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CHAPTER ONE

   Sam's breath caught in her throat and her voice broke, "John, you can't be serious."

   "I'm sorry."

   "But a divorce! How can you...?"

   He shifted his gaze, fingering the pages of a magazine on the counter. Watching the
pages flutter with a soft whoosh, she saw life as she knew it slipping away.

   "John! Talk to me."

   "Please. Don't make this any harder--"

   "What?" She didn't even try to keep the sarcasm out of her voice. "I should make it
easy? You walk in here and end our marriage as casually as... as..." Emotion choked her and she
took an angry swipe at the tears searing her cheeks.

   "I didn't want it to be this way."

   Sam took a deep breath. "Then why is it happening?"

   A long, thin silence followed.

   "Is there someone else?" she asked, barely having the courage to hear the answer.

   "No."

   The denial came quickly. Too quickly?

   "Don't lie to me, John. Whatever you do, don't lie."

   "I'm not. I swear." He shifted his weight and looked away.

   "Then talk to me," she implored. "Tell me how we reached this point and I didn't even
have a clue."

   "It just happened." He glanced at her, then away again. "I don't know. One day I just
knew I wasn't happy anymore."

   Sam stared in disbelief. He was having a mid-life crisis? They used to laugh at people
who let their lives fall apart like this.

   "That isn't a reason. It's an excuse," she said. "There has to be something else."

   "I told you there isn't." John raised his head in defiance and their eyes locked until Sam
felt her composure about to crumble. The deep brown eyes that used to melt her heart now
chilled her. Everything about him seemed to be changing. The square jaw she used to find strong
and attractive was now hard and unyielding. And when had his hair thinned to mere wisps?

   Feeling like she'd entered some strange time-warp, Sam shook her head in an effort to
bring back the real John. It didn't work. A stranger still stood in front of her.

   "It's not your fault."

   His words focused her wandering mind.

   "It's me," he continued. "I should have told you sooner. It was cruel to keep living a
lie."

   Slowly, she sank into a nearby chair as a new wave of pain washed over her. Did he
mean their whole life had been a lie? A game?

   This didn't happen to couples like them. It happened to people who had nothing in
common. People who cheated. Argued. Screamed at each other. Not to people who'd lived over
twenty-five years together in relative harmony.

   Sam felt the pain burning inside, rising and swelling like some alien invader. She
wondered if it would tear her apart and scatter her in little pieces across the freshly scrubbed
floor.

   "I'll just pack a few things," he said.

   She watched him walk out of the room, his back rigid with resolve. Should she go after
him? Plead with him to stay?

   The small shred of dignity she had left kept her rooted in the chair, and shock held her
immobile as John passed back through with a suitcase. She thought she heard him say he would
call in a few days, but she wasn't sure.

   Maybe if she tried hard enough, she could pretend that he was just leaving on a business
trip.

   Sam sat in the chair in front of the window until the late afternoon sun faded toward
dusk. Idly, she glanced around the kitchen. Shafts of pale light illuminated the blue flowers she'd
so carefully painted on the white squares of tile above the sink. They'd built this house together
and hadn't even argued about the pattern on the wallpaper or the color of the carpeting.

   That said something about the strength of their relationship, didn't it?

   Then again, maybe she just hadn't seen it coming. A man doesn't decide to throw away a
marriage overnight. Surely there had been signs of his discontent. Had she been too blind or too
stupid to see them?

   Not liking where that train of thought led, Sam stood and went to the phone. She had to
talk to somebody. She punched the first few digits of Melissa's number, then hesitated. What
could she say? "Hi, this is Mom. Just called to tell you Dad wants a divorce."

   She hung up. How was she going to tell the kids? How would they react? If she stalled
long enough, would John change his mind?

   Sam fought a rising sense of panic and reached for the phone again. "Margaret, it's me,
Sam."

   "Hey, what's up? It's been ages since you called."

   "Well, uh..." She stopped. How could she say it? She cleared her throat and tried again.
"Uh..." But the words wouldn't come. Instead, she burst into tears.

   "Sam? What's wrong? Is it one of the kids?"

   Between sobs and hiccups, she managed the words, "John's leaving me."

   "What? Tell me this is a joke."

   "I wish I could."

   "What on earth has gotten into the man?"

   "I don't know." Sam took a ragged breath. "I simply don't know."

   "What did he say?"

   "That he's confused. Unsure about things. He needs time to sort it all out."

   "If I can be so indelicate. That's a bunch of bullshit"

   "Things have been tough at work lately. Maybe he--"

   "Don't you dare let him off the hook."

   Sam reached for a tissue and blew her nose.

   "I suppose there's some cute young thing as part of the equation," Margaret continued.
"Of course, he said there isn't. There always isn't in the beginning. The bimbos just magically
appear a few months later."

   "You're wrong. There's been no indi--"

   "Then tell me. How's your sex life been, huh? Good as ever?"

   "Criminy, Margaret. We're almost fifty. It's bound to slow--"

   "Nope. Not true. People just assume old folks don't have as much fun as young
folks."

   Sam couldn't stop the smile. Margaret did have a way of cutting right to the chase.

   "What're you going to do?" Margaret asked.

   "Haven't had a lot of time to think about it."

   "Well, do that. And while you're thinking, consider coming up here. If it comes to
starting over, this isn't a bad place. You could stay with me."

   "You make it sound so simple." Sam leaned against the wall. "It's not like flipping a
switch. Up, I'm married. Down, I'm single. How can I get on with life when I don't even know
what that's going to be?"

   She heard a deep sigh over the miles that separated her from her friend. "You're right,"
Margaret said. "I just wanted you to know you have a refuge."

   "I appreciate it."

   "Have you called the kids?"

   "I don't know what to tell them." Her voice faltered.

   "Is it definite he wants a divorce? That's it? Final?"

   "I don't know. I was so shocked I'm not sure what he said. Didn't even have the presence
of mind to ask if he'd consider trying to work it out."

   "Then don't say anything to the kids for a day or so. Talk to John. See if he'll go to
counseling. Or take a romantic trip."

   "Are you nuts? A man who just asked for a divorce isn't going to consider a cruise."

   "Okay. No trip. But don't rule out counseling."

   "I suppose I could ask. It'd be better than sitting still and letting it happen."

   Hanging up, Sam silently thanked God for Margaret's friendship. They'd been through a
lot of years and a lot of stuff since their days at Wayne State University in Detroit, and she could
always count on Margaret for good, level-headed advice. Maybe her friend was right about
this.

   Then an errant thought caught her up short. What if John didn't want to work it out?
What if he refused counseling? She couldn't make him go. And even if she could, it wouldn't
work. Not if there were heel marks between his door and the therapist's.

   Sam shook her head to get rid of the negative thoughts. Don't talk yourself out of even
trying.

   She glanced at the clock, shocked to see only an hour had passed since John had walked
out. It seemed like an eternity, and an eternity of hell stretched before her.

   A manic intensity overtook her sadness and she fought an urge to scream and throw
things.

   I can't do that. I've got to get control.

   Too restless to stay in one spot, Sam wandered into the living room. She used to love
sitting in here surrounded by the things she treasured, antique lamps resting on doilies her mother
had made, the gallery of family pictures adorning one wall, the massive fireplace that warmed
more than a cold winter's night, and the large overstuffed couch where they'd once--

   She turned abruptly away from the room and the memory.

   The walls of the house seemed to close in on her, so she opened the sliding glass door
and stepped out on the patio. Expecting the typical heavy heat and humidity of late spring in
Houston, she was surprised to find a light breeze lifting the moisture out of the air. Orange and
gold fingers of sunset stretched across the sky and cast a glow of amber over the backyard.

   Sam took a deep breath and let her gaze wander around the picture-perfect setting. The
lawn was a broad expanse of green, thanks to an exorbitant water bill and tons of fertilizer.
Two-foot flowerbeds, where she added her touches of color depending on the season, framed the
grass. She noticed the pansies were fading. Time for the petunias.

   They'd designed the backyard for enjoyment, labeling it their "pretty" place to spend
evenings together. It was also their reward after years of planning, working and saving to have
the home they'd always wanted. And they'd intended to enjoy it well into their December
years.

   Sudden tears flooded Sam's eyes and she angrily brushed them away. When had they
stopped sharing the same dreams?

   While her mind searched for an answer, she bent to pull weeds out of the flowerbed. But
the action lacked its usual ability to comfort. It only reminded her painfully of all the times
they'd worked out here together.

   She sank back on her heels while another rush of tears burned her face. Oh, God,
what am I going to do? I don't know how to live without John.

   Sam indulged the pain and the tears until she realized that dusk had given way to night.
One thing was for sure. She couldn't stay out here all night crying.

   Later, when she stepped out of the shower, she looked in the mirror, searching for a
reason why John couldn't love her anymore. The image reflected back at her was okay. Maybe
even better than okay for a woman heading toward the downside of forty.

   Having children had thickened her some around the middle, and all the exercise in the
world wouldn't make her stomach flat again. But wasn't a nice soft cushion better than bones?
John had never complained.

   Only a few laugh lines creased her face, compliments of a genetic legacy of good skin,
and her honey-blonde hair was only lightly dusted with gray.

   "Not bad for an old bag," she told her reflection. "Your face could pass for thirty. Your
boobs aren't down to your knees. And you could pose for a Renaissance artist if they weren't all
dead."

* * * *

   After a restless night that left her drained and feeling haggard, Sam forced her body out
of bed. She wanted to face the day with some sense of normalcy. She put on her white knit skirt
and her favorite silk blouse. The color shimmered like a tropical sea and brought new life to her
blue eyes. She needed that. She was going to call John and see if they could meet for lunch. Then
she'd ask about counseling. That's what she'd decided in the wee hours of morning when sleep
had been so elusive.

   Startled by the peal of the doorbell, she glanced at the clock. Just a little after nine. Most
of her neighbors worked so she seldom had drop-by company. But it would be nice to have a
distraction.

   Her smile faded as she flung the door open to see a stranger standing on the porch.

   "Samantha Rutgers?" the young man asked.

   Sam nodded.

   "This is for you." He handed over an envelope, then turned to head back to a gray SUV
parked by her mailbox.

   She watched him get in, before she glanced at the envelope. It was addressed to her,
carrying the return address for a Houston law firm.

   Sam stepped back inside and closed the door. Fingers trembling, she broke the seal on
the envelope and pulled out a thick sheaf of papers. At first she didn't know what they were.
Then she saw the words: PETITION FOR DIVORCE.

   She stood rooted to the ceramic tile floor while all her fears swirled around like a dense
fog trying to smother her. Then anger broke free. How dare he?

   She strode into the kitchen and grabbed the phone, punching John's office number so
hard the end of her finger burned.

   His secretary, Donna, answered.

   "I need to speak to John."

   "Mrs. Rutgers," Donna said. "How are you?"

   Sam didn't want to waste time on pleasantries with this woman. Even under normal
circumstances she didn't. Donna was one of the new breed of executive secretaries who thought
schmoozing the boss's wife offered job security. It made Sam want to puke.

   "I'm fine." She controlled the tremor in her voice with a supreme effort. "Put me
through, please."

   Hearing John's guarded "hello," Sam lost all semblance of control. "What have you
done? You decided to end our life together without even talking to me?"

   "We talked last night."

   "No. we didn't talk last night. You said things and I listened."

   "Why are you yelling at me? You didn't yell last night."

   "Because today I got served with divorce papers."

   "I told you--"

   "I had no idea you'd already seen an attorney. How long has this been going on before
you finally got the guts to tell me?"

   "Contact my attorney."

   The dial tone rang in Sam's ear while her mind sputtered. That arrogant son of a
bitch. Was anything he said last night true?

   She started to call him back. No way was he going to get away with treating her like
this. But caution stilled her hand. He'd probably instructed Donna not to put her through again,
and she wouldn't demean herself by begging.

   Looking at the papers still clenched in her hands, Sam fought a wild impulse to shred
them. But the act wouldn't change anything. The firm of Keller and McBain would just send
more.

   She took a deep shuddering breath and wiped the tears from her face. Think, girl.
Take charge. You're not going to just lie down and die over this.




CHAPTER TWO

   "Mom?" Eric said, his voice strident. "Why didn't you call sooner?"

   "I'm sorry. I probably should have. But I didn't know what to say." Sam paused. "This
isn't easy."

   "I could've gotten a flight today. This way--"

   "Wait a minute. You don't have to come out here."

   "You need someone to take care of you," he said. "Help you handle things."

   "What things?"

   "You know. Finances. Stuff around the house Dad always took care of."

   "Don't be silly. I can do that."

   "But you need someone to show you--"

   "Eric, please. I'm not helpless."

   A strained silence followed and Sam realized she'd hurt his feelings. "You can come out
later," she said. "We'll have a nice visit."

   "But... "

   She could sense him struggling to let go of the child who used to play the role of the
man of the house. It had been cute when Eric was ten and John was off on another business
trip.

   Today it wasn't cute.

   "I mean it," she said.

   "Okay," he said after another long silence. "Call me later. When..."

   He seemed to share her difficulty with what when meant and finally hung up
after assuring her that she could call anytime.

   Sam leaned her forehead against the wall where the cool plaster soothed the throb in her
head. How she'd hated making that call. She'd put it off all afternoon, waiting for him to get
home from work. The time difference between Texas and California had given her ample
opportunity to fret over what to say.

   She pulled away from the wall and went in search of a pain-killer. Maybe she should
call Melissa. But the prospect of an instant replay of what she'd just experienced held no appeal.
Would one more day really matter?

   The long hours of evening stretched before her and Sam searched for something to do to
delay going into the bedroom alone. Network television didn't offer much, so she opted for her
favorite movie.

   Slipping the disc into the DVD Player, she remembered how incensed she'd been when
Ted Turner colorized Casablanca. "What does the twit know of art?" she'd asked
Margaret. "He just thinks black-and-white isn't viable because it's old."

   Sam smiled at the memory as the familiar opening music started, then she settled back in
the recliner and took a sip of the sweet red wine she'd poured earlier. John used to laugh at her
penchant for red wine with her popcorn.

   The memory brought an unbidden tear, and Sam swiped if off her cheek. Don't think
about him. Just watch your movie.

   Good advice on the surface, but Sam's mind had other ideas. Flashes of other memories
interfered with the images on the screen. Memories of the early years when Sam had been
convinced even Bogie couldn't love her the way John did.

   The sudden, shrill ring of the phone on the table next to the chair startled Sam and she
fumbled for the receiver, bumping the glass of wine. She grabbed it before it toppled.

   "Hello?"

   "Mother." It was a statement, not a question, and even though her brain was still clouded
with emotion, Sam didn't miss the hard edge in her daughter's voice. Instantly, she knew she'd
made a tactical error.

   "Were you going to wait until the divorce was final before telling me?" Melissa asked,
her voice cold as ice.

   "No... I..." Sam frantically searched for a response that would diffuse the situation. "You
talked to your father?"

   "Yes."

   "Does it really matter who told you?"

   "Why am I always the last one to know things?"

   The refrain rang with familiarity, but Sam had never been sure who'd been responsible
for writing it. She'd never intentionally excluded her daughter. There were just some things a
child was better off not knowing. But Melissa had never understood that.

   "I'm sorry if I hurt you by not calling right away. I kept hoping we could work things
out. Then there'd be no reason to tell you or Eric. Then today... I don't know--"

   "I can't believe you let it happen."

   The tone raised parental hackles. "Don't you talk to me that way. This isn't my
fault."

   "It sure as hell is someone's!"

   "Melissa Ann--" Sam stopped when she realized she was talking to the dial tone. She
dialed Melissa's number back, getting a busy signal.

   "Damn it! Damn it! Damn it!" She slammed the receiver down. "She's not going to get
away with this."

   She tried the number repeatedly every fifteen or twenty minutes until it was finally
answered well after midnight. "Melissa, don't hang up. Just hear me out."

   Her daughter didn't respond, but she didn't hang up, either.

   "I know this has been a terrible shock," Sam said. "And we're all going to have tough
times ahead. But it will help if we aren't yelling at each other."

   "Fine. I won't yell anymore."

   The cool tone stirred Sam's anger, but she fought it down. There had to be some kind of
truce. She simply couldn't deal with John, the divorce and Melissa simultaneously.

   "Let's give it some time," she said. "Right now we're too upset to think clearly."

   The silence crackled with tension and Sam wondered if Melissa would just hang up
again. Then Sam heard a long sigh before her daughter spoke again. "Fine. Can I go back to bed
now?"

   With a sudden clarity Sam felt the depth of the young woman's pain. She offered the
only comfort she could think of. "If there was magic in the world, I'd use it to make this go
away."

   Only the faint sound of breathing let Sam know Melissa was still there. "Are you okay?"
she asked.

   "I have an early class in the morning," Melissa said. "I need to go to sleep."

   "Okay. We'll talk later."

   Sam gently cradled the receiver. For the first time since John's announcement, she didn't
feel her own pain. But she didn't know whose was worse.

* * * *

   "You don't want to contest it?"

   The question came from Constance Abel, Attorney at Law. She was also a neighbor and
a member of the Houston Golf Club where John and Sam had been members.

   After it became clear that John did not want to communicate except through their
lawyers, Sam had thought of Connie. She was murder out on the links, so maybe she could be
murder in the courtroom. This advice had come from Margaret, "Get yourself an attorney that
will leave him penniless."

   As it turned out, the battle never came to pass. John had made a very generous offer--via
his attorney--and Sam just wanted to settle it. Get it over. No arguments. No counter-offers.
Nothing.

   "The only thing I really want from John at this point he's unwilling to give me."

   "And that is?" Connie asked.

   Sam didn't answer, watching the realization slowly dawn on the other woman's face.
"Sorry. Didn't mean to be obtuse." Connie shuffled some papers on her desk. "Are you sure
about the settlement?"

   "Yes. As long as he takes care of Melissa until she graduates, I'm fine with that. And we
have enough equity in the house that I can have a decent nest-egg if I decide to sell it."

   "It's your decision of course. But we could go after future earnings."

   Sam shook her head. "If it's over, it's over. I don't want to be financially connected to
him."

   "Okay." Connie slipped the papers into a folder and closed it. "I'll get back to his
attorney and we can set a court date."

   Sam stood and reached across the desk to shake hands with Connie. "Thank you."

   "I'd say I'm happy to help, but that would be a lie. This was the biggest shock. You and
John always looked so right together. Never saw it coming."

   "Me either," Sam sighed. "Me either."

* * * *

   Six weeks later, Sam became a single person as the result of the no-fault divorce. It was
supposed to be quick and painless. Ha! Standing outside the courthouse, she thought
about suing for false advertising. Twenty-five years of her life had just been nullified by a
five-minute judgment that left her feeling broken and raw. Even the sunshine hurt.

   For the next week she fought a black cloud of depression every day. Some mornings she
literally forced her weary body out of bed to find something to occupy her time and keep the
tears at bay. She didn't have a clue how her life was supposed to be now. The self-help books
said to get on with life. But how could she do that when she was numb with grief and frozen in
fear?

   She was okay financially for several months, thanks to the generous settlement from
John. But her stomach soured at having to use the money. And she had serious doubts about how
much longer she could stand living in this house that held so many memories.

   Needing a lifeline and some good advice, she reached for the phone.




CHAPTER THREE

   Sam followed the other passengers out of the Jetway and scanned the milling crowd
until she spotted her friend. Margaret saw her at the same time and waved, and Sam took a
moment to note that Margaret hadn't changed much in the last year.

   Like Sam, Margaret could fool most people who tried to guess her age. She carried her
height on a dancer's slight frame and moved with flowing grace. Her naturally curly auburn hair
was cut short and a dazzling smile dominated a face barely touched by wrinkles.

   Sam rushed over and let Margaret envelop her in a hug. Then her friend pulled back and
appraised her. "Looking good, considering."

   Sam smiled. "Got to keep up appearances, you know."

   Margaret nodded as if acknowledging the things they couldn't say in this place. "You
have luggage?"

   "Just this." Sam held up two light bags.

   "Let's head out then."

   Margaret led her through the maze of the parking garage, stopping by a classic 1965
Cadillac.

   "This always surprises me," Sam said. "I expected you to get a Mustang or a Corvette.
But this?"

   Margaret laughed. "That's why I did it. Keep everyone guessing."

   Sam stowed her bags in the trunk and settled into the softness of brushed leather.

   "You should've let me come stay with you last month," Margaret said, maneuvering her
way into the stream of traffic heading toward the tollgate. "I could've taken time off."

   "This is better. Down there it's all around me. Makes it hard to forget." Sam glanced out
the window and released a deep sigh. "Promise me we won't talk about it."

   "You're on." Margaret stopped and handed her parking ticket to the cashier. "You want
to stop for a drink?"

   "If you don't mind, I just want to sleep."

   "Sure. We'll party tomorrow."

   Sam had planned to wait until getting to Margaret's before actually falling asleep, but
the soft hum of rubber on asphalt lulled her into a forty-minute nap. The abrupt silence when the
car rolled into the driveway startled her into wakefulness. "Gosh. I'm sorry," she said. "I didn't
mean to--"

   "Perfectly okay." Margaret doused the lights.

   Sam focused on the house in front of them. Built with heavy timbers and planks, it
nestled on a quarter of an acre, with an additional three acres in the back. Listening to the breeze
whisper through the trees that stood in stark, black silhouette against the moonlit sky, she felt a
peacefulness settle on her that had been sorely missing the past couple of months.

   She let her eyes linger on the rustic house, softly illuminated by discreet landscape
lighting. It was breathtaking.

   Mingled with the aesthetic appreciation, she had to acknowledge a twinge of another
feeling. She'd always been a little envious of what Margaret's success had allowed. But never
until this very moment had she wondered if she'd made a mistake in marrying John and giving up
her dream.

   "Almost pretty enough to paint, isn't it?"

   Sam turned quickly to face her friend. "Were you reading my mind?"

   "What?"

   "I was just thinking about my aborted art career."

   "And?"

   "I never knew then that it might be a mistake to give it up."

   "You regret it?"

   "I didn't. Not until recently." She paused to find the right words. "Maybe I shouldn't
have been so focused on the family. Should've taken some care of myself, too. You know,
prepared for any eventuality. Like women do today."

   "Don't be ridiculous. You can't spend your whole life second-guessing everything. It's
bound to make you crazy." Margaret leaned against the door and looked at Sam. "At any rate. It's
not too late. You can still have a career."

   "Who'd want to hire an old lady without a degree as a graphic artist?"

   "Dye your hair and lie about your age."

   "You forgot about the degree?"

   "Not a problem. Go back to school."

   "There you go again," Sam said, a little too harshly. "Still pretending we can reach out
and pluck our dreams from the sky. You haven't changed a bit."

   "Yes I have."

   A wistful tone made her look closely at her friend. "What do you mean?"

   "I keep up the appearances. Make it look easy on the outside." Margaret shrugged. "But
it's a tough, tough business and only the strong survive. You've got to know what you want and
go after it with all the strength you have. Never quit. Never falter. And never show your weak
side."

   "Criminy, Margaret. You make it sound terrible. And you're encouraging me to get into
the game?"

   "Oh, yeah." The other woman smiled. "Because when it happens. When a shoot goes
right. When the client loves your picture. When you see it on the front page of a magazine. It's
the most incredible high in the world."

   Sam opened her car door and stepped into a cool summer evening. A faint aroma of pine
rode the breeze and stars glittered on an ebony sky. She took a deep breath, thinking about the
possibilities Margaret's comments had aroused. Was it just a pipe-dream, or was it even remotely
possible?

   Margaret opened the front door, stepping through and flicking on a light. Sam followed,
a bag in each hand. Unconventional in layout, the house had clusters of rooms connected by long
hallways. Trailing behind her friend as she led the way toward the guest bedroom in back, Sam
was struck at how exquisitely the house was decorated. Maybe Margaret should post exhibit
hours.

   "Good thing you never had kids," Sam said. "You would've lost them in this maze."

   "From what I hear, there are times to rejoice if they're lost for an hour or two."

   Sam laughed as Margaret ushered her into a room with a four-poster bed, an antique
washstand, and primitive prints on the walls.

   "You want anything?" Margaret asked.

   "No. Think I'll just go to bed."

   "Okay. Remember where everything is?"

   "I'll do fine."

* * * *

   A shaft of sunlight streaking through the gap between the edge of the curtain and the
window woke Sam the next morning. Funny. She couldn't even remember going to sleep.

   She stretched, and for a moment she contemplated snuggling back under the covers and
sleeping the clock around. But that was too decadent.

   After brushing her teeth, she wandered into the kitchen that boasted butcher-block
counters and lots of stainless steel. It could have doubled as a side-kitchen for a major hotel. Pots
of African violets scattered throughout broke the institutional look, and the room was lit by a
huge window that spanned the upper half of one entire wall.

   Amazing what a little money can do, Sam thought as she helped herself to
orange juice.

   She found a clean mug and a note beside the coffeepot. She assumed the mug was for
her. The note was clearly marked Sam and relayed the message that Margaret had been
called to fill in on an early shoot for a photographer who was sick.

   A catalog was partially covered by the note, and at first Sam thought it was something
just left there by chance. Then she remembered. Margaret never left things lying around.

   She went back and picked up the catalogue. The front page headlined the advantages of
attending a local community college.

   She poured a cup of coffee, tucked the catalogue under her arm, and walked out to the
deck. For a moment she just stood absolutely still, drinking it all in. The sun was a warm caress
and a bold, cobalt sky shimmered. The chirps and whistles of Mockingbirds and Bluejays filled
the air as they played tag in the cottonwoods along the creek.

   Sam decided she'd like nothing better than to stay in this spot forever.

   Laughing at the silly thought, she sat in a patio chair and set her coffee on the
   glass-topped table. She opened the catalogue and leafed through it, not really concentrating. Then,
telling herself it was just idle curiosity, she flipped through the pages until she found listings for
art classes. Some were highlighted and one page sported a sticky-note. This note, also in
Margaret's handwriting, informed her that these classes were a good place to start.

   Sam leaned back in her chair and laughed until tears rolled down her cheeks. Then she
picked up the catalogue again and opened it to the front, finding information about admissions
and registration.

   She gazed across the expanse of grass, sparkling with the last of the morning dew, and
addressed her question to the Mockingbird. "Do I dare?"




CHAPTER FOUR

   Three days later, Sam flew back to Houston, her mind reeling with all she had to do in
the next two months. Sell the house. Pack and move. Get adjusted to the new reality. Squash her
tendency to second-guess everything to death.

   Margaret had made her swear a blood oath that she wouldn't chicken out. Starting
classes in the fall made perfect sense, according to Margaret. And she'd love to have someone
else rambling around the house with her for a while.

   Should she call the kids and tell them?

   No. Sam dropped her suitcases on the bed. Better call a realtor.
She remembered that her next-door neighbor knew somebody in the business, so she picked
up the phone and called Judy. After she told her what she wanted, Judy expressed her dismay. "I
wish you didn't have to do that."

   "There's a lot I wish I didn't have to do," Sam said. "But this is the one thing I do have a
choice about."

   "We're going to miss you."

   The sincerity in the words tugged at Sam. One of the nicest things about this
neighborhood was the friendliness of the neighbors. They were good people. "We can keep in
touch."

   "Sure," Judy said, then after a brief pause offered. "Let me know if you need some
help."

   "You might regret those words come time to pack my kitchen."

   Judy laughed. "Give me a couple of days notice and I'll be sure to schedule a root canal
on that day."

   After hanging up, Sam dialed the number she'd given her and made an appointment for
the realtor to come over the next morning.

* * * *

   "The house is lovely," Marcia Trimble said after they'd done a walk-through. "Shouldn't
have any trouble moving it."

   Sam motioned for the other woman to use the kitchen table for the paperwork. They
discussed the appraisal, and then settled on an asking price as well as the minimum Sam
wanted.

   "I'll get it listed right away," Marcia said. "And have an open house early next week.
Unless you need more time?"

   "That'll be fine."

   After the realtor left, Sam sat back down and played with the numbers. Even at the
lower price, she'd still have about thirty thousand as a buffer against her uncertain future. Would
that be enough?

   It'd have to be.

   Now the only hurdle she faced was telling the kids about her plans. It might strike them
as another betrayal, especially selling the house.

   She rested her chin on her fist, her enthusiasm sobered for a moment. Maybe she was
being too impulsive. Would it be better to wait until next year? Give the kids a chance to adjust
to one thing at a time?

   You don't have the luxury of time. You have to think about what's best for
you.

* * * *

   "Mother! You can't move to Dallas," Eric said, looking up from the onions he was
chopping for their tacos.

   "Since when have you been in charge of my life?"

   "It's just not a good time to be making that kind of decision." He wiped tears from his
cheeks with his sleeve. "You're vulnerable. You're apt to act on an impulse you'll regret
later."

   "Eric, please. This isn't a wild whim I got one day." Sam stirred the meat with a little
more vigor than she intended. "It's a continuation of the life I put on hold twenty-five years
ago."

   "I never realized we were such an inconvenience."

   "Don't be ridiculous." She turned to face him. "You and Melissa are the best things in
my life. I'd never change that."

   Sam watched him for a response, but he kept his attention on the cutting board. She
sighed. "Eric. That part of my life is over. And now that your dad..."

   Her voice broke and she swallowed hard. "This is what I want. What I need. I thought
you'd be happy that I'm doing something positive."

   The chulk-chulk-chulk of his knife on wood filled the strained silence. Then he paused
but still didn't look at her. "Why do you have to stay with Margaret?"

   What an odd... "She's my friend."

   Eric carried the cutting board to the sink and a rush of tap water drowned his response.
Sam stepped closer. "What?"

   "You ever wondered why she never got married?"

   "What does that have to do with anything?"

   "Well, women of your generation weren't single unless..." He let the sentence fade.

   "Unless what?"

   He didn't answer, and in that split second she had a wild thought. "Are you insinuating
what I think you are?"

   "Don't get me wrong." Eric turned off the water and faced her. "I don't care. If she's gay,
that's her choice. But I worry about--"

   "Is it so unbelievable that someone my age could be a thoroughly modern woman, and
simply chose to live without a man?"

   "That's not what I meant."

   "Then what did you mean?" She snatched the board out of his hand and
chopped savagely at the tomatoes. "Is every career woman who lives alone suspect? Or only
those over forty?"

   "You know I'm fond of Margaret." Eric sighed. "And I don't care about her lifestyle. I'm
just--"

   Sam lowered the knife and turned to face her son. He stood rigid with emotion, hands
jammed deep in his pockets, jaw twitching.

   Instinct told her to reach out and touch his cheek. "I'm so sorry this had to happen to
us."

   Eric trembled and pulled away.

   "Don't," Sam said.

   Face ravaged by emotion, he looked at her and she pulled him close. She didn't say
anything, knowing he didn't need words as he buried his tears in her shoulder. The moment
wasn't unlike one years ago when she'd consoled him after he was cut from the football team.
Except now he was bigger.

   "Good thing you didn't go over six feet," she said. "I'd need a ladder to do this."

   He stepped away from her and wiped his cheek with the back of his hand. "Damn
onions!"

   Sam smiled. Then he slowly smiled back. "Guess this means you won't consider coming
to California with me."

   "Let's face it, Eric. The only divorcee you need hanging around should be twenty years
younger and not related."

* * * *

   Sam walked into the house after driving Eric to the airport the next morning and was
struck by the oppressive silence without his voice, the ring of his laughter. She hadn't realized
how much it meant until it was gone. Now she felt an incredible loneliness. And... What was it?
A little fear?

   It'd be so easy to accept his offer. They got along well. And he was good at taking care
of the details of living. She had no illusions of what it was going to be like in Dallas. Margaret
wasn't going to take care of her. Not in the same way Eric wanted to. Margaret would force her
to stand on her own, and right now, she wasn't sure she was ready for that.

   The sharp peal of the telephone broke her train of thought. She hurried into the kitchen
to answer it, kicking off her shoes on the way.

   "Samantha! What's going on? Melissa just told me about the house."

   "And good morning to you, too, John."

   "Don't be flip."

   "You gave me the house, remember? I think the decision is mine to make."

   "It's your only security. Have you thought this through?"

   Sam took a deep breath and kept her voice level. "You know what? I don't really want
your opinion."

   "No need to be nasty."

   "I'm not."

   "Sam. Get real. You've never handled business affairs before. You could get taken in the
sale. Do you know where to put the money to get--"

   "John." She let an edge creep into her tone. "End of discussion. I can handle everything
just fine."

   She firmly replaced the receiver and smiled.

* * * *

   The quick sale of the house bolstered Sam's conviction that she was doing the right
thing. It was still scary as hell, but right. She had no doubts about that.

   Watching the woman who bought it delight in so many aspects of the house with her
two young children, Sam knew that they would love it as much as she did. That went a long way
toward making her comfortable about the sale. As an added bonus, they wanted to buy some of
the furnishings. The woman explained that they'd been living in a small apartment in New Jersey
and couldn't begin to fill a house this large.

   Sam agreed, carefully noting the things she wanted to put in storage that should go to
Melissa some day. And a few special pieces that she wanted to keep for when she had her own
place. During Eric's visit they'd put together a couple of boxes of treasures he'd saved from
childhood, along with an album of family pictures, and had them shipped to California. It had
struck Sam as kind of sad that so many years could be reduced to two boxes of memories, but
he'd assured her that was all he wanted from the house.

* * * *

   The weekend before leaving for Dallas, Sam drove to Austin to visit Melissa. Her hope
was to ease the strain between them before it became too old.

   When she'd called to make the arrangements, Melissa's response had been less than
enthusiastic. Now, sitting across from her at the restaurant, Sam wondered if her plan had been a
mistake.

   "How are your classes going?"

   "Good. Very interesting." Melissa kept her attention on the Cobb salad, a soft wave of
blonde hair obscuring part of her face.

   "Keeping you busy?"

   "Yeah. Summer sessions are so short. I'm smothered in assignments."

   Criminy. Sam pushed her plate away. She could be a casual acquaintance and we'd be
having the same conversation.

   She studied her daughter for some opening, then sighed. "The problem won't go away if
we don't talk about it."

   "Is something wrong?" The young woman raised her eyebrows in an expression of
surprised disbelief. "I hadn't noticed."

   "Come on, Melissa. We've been dancing around issues like fireflies since this divorce
business started."

   "It's a rather upsetting experience, wouldn't you say?" Her daughter's voice
quivered.

   A wave of compassion washed over Sam. "I know that, honey. But it shouldn't push us
apart." She reached out to touch Melissa's hand, but the young woman pulled back, anger
narrowing her blue eyes.

   "Then tell me why Daddy left."

   The force of the words was like a physical assault, but Sam held her reaction in check.
"Perhaps you should ask him."

   "Men don't leave when they're happy."

   "You think this was my fault?"

   A couple at the next table looked over quickly, then masked their curiosity in a sudden
interest in the menu. Sam leaned toward her daughter and lowered her voice. "I didn't have a clue
anything was wrong."

   "He said he's been unhappy for two years. How could you not realize that?"

   The question slammed into Sam and left her breathless. Was Melissa right? Had she
somehow left John adrift without even realizing it?

   Watching the range of emotions play across her daughter's face, Sam realized that this
was not the time for introspection. Melissa was just wounded. No surprise that she was on the
attack. Sam chose her next words carefully "I knew the pressure at work was increasing. But
that's all I thought it was. I didn't know there was a problem with us."

   "Maybe you didn't bother to listen." Melissa lifted her chin, turning her words into an
indictment.

   Sam fought a surge of anger, gripping the sides of her chair and resisting an impulse to
lash back. "I'm sorry you feel that way," she said when she could trust her voice again.
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