’t be too happy about her spending the extra money he was making on what he viewed as a luxury. Well, it was cheaper than psychiatric help, which was what she’d need if she didn’t get out without the girls once in a while.


    “Hey, you there?” Jesse sounded impatient.


    She stepped outside and moved to the side of the door, turning away from the chill breeze that came off the Mississippi just two blocks behind the restaurant. “I’m here. How are you?”


    A fishy odor laced with whiffs of diesel fuel wafted up from the river, and a low horn from a barge threatened to give away her location.


    But Jesse seemed not to notice. “I’m okay. Where are you?”


    “Please don’t tell me your flight got cancelled again.”


    “Not cancelled, but delayed.”


    “Jesse—”


    “Only by an hour. I’ll be home by one a.m. And I’m taking tomorrow off.”


    “Well, that’s big of them to let you have a day with your family.” She hadn’t meant it to come out so snarky.


    “I’m sorry, babe. There wasn’t anything we could do about it outside of booking a new flight out of our pocket, and that would have defeated the purpose of all these extra hours I’ve been putting in.”


    “I know. I’m sorry. I just—I miss you, that’s all.”


    “I know. Me too. Are the girls still up?”


    So much for dodging that question. “I’m betting they are. Emily from church is babysitting.”


    “Oh? Where are you?”


    “Having coffee with my sisters. And dessert. We’re at Bella Italia.”


    “I thought I heard boats—oh, hey, I’ve got to run.”


    She heard a feminine voice in the background, and she could tell Jesse was distracted.


    “Okay,” she said. “I’ll see you in a few hours?”


    “Yeah. Sure.” And he hung up.


    She knew when she’d been upstaged. She hated the way that made her feel. Like a jealous high school girl who wasn’t sure her boyfriend liked her anymore.


    She was being irrational. She’d talked to Jesse last night and there hadn’t been anything in his voice that made her suspicious. Still, she had to wonder what he’d been thinking, having that girl—Michaela—call her earlier instead of calling himself.


    She went back inside and wove her way through the maze of tables.


    “We were beginning to think you weren’t coming back.”


    “Jesse’s flight is finally leaving. And hey—listen, guys, I feel bad . . . what I said earlier about Jesse. He’s working his tail off so I can stay home with the kids, and I really am grateful. I feel guilty I said that.”


    “Yeah.” Danae nodded. “There’s a lot of that going around.”


    “What’s going around?” Landyn looked confused.


    Danae wrinkled her nose and gave a contrite smile. “Guilt. I’m sorry I snapped at you.”


    Landyn waved her off. “I’m used to it.”


    Corinne laughed, but Landyn had a point. Danae had been super sensitive ever since Chase and Landyn’s twins came along. Sometimes it felt like walking on eggshells when they were together.


    Danae pushed her chair back and wriggled into her jacket. “I need to get home.”


    “Yeah, me too. I feel my babies calling me.” Landyn pressed her forearms over her breasts.


    It was a gesture Corinne remembered so well. Even though it’d been almost a year since she’d last nursed Simone, she could still almost feel that unmistakable tingle and the sense of urgency to get back to a hungry nursing baby. Such a precious and mysterious connection between mother and child. She and Jesse had agreed that three were enough, but for a brief moment it made her wonder if she was really ready to be done with having babies.


    But twins? The mere thought of all that Landyn and Chase had ahead of them raising two babies at once was enough to convince her. Especially with Danae’s struggle to get pregnant. It would add insult to injury for Danae if anyone else in the family were to get pregnant now—and she sure didn’t want to wait until Simone was in school and then start all over.


    No. Though it made her a little sad, she knew she was done. They were done.


    Landyn grabbed the check from the tabletop. “I’ve got it.”


    “Don’t be silly, Landyn,” Danae said. “You’re the last one who should be picking up the tab.”


    Landyn gave her a look. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “I don’t mean anything by it. But you guys are trying to get new businesses off the ground, and you’ve got the babies.”


    “We’re doing fine, thank you.”


    “Let me at least leave the tip then,” Danae said, pushing her chair in.


    “I’ve got it. Can you two just let me do something nice once in a while? I might be your baby sister, but I’m not a baby anymore,” Landyn huffed.


    “Fine.” Danae turned and headed toward the door. She stopped to throw a “thank you” over her shoulder, but it didn’t sound very genuine.


    Corrine hung back and waited while Landyn paid at the counter.


    “What’s up with her?” Landyn whispered while she waited for the cashier.


    “Shh,” Corinne said. “I’ll tell you later.” Through the front window she saw Danae waiting outside, her back to them.


    “What’s the deal?”


    “I think it’s bothering her that we both have babies.”


    “Oh.” Landyn looked genuinely surprised. “I knew she and Dallas wanted kids, but I didn’t know it was that big of a deal. Did I say something . . . wrong?”


    “No. You just might be aware that she’s super sensitive about that. You missed some of the situation with Danae and Dallas while you were living in New York. She wants to try some expensive fertility treatments, but I don’t think Dallas is too hot on the idea.”


    “Wow. Fertility? I’d probably end up with quintuplets if I tried that.”


    Corinne winced. “Don’t say that to Danae. Please.”


    “I’m not stupid. But I’m not going to pretend my babies don’t exist either.”


    “I’m not saying that. Just—never mind.”


    Landyn shook her head and opened the door.


    Her sister could be a little obtuse sometimes, but then Danae wasn’t exactly being easy to deal with either. As much as Corinne understood her sister’s concern, she wanted to tell her to just enjoy her days of not having toddlers underfoot. And yet, Corinne understood that it had been especially hard for Danae when Landyn—who’d apparently gotten pregnant on her honeymoon—popped out twins like it was the easiest thing in the world.


    Fortunately, when they got outside, Danae seemed to have cooled off.


    Corinne told her sisters good-bye and drove through Starbucks for a decaf latte on the way home. She was going to pay for this Starbucks habit she’d let herself get into since Jesse started traveling. Not just the fact that four-fifty a pop added up, but five hundred calories a pop was adding up on her hips too.


    She took a sip of the sweet, warm liquid. But it didn’t soothe her like it usually did. Between the whole thing with Jesse and now the tension with her sisters, a feeling of melancholy attached itself to her and wouldn’t let go. She couldn’t quit thinking about the way Michaela— Corinne realized she didn’t remember the woman’s last name. But there’d been something awfully . . . possessive in her tone.


    Something wasn’t quite right, and Corinne wasn’t sure she was ready to analyze just what it was.


    

  


  
    Chapter 3


    3


    Jesse reclined his seat and bent his head to stare out the window of the 747. The lights of Chicago’s skyline receded below, and he caught a glimpse of the moon reflected in Lake Michigan before everything disappeared in a bank of heavy clouds.


    He couldn’t wait to be home with Corinne and the girls, yet he hoped they’d let him sleep till noon tomorrow. These all-day-in-the-airport stints were killers.


    He felt a light pressure on his arm and turned to see Michaela watching him.


    “You look exhausted,” she whispered.


    “I’m pretty wiped. We all are.”


    “When do you have to travel again? Do you know yet?”


    “I’m home two weeks, then out again.”


    “Poor baby.” She patted his knee.


    He pulled his leg away as if her touch were a flame. She put her hand back in her lap, apparently oblivious to his reaction. He and Michaela had both been on the same travel schedule before, but they’d worked together more closely this time, and he didn’t like the direction her “friendliness” had taken.


    He quickly edited his thought. Who was he kidding? Of course he liked it—at least a part of him did. What red-blooded male wouldn’t want to have a young, attractive woman flirting with him, paying him special attention? But it did make him uncomfortable. He felt certain he hadn’t given Michaela any indication that he was receptive to her . . . advances. Quite the opposite.


    He closed his eyes and turned his head away from her, pretending to be asleep, hoping he could avoid having to say something to her. He worked to turn off the images that crowded in—images he had no business entertaining—and instead tried to fill his mind with thoughts of Corinne and their daughters.


    It was more of a struggle than he wanted to admit, yet he must have drifted off because when he opened his eyes again, it was to feel the plane touching down on the tarmac, and the lights of Lambert-St. Louis Airport flickering above the runway.


    As he stretched, unfolded himself from the cramped seat, and gathered his briefcase from the overhead compartment, he did his best to ignore Michaela. But she wasn’t an easy woman to ignore, and they still had a two-hour ride ahead of them, back to Cape Girardeau’s small regional airport where they’d flown out of on Monday. He hated that their schedule, thanks to the flight delays, had worked out this way. Usually he did his best to avoid traveling alone with a female coworker. But when this had happened before, he and Corinne had discussed it and agreed that it would be foolish for him and Michaela to rent separate cars when they were going to the same place.


    “I trust you, babe,” Corinne had said. And he knew she meant it. But she might not be so confident if she ever met Michaela. He would do his best to prevent that from ever happening.


    While he waited for their bags at the luggage carousel, Michaela went to the Hertz counter.


    Their bags still hadn’t showed up when she appeared, flashing the rental car keys. “We’re all set.”


    “Okay. I’d offer to go get the car, but I don’t want to leave you to wrestle with both our bags.”


    “It’s okay.” She shifted her overstuffed laptop case to the opposite hip and moved closer to him. “I don’t mind waiting with you.”


    He ignored that and focused on the slow-moving carousel. Finally their luggage showed up, her bag leaning against his.


    “Well! There you go!” she said, grinning.


    He tried not to read anything into it, but it didn’t take a genius to catch her innuendo.


    In the car, he turned the radio up loud enough to discourage conversation. But every song that came on the pre-set pop station seemed inappropriate at best, downright suggestive at worst.


    Thankfully, Michaela was quiet on the drive back to Cape Girardeau, even dozing briefly at one point. But Jesse had to hold back a sigh of relief when they finally reached the company parking lot. “Do you remember where you’re parked?”


    “Barely,” she said. “It feels like we’ve been out of town forever.” But she directed him to the spot, and he parked the car and got out to help her with her luggage.


    When he straightened from closing the trunk of her car, she reached and wrapped him in a hug. “Thanks, Jess.” She shortened his name in an overly familiar way. “It was a good trip. I’m going to miss spending time with you.”


    He gave her an awkward pat on the shoulder and took a wide step backward. Feeling his face heat, he was glad for the dim lights of the parking lot. “Well . . . I guess you have everything. Drive safe.”


    “Oh, don’t worry about me. I don’t have far to go.”


    He hadn’t intended his comment to convey worry. But he knew protesting would only dig him a deeper hole. He lifted a hand in a half wave and got back into the rental car.


    Feeling flustered by more than early morning brain fog, he exited the parking lot. Had he sent the wrong signals somehow where Michaela was concerned? He truly didn’t think so, but Corinne had told him on more than one occasion that he sometimes came off as a flirt when that was never his intention. Certainly not with Michaela.


    He punched the accelerator and merged onto the Interstate. Traffic was light at two a.m. and he’d be home within twenty minutes. He’d missed Corinne and the girls, and was eager to see them, but at the same time he felt unsettled.


    His time in Chicago had brought unsettling feelings to the surface. A sense of discontentment he hadn’t examined in a while. It wasn’t Michaela, and it wasn’t any “deficiency” in Corinne—at least he didn’t think so. But he’d been wrestling with this feeling more and more.


    It had grown stronger since his dad had died three weeks after Christmas. Dad was only sixty-four, the same age his grandfather had been when he passed away. Life was a breath. And then you died. And he was halfway there.


    He labored for air. An all-too-familiar feeling of heaviness settled on him. It wasn’t a physical thing. He knew that somehow. But it was there. Shadowing him. Stalking him.


    And the only label he could put on it was . . . trapped.


    * * *


    “Does your mommy let you do that?” Audrey held the remote high enough that her granddaughter couldn’t reach it.


    Sadie propped her hands on her hips and jutted her chin. “She does if I’m at Poppa’s house.”


    Grant stifled a laugh.


    Audrey shot him a stern look. “Gram and Poppa make the rules at Poppa’s house.” But she had to turn away to hide a smile herself.


    At four, Sadie was learning to test the limits of just about any authority. It was a good thing she was so adorable. But Audrey knew Sadie’s belligerence was wearing on Corinne, especially with Jesse gone so much. His absence had no doubt escalated the child’s attitude. But Corinne and Jesse were good parents. Audrey had no doubt they’d get Sadie back on track once things slowed down with his work. She just hoped it did slow down.


    Grant kissed Sadie’s forehead. “You run and play with your sisters. Maybe we can watch a movie after naps.”


    She stuck out her bottom lip, but didn’t argue and ran from the room, calling for Sari.


    Grant shook his head, chuckling. “That little pistol.”


    “She needs her daddy’s firm hand.”


    “Jesse’s back now, isn’t he?”


    “Late last night. Or I should say early this morning. That’s why we have the girls—so Jesse can sleep. And then they can have a date night.”


    “Ah. Good call.”


    “Yes, but the girls need their dad too.” Audrey frowned. “It’s a shame that a family can scarcely make it on one income these days.”


    “It wasn’t exactly a piece of cake when we were their age,” Grant reminded her. “Of course, we didn’t expect to have everything all at once. I’d guess Jesse doesn’t have much choice but to work the hours he does.”


    Audrey opened her mouth to defend Corinne, but Grant had a point. Jesse and Corinne lived well. They’d built a new home before Simone was born. Corinne had done a beautiful job decorating and furnishing it, but five bedrooms? It seemed excessive. And yes, a home was a good investment, and Audrey thought her daughter appreciated how hard Jesse worked so they could live as comfortably as they did. She just hoped they weren’t making a trade-off of nice furniture for an absentee daddy.


    Grant folded his newspaper and headed toward the kitchen. He stopped to kiss the back of Audrey’s neck. “What do you say we let our kids work out their own problems?”


    “I wasn’t trying to fix any problems. I was just . . . thinking.”


    “And haven’t we established that thinking usually gets you in trouble?”


    “Very funny.” But she reached behind her and pulled him close. “You’d better go see what rule Sadie has found to bend. And while you’re at it, would you check on Simone? She ought to be waking up from her nap any minute now.”


    She’d managed to change the subject, but Grant was right—they’d made it their policy to stay out of their kids’ business as much as possible, especially when it came to marital issues. Still, the whole situation with Corinne weighed heavy on her mind.
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    Corinne looked across the table at her husband. In the candlelight of the dimly lit restaurant Jesse’s tanned skin and chiseled features were more pronounced. He wore his fresh-this-morning haircut well, and it made his perpetual five-o’clock shadow look intentional and GQ.


    When had she quit noticing how handsome Jesse was? The man had practically made her swoon when they were dating, and even when Sari was a baby, she remembered how the mere sight of Jesse holding the baby had the power to move her to tears. But she’d stopped noticing. Except tonight she’d noticed, only because their server—a twenty-something blonde who’d introduced herself as Tiffany—was flirting with Jesse. As usual, he seemed oblivious. The girl came to their table and, ignoring Corinne, asked Jesse if she could take his salad plate.


    “Yes, thank you. I’m finished.”


    He was being his polite and friendly self, and Corinne couldn’t accuse him of flirting back the way he sometimes did. Never intentionally, but in a way that did encourage some women.


    This one didn’t seem to need any encouragement. “Be sure you leave some room for dessert,” Tiffany purred.


    “Are you going to want dessert, babe?” He looked Corinne’s way without meeting her eyes, which told her he was probably beginning to pick up on the girl’s vibes.


    The server gave Corinne an apathetic glance before turning back to Jesse. “Our Chocolate Avalanche is to die for. A dark cookie layer with vanilla cream filling and silky chocolate sauce topped with real whipped cream. I’ve never had a disappointed customer yet.”


    The girl sounded like she was describing something other than a dessert. Corinne resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “Do you want to split that?”


    “Sure. Sounds good.” He turned his million-watt smile on the server. “We’ll take one of those. Two spoons, please.”


    “You can have all the whipped cream,” he said when the server left.


    “And you can have all the calories.”


    “Oh, no you don’t.” He patted his belly. “I’ve got enough problems with all the junk we’ve been eating on the road.”


    “Cut it out. You could eat your way across America and never gain a pound.” It was true, and it was a bone of contention between them, whether Jesse knew it or not. She wasn’t a blob or anything, but neither was she the one-hundred-and-twenty-pound waif Jesse had married. Three pregnancies had taken a toll on her figure, and though Jesse never said anything, she knew he’d be happy if she shed a few pounds.


    “Maybe that used to be true,” he said. “Not any more. I’m getting to be an old man.”


    She smirked and ran a hand through her hair—mousy brown hair that she never had time to do more with than pull up into a messy ponytail. She was frumpy and boring, and who could blame her husband if he enjoyed the attention this perky waitress heaped on him.


    “Hey, you in there?”


    She looked up and realized Jesse had been talking to her. “Sorry . . . What’d you say?”


    “I said, I might be getting old but I still love you.”


    She loved the words, but somehow they seemed forced and not altogether genuine. “I love you too.”


    The sizzle had gone out of their marriage. She was pretty sure that was what the expression on Jesse’s face said. But he didn’t understand how hard it was when he left her alone with the kids for days on end while he jetted all over the country being wined and dined, not to mention having someone taller than two feet to have an intelligent conversation with.


    He’d seemed distracted lately, and despite Corinne’s utter trust in him, she wouldn’t blame him if he found the intelligent, attractive women he worked and traveled with to be more interesting than she was. She blew a wisp of hair off her forehead and risked a glance across the table.


    Jesse started to say something, but just then the waitress appeared with their dessert and he turned his attention to Tiffany, as if she’d baked the thing herself.


    In the car on the way home, Jesse took her hand and made overtures she knew all too well. She shifted in her seat, scooting closer to the passenger door. She felt guilty for rebuffing him, but how could he think she would be in the mood when they’d drifted so far apart. And when he seemed to have more to say to the lovely Tiffany than to his own wife?


    “Everything okay, babe?” Jesse rubbed her shoulder in the first steps of a dance that was almost as old as their marriage.


    “I don’t know. Is it?”


    “What do you mean? Did I do something wrong?”


    She released a sigh she’d been holding all night. “Jesse . . . It’s not that you did anything wrong. It’s that you don’t—”


    “—do anything right? Like I haven’t heard that before.” He moved his hand back to the steering wheel.


    She knew she’d successfully fended off any romantic ideas he might have had, and an odd mixture of relief and disappointment battled with her emotions. “That’s not what I said.”


    “It’s what you meant though. I can see it in your face, Corinne.”


    “Jesse, I don’t want to fight. Not when you just got back. Can’t we just forget it?”


    “I don’t think you can.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “It means when you get like this, you’re going to fight to the bitter end.” He gritted his teeth and looked straight ahead.


    She could tell he’d gone beyond a point of no return. They were going to have a fight, and it was going to be a big one. She’d seen the pattern before. “No. I’m not going to fight at all.”


    He mumbled something she couldn’t understand, but she had a pretty good guess what he’d said.


    She didn’t ask him to repeat himself, and they drove without speaking the rest of the way home. They unloaded the car in more silence, and she could almost feel Jesse’s disappointment at “wasting” a night without kids.


    She took a quick shower, knowing he was hoping she’d have a change of heart by the time she got out. But she put on her nightgown—the shapeless one she knew he didn’t like, and by the time he crawled into bed, she was too tired for either finishing their fight or making up.


    He slept as close to the edge of the bed as he could have without rolling off. She lay on her side, watching the ceiling fan spin high above them, wondering if she’d have been better off just faking it. Except Jesse could always tell. And that was a surefire way to alienate a husband. Especially a handsome husband who had the attentions of a perky young coworker and a waitress named Tiffany.


    * * *


    Jesse rolled over and squinted through the early morning darkness. Corinne’s side of the bed was empty, the blankets pulled up over the pillows like she didn’t intend to crawl back into the bed any time soon. He listened for a minute and heard the sound of dishes rattling in the sink.


    He’d ended up on the far edge of the bed the entire night. Any normal husband would have gone to the guest room or slept on the couch, but early in their marriage, after the first time he’d exiled himself to the sofa after a fight, he and Corinne had agreed they would never sleep apart if they could help it—even if they were fighting. Especially if they were fighting.


    But this morning it felt like he might as well be down on the sofa . . . or six hundred miles away in some nameless hotel.


    He eased his long legs over the side of the bed and steeled himself to go down and try to make amends with his wife. He hoped she’d have realized by now how petty she was being. But it seemed like Corinne held a grudge longer than usual lately. Still, he was determined to take the high road.


    He found her in front of the sink loading dishes into the dishwasher. Her hair escaped the ponytail holder, creating a wispy halo around her face. He went to her and put his arms around her from behind. “You sleep okay?”


    She shrugged beneath his embrace and scrubbed the bottom of a skillet—a little harder than necessary, he thought. “I got a few hours. You?”


    “My edge of the bed isn’t as soft as the middle.”


    She laughed in a way that let him venture a quick reconciliation. “Are we okay?” he whispered nuzzling the top of her head with his chin.


    She shrugged again, but quit scrubbing. “I think we will be . . . Eventually.” He recognized the hint of teasing in her voice.


    “I was coming down to do the dishes for you . . . thought I could earn a few brownie points. But you beat me to it.”


    “Don’t worry.” She poked her left hand under the faucet, then flicked her fingers behind her, spraying him. “There’s still laundry to do.”


    He gave her ponytail a tug. “I’m not that intent on making up.”


    She jabbed a playful elbow at his belly. “Careful buster. You’re skating on thin ice already.”


    He wrapped her tighter and planted a kiss at the nape of her neck.


    Without bothering to dry her hands, she turned from the sink and wrapped her arms around him, nestling her head against his chest. “I’m sorry I picked a fight.”


    “It’s okay. I’m sorry, too.” He decided against naming his offense since he wasn’t sure he’d get it right. He kissed her forehead, yearning to be back in her good graces, homesick for her in a way that didn’t fit with the fact that he was holding her in his arms.


    “I’m really sorry I wasted a perfectly good night with a sitter.”


    “We’ve probably got a few years to make up for it.”


    “A few years, my eye.” She glanced over his shoulder in the direction of the clock. “We’ve still got an hour before we have to pick the kids up from my folks’.”


    He pulled back, studying her face to be sure she was serious and loving what he saw in her eyes.


    She ran her hands down his arms and entwined her fingers with his. Tugging him toward the staircase, she wriggled her eyebrows comically.


    He laughed and followed her, feeling the weight of the past weeks roll off of him. Making love with his wife had always been a potent elixir for what ailed him. What ailed them.


    But he sensed this time it would only be a temporary fix. That it wouldn’t really settle things for Corinne.


    And it wasn’t just her. He was unsettled. Something inside him—deep inside—was uneasy. He was just beginning to understand the roiling disturbance within him. And he knew now that until he dealt with it, he and Corinne would find themselves on opposite edges of the bed so often that they might not be able to meet in the middle again.


    He had a hard choice to make: either he needed to decide he could accept his life the way it was, or he needed to make some changes. Changes that would rock the worlds of all the people he loved most.


    He wasn’t even sure it was possible to accomplish what he found himself contemplating—obsessing about—lately, without making a few people as miserable as he was in the process. Would it even be worth it in the end?
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