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      To my father, Chet Harmon. You’re my rock. Steady and strong and logical and always there for me no matter what. You’ve listened when I needed an ear, advised when I needed advice, consoled when life let me down, and cheered me on every step of the way supporting me in every decision I’ve ever made. I love you with all my heart, Dad, and never forget you’re my hero.
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      James Cavanaugh stepped out of the massive warehouse that was home to Cavanaugh Creations, the shipbuilding business that had been in his family for generations, and headed to his car after a long day of work. Gravel crunched under his feet with every step until he hit the pavement. He tightened his tan trench coat against the crisp nip in the air, never having felt more alive.

      He’d won another award.

      Alex would be proud. James felt the gentle pressure from the memory of his father’s embrace as if the man were hugging him from heaven.

      Dusk hadn’t completely set upon them yet. James’s lips tipped up at the corners, and he paused to look out over Skaneateles Lake—one of the eleven Finger Lakes and by far his favorite. The days were getting longer, the water free-flowing and getting rougher, as if eager for boats to try and tame its power, fish its waters, swim in its waves.

      A sign of spring.

      It was the beginning of March in central New York. He loved spring. Spring meant warmer temperatures, melting ice, and sailing. He enjoyed sailing more than anything. Loved the water, loved boats, loved his life. Spring also meant rebirth, regrowth, and reinventing oneself. A world of new possibilities, where anything could happen.

      “Mr. Cavanaugh, Sir?” a deep voice cracked behind him, squeaking high for a moment before its owner cleared his throat.

      James bit back a smile. He didn’t have to turn around to know young Barry Whitmore stood behind him. Barry had been hanging around the shipyard since he was old enough to venture out alone, fascinated with boats of any kind. His parents had given James the heads up that Barry would be asking for a spring job before heading off to the navy in the summer. They wanted him to go to college, but he had wanted to join the navy since he was a little boy and had never wavered.

      James had been friends with the Whitmores for a long time, but they had told Barry he had to ask for a job himself. If he was man enough to join the navy, then he had to start acting like one.

      James fixed a serious expression on his face and turned around to face Barry, standing straight and tall with his hands behind his back. “Hello, Mr. Whitmore.”

      Barry’s face was pale, making his freckles stand out in sharp contrast. He swiped his wild, red, curly hair back and then wiped his palm on his pants. “Good to see you, Sir.” His hand trembled as he reached out in an invitation to shake.

      “Good to see you too, Son.” James shook the boy’s hand and was pleased to discover his handshake was firm. Confident. Alex had always taught him the importance of confidence in business. Barry would go far by the time James was through with him. “How’s school?”

      “Good. I’m graduating with honors.” He beamed, staring up at James with a bit of pride, a little fear, and a whole lot of admiration. James knew the feeling well.

      Barry reminded James of himself when he’d first met his own adoptive father, Alex Cavanaugh. While Barry was far more together than James had been at the time, and knew what he wanted to do with his life, he still looked at James like James had looked at Alex all those years ago. Hero worship was shining bright in Barry’s eyes, and James couldn’t help but be flattered.

      Or be taken back in time....

      Jimmy Blake—as he was known back then—had left the orphanage in Brooklyn, New York a couple month after turning eighteen. He didn’t have anything or anyone, and didn’t have a clue what he was going to do next. He had been wandering for weeks in the city, cold and hungry and afraid, doing whatever he had to in order to survive: the perfect combination to make a person desperate. He couldn’t think about his loneliness or the guilt he felt. He could only think about making it through another day.

      Rounding a corner, he saw a man heading straight for him, and Jimmy tripped over his own feet. The man was tall, with stark white hair and a long black coat that screamed of money and power, but that wasn’t what had captured Jimmy’s attention. There were plenty of rich businessmen in New York City, but something about this man was different.

      Jimmy didn’t how to explain it, but some imaginary force refused to let him look away. The man held himself with perfect posture: shoulders squared, back straight, every ounce of him radiating confidence and pride. That was something Jimmy had always wanted but never achieved, and that was his problem. He had no role model to guide him and no idea how to attain that stature.

      Confidence, pride, and purpose.

      His biggest fear was being a nobody. He couldn’t be nothing for the rest of his life, and he sure as hell couldn’t offer himself to anyone until he became something. Shaking himself out of wallowing in self-pity, he refocused on the task at hand: surviving. As the man drew closer, Jimmy prepared himself for what he had to do, yet he still couldn’t stop staring at the man’s face. His brown eyes seemed intelligent and shrewd, his jaw set in a firm no-nonsense line, yet the edges of his lips tipped up ever so slightly in a kind smile as he glanced at Jimmy.

      Jimmy stumbled and bumped into him, mumbling sorry as he started walking again.

      The man grabbed Jimmy’s arm, halting him. “No, Son, I’m the one who’s sorry. Guess I’m getting clumsy in my old age.”

      He looked to be in his fifties. That wasn’t that old. “No big deal, Mister.”

      “It’s getting dark and not safe to be out alone. Do you want me to call your parents?”

      “Don’t have any.” Jimmy shrugged.

      The man frowned. “Can I at least pay for a cab to give you a lift home?”

      “Don’t have one of those, either.” Jimmy shocked himself by telling a complete stranger that. What had come over him?

      The man stared at him for a long moment, and then nodded as though he’d made up his mind about something. “Cavanaugh.” He held out his hand. “Alex Cavanaugh. We have something in common. I don’t have a family, either. How about a job? Do you have one of those?”

      Jimmy shook his head no, then warily grabbed the man’s hand to shake it. He blinked. The hum of a powerful force passed between them as he looked into the man’s eyes while still holding his hand in a firm handshake. It was like they were connected somehow, which was crazy considering they’d just met, yet Jimmy was afraid to let go. He’d felt lost and alone for weeks, ever since making a huge mistake by running away from his problems, yet he didn’t know how to go back and undo the mess he’d made.

      Jimmy didn’t want this weird, yet meaningful, encounter with this stranger to end, but he knew it had to, especially after what he had just done.

      “You look hungry,” the man said. “Let me make it up to you by taking you to dinner. Don’t worry, it’s just down the street in a public place within walking distance. I know we just met, but I see the drive and determination shining bright in your eyes.” He chuckled.

      Jimmy stood there silent, shifting uneasily, trying to figure out what the catch was.

      “It’s strange but you remind me a lot of myself when I was your age,” the man went on. “I’d like to run a business proposition by you. You need a job, and I need some help at my company this summer. The way I see it, this could be a win-win situation for both of us. The job is at my shipbuilding business in upstate New York. If it’s something you’re interested, I will fill you in on the details over dinner. If not, at least your belly will be full for a change. What do you say?”

      Jimmy stared up in awe at the larger-than-life, powerful man he’d run into that was about to change his life. This might just be the thing he needed to make something of himself, and then he would go back for his angels, he vowed. With nothing to lose and everything to gain, he took a breath and replied, “Okay.”

      “Great,” Alex said. “What’s your name, Son?”

      “Jimmy Blake.”

      Alex finally let go of his hand only to turn his palm up. “But first, Jimmy, do you mind giving me back my wallet so I can pay for our dinner?”

      Jimmy felt his face flush red and then drain pale. “But, how...”

      “Like I said, you remind me a lot of myself at your age.” Alex winked. “Only, I stole out of sheer rebellion.”

      “Y-You’re not going to turn me in?”

      “No, James. We all make mistakes. The key is to learn from them and do better. Do you think you can do that?”

      “Yes, sir,” Jimmy said, and meant it.

      Miraculously, Alex had seen something special in young Jimmy Blake. He’d taken him in, given him a job, mentored him and eventually adopted him, loving him, and teaching him everything he knew before passing away ten years ago. He’d changed James’s life for the better, and for that, James owed him everything. He would go to his own grave doing everything he could to make the only man who had ever believed in him proud....

      “Mr. Cavanaugh, are you okay?” Barry asked, bringing James back to the present.

      James blinked a couple of times. “Sorry, I’m fine. Just getting old, I guess.” He cleared his throat, blinking back tears. “Good for you on graduating with honors. And how are your parents?”

      “They’re okay.” Barry shrugged and shoved his hands into the front pocket of his hoodie. “They still don’t like the idea of me going into the navy, but they’ll get used to it. I have to be on the water. I bet you can relate to that.”

      “You’d win that bet, my boy.” James winked. “So, tell me, what can I do for you on this fine evening?”

      “Well,” Barry started fidgeting, “I um,” he squirmed, “was wondering,” he coughed, “if you could use any help right now?”

      Barry had wanted to work for James since he had first gotten his working papers, but the shipbuilding business could be dangerous. James had always insisted his employees be at least eighteen. He studied Barry, mostly for show and to let him know this business wasn’t for slackers or those just looking for a paycheck, but he’d already made up his mind about hiring the boy years ago.

      James held out his hand and said with a grin, “Welcome aboard, and when can you start?”

      “No way! Seriously?” Barry sputtered, then cleared his throat again before shaking his hand firmly while amending, “I mean, thank you, Sir. And I can start yesterday.”

      James laughed. “That’s what I thought you’d say. See you in the morning, Son.”
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      When James got home, he hung his latest achievement award on the vast wall of fame in his plush office: the Award of Excellence for Craftsmanship. He straightened it until it was perfectly aligned with all the others. He couldn’t help it. Alex had instilled a drive for perfection within James from the moment he had met him. He was fifty-eight when he’d adopted James, with a full head of thick, white hair and dark-brown eyes. The man exuded power and intelligence, yet he’d been fair and kind.

      James had worshipped him.

      James’s parents had died when he was little and no one else had any interest in adopting him, so he’d always felt unworthy of being loved. Like he had nothing to offer anyone. Alex had seen something in him that no one, not even James himself, had known existed. After Alex had taken him under his wing, James had spent his life trying to become worthy. James knew Alex loved him as much as if he’d truly been his own, but he’d wanted to make him proud and never make him regret his decision. Alex had told him time and again that he was already proud and James had nothing else to prove.

      James missed him so damned much.

      “Mr. Cavanaugh, come quickly,” came a sharp, authoritative, female voice from the ultra-modern kitchen with all the latest and greatest fixtures. A housewife’s dream, but no one used it except his housekeeper.

      “Yes, Ma’am.” James hurried to obey.

      Claire Alfonzo might work for him, but they both knew she was the boss. She had been coming to the lake house since before James had come to live with Alex. She was a petite Italian dynamo, not even five feet tall, with loads of energy for a woman in her sixties. She didn’t wear makeup and didn’t believe in hair color, sporting a gray bun, sensible shoes, and an apron every time he saw her.

      Every Saturday morning she would clean the lake house, cook him a week’s worth of dinners, and then leave him with a grocery list to buy before the next Saturday. She’d been a godsend for a single, driven, workaholic man like himself and his father before him.

      But still...when she hollered, they all came running.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked as he entered the kitchen.

      “You’re a year older and still alone, that’s what wrong,” she said, lighting the last of the candles on the birthday cake with pride and a touch of sadness. “Too many candles.” She tsked while shaking her head. “Too many nights spent alone in this big ole’ house.”

      “I’m fine, but thank you for caring.”

      “No, you’re not fine, but you’re too stubborn to see it. You’re forty-eight years old. No spring chicken. I’m sure there are women out there who would easily fall for those big blue eyes and that distinguished hint of grey right there at your temple.” She pointed in a teasing way that only years of closeness would afford. “I say it’s time you find yourself someone special before it’s too late.”

      His mind immediately went to the one woman he had never forgotten, but like he’d done his entire life, he’d shut her out for her own good. He shut all of them out. “I have found someone,” he replied with a tender smile as he walked over to Claire and kissed her weathered cheek, inhaling soap, basil, and pine. “I have you. No need for anyone else.”

      “Oh, go on with you now.” She brushed him off, but she couldn’t quite hide her pleased expression. “I’m old enough to be your mother and already taken, with way more kids and grandkids than you could possibly know what to do with. Now make a wish before you melt a perfectly good cake.”

      He chuckled, but his smile dimmed a little. He closed his eyes, made a wish, and blew out the candles. “Thanks, Claire. Why don’t you go home to that great big beautiful crew of yours? I really will be fine here alone. I don’t have time for anyone special these days, but maybe someday.”

      Maybe someday. That seemed to be his mantra as of late.

      “Don’t you know tomorrow never comes. Life’s too short, Jimmy. You of all people should know that. You’re so much like your father. All those awards and no one to share them with. At least he had you.” She touched James’s cheek and blinked back tears, then bustled off to gather up her supplies and head for home.

      James knew she’d been thinking about Alex before she’d said so. She’d worked for him, taking care of the lake house since she’d first started out forty some years ago. He had been more than a boss. Alex had been her friend and like an older brother. His loss had been just as hard on her, and she’d become fiercely protective of James ever since, making him feel as if he were one of her own.

      The very air around him stung with the sound of silence. Normally he enjoyed his solitude, but not tonight. His birthday always made him think of his birth parents, his childhood...children. He picked up the pot roast dinner she’d left for him, cut a slice of cake to add to the plate, and poured himself a glass of red wine. Taking his meal to the living room, he sat on the over-stuffed sofa and stared out the wall of glass windows that faced the lake, listening to the sound of the grandfather clock ticking away the minutes.

      The lake house had been in Alex’s family for generations, but it had been renovated time and again over the years. It was a couple stories high, with winding staircases and modern furniture and appliances, topped off with the most breathtaking view, no matter what time of year. After the way James had grown up, he had never taken having a roof over his head and food in his belly for granted. And this wasn’t just any house or a simple meal. It was luxury. He still didn’t feel worthy of all of it. Not worthy, but definitely lucky.

      And lonely, he admitted.

      Most of the time he kept busy with work. Running the company, overseeing the shipyard, hobnobbing with potential buyers, and sailing on The Journey—the vintage wooden sailboat that had started it all—whenever he had the time. What more could he possibly need? He knew his father would be proud of all he’d accomplished.

      Promise me you won’t make the same mistakes I did. Promise me you’ll find time to make a family before it’s too late. Find them...drifted through James’s mind, startling him. He set down his glass of wine and wiped his mouth, swallowing hard.

      Alex.

      James took a deep breath. He often felt him hovering nearby, yet so far away. How had time gotten away from him? He’d promised Alex on his deathbed that he would make him proud. He would bring the company to the next level, which he had done, but James had also promised him that he would make a family of his own. He didn’t have the heart to tell him back then that he already had a family, albeit one that probably didn’t want anything to do with him these days.

      Penny Delaney, Bridget McCloud, and Lila Sanders had been his family. His best friends since they’d first met in a Brooklyn orphanage so many years ago.

      James’s parents had died when he was little. He’d been an only child with no other family to take him in, so he’d become a ward of the state. He wouldn’t have survived if it hadn’t been for those girls, but all of that had changed when they turned sixteen. Suddenly they’d become so much more than friends. His angels. He hadn’t been able to choose just one of them. Each had been special in her own way.

      So, he had chosen them all.

      He’d known it wasn’t right, and had tried to find the words to tell them. But they’d confessed to him first. No one was more shocked than him when they’d proclaimed they were pregnant. All of them, at the same time, with his babies. His self-esteem and confidence had been shot to hell when so many years had slipped by with no one wanting to adopt him. He’d felt like he wasn’t good enough, wasn’t worthy, and didn’t have anything to offer anyone.

      He had truly believed he couldn’t be there for any of them until he could take care of them all. With his insecurities about to swallow him alive, he’d acted like a coward and run away. He’d vowed to search for a better life, make something of himself and become worthy, all with the intent that one day he would find each one of them and make up for leaving them alone. Even after he’d met Alex and become successful, it was hard to erase eighteen years of self-doubt.

      The years had passed by so quickly, and time had slipped away from him as it so easily does. He realized that now. He’d wasted so much time planning for the future, that he’d missed out on living in the present. He couldn’t stop seeking perfection or something more, instead of taking time to reflect on all that he had already achieved. Maybe it was time he believed in himself for a change. Maybe it was time he fulfilled his promise to Alex.

      Maybe it was time he brought his children home.
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      James hung up the phone in his office. He’d just called the detective agency and did what he should have done a long time ago. Tracked down the women who had stolen his heart to find out what happened to them. Did they ever go through with having the babies? Did he have sons or daughters or both? What had the last thirty years been like for them all?

      He closed his eyes and remembered back to the day that had changed everything….

      “We need to talk to you,” Bridget McCloud said, standing straight and confident in their hideout in the basement at the orphanage, the wheels behind her intelligent eyes already forming a plan.

      “Okay.” Jimmy swallowed hard, suspecting they’d discovered he was in a relationship with each of them at the same time.

      He hadn’t meant for that to happen, knew it was wrong, and had been trying to find a way to do the right thing. Except he had no clue what that was. They had been his best friends for years. The four musketeers. They’d always had each other’s backs. Them against the world. It wasn’t until they all turned sixteen, that he’d begun to look at them differently. They were each special in their own way, and he’d fallen for all of them.

      Penny Delaney was a shy angel who needed him. He couldn’t let her down by pushing her away. And it felt too good to be needed. Bridget McCloud was confident and amazing and so much fun. He couldn’t help but be drawn to her. And then there was Lila Sanders. So beautiful she made his heart ache, yet a rebel who never quite revealed how she felt. She’d challenged him and kept him on his toes. He could no more turn away from that than stop breathing.

      “How could you let this happen, Jimmy?” Penny asked with a hitch in her voice. “What are we going to do?”

      “I—I…maybe I shouldn’t be with any of you.” He hated the thought of hurting them. He’d always been a people pleaser, unable to say no or turn anyone away. And he truly did love them all. That was how he’d landed in such an awful predicament.

      That and not having any kind of parental guidance. To this day he was a believer in and contributor to the Big Brother Foundation. Without guidance, all sorts of bad things could happen to a kid. At the time he’d thought an unwanted pregnancy was the worst kind of thing that could happen to a teenage boy. It took growing older and becoming wiser for him to realize his children would be his greatest treasures of all.

      He remembered Lila shaking her head. “I knew he would bail,” she said on a shrug, acting like she didn’t care, but he knew he’d hurt her. He’d hurt them all. And that killed him. They were his best friends. His angels. And he’d ruined everything.

      “Don’t you think that’s the right thing to do?” he asked helplessly, struggling to find the right thing to do and say. “I never wanted to hurt any of you. I just couldn’t choose. I didn’t want to let any of you go.”

      “Then don’t choose,” Bridget said with earnest. “You don’t have to choose just one of us to step up and do the right thing for all of us.”

      “Wait, you mean you don’t care if I’m seeing all of you at once? Isn’t that like against the law or something?” He was floored at how well they were taking it.

      “Count me out, Dude. I don’t share.” For a moment, Lila let down her guard and looked disappointed. Bridget looked pissed. And Penny looked terrified. “Look, I know we’re all friends, Jimmy. What you did was wrong, but shit happens,” Lila went on. “We just want you to help with the kids.”

      Of all the things he’d expected to hear, that hadn’t been it. “Kids? You mean other orphans?”

      “No, we mean your babies.” Penny looked at him pleadingly. “Our babies.”

      He knew his face registered his shock, okay more like his horror, but he couldn’t help it. “What the hell are you saying?”

      “That we’re all pregnant.” Bridget scowled. “And you’re the father, Doofus.”

      “How?” he’d blurted accusingly. “I thought you all took care of that.”

      “You thought wrong, Einstein,” Lila ground out. “Since when is it just the girl’s responsibility? You shouldn’t have assumed anything.”

      “What are we going to do?” Penny kept repeating while wringing her hands.

      “The question is,” Bridget said, “what is he going to do…?”

      James opened his eyes, blinking until his vision returned to normal and he was back in the present. Sitting in his office. Looking out the window. Feeling ashamed. He’d been blessed. The irony that Alex had adopted him when James had abandoned his own children didn’t go unnoticed by him. It was one thing to find out he was going to be a father. But to find out he was going to be a father times three all at once had freaked him out. So much so that he’d promised he would be back for them seconds before he’d bolted straight out the door and into Alex.

      Terrified and truly alone for the first time, he’d been horrible at taking care of himself on his own. He’d always had his girls to lean on. He’d realized that if he was a failure at taking care of himself, how could he ever take care of three children? So, he’d gone with Alex and had decided he would fulfill his promise to Penny, Bridget, and Lila by coming back for them and his children when he’d made something of himself.

      He’d never felt worthy of them back then. He might never feel worthy of them period, but he had definitely made something of himself. Hopefully the detective would find out what had happened to them and where they were. James decided he would help them the only way he knew how. With money.

      He just hoped he wasn’t too late.
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      James paced outside of Mac’s Detective Agency, waiting for his appointment. Reilly Macdonald was the best money could buy. He was a big, burly, Irishman who wouldn’t take no for an answer. There wasn’t a case he couldn’t crack, especially when the price was right. Everyone called him Mac.

      Finally, the door opened, and a red-faced woman bustled out with tears in her eyes. Mac patted her back as he sent her on her way, then he nailed James with a sharp look, narrowing his eyes.

      “Ye ready, Lad?”

      It was the end of March already. Time moved so quickly as he got older, James realized. He’d taken Claire’s advice and reached out to Mac to help him find his children. He just hadn’t expected to get the results so soon. Hadn’t prepared himself for what Mac might find. Hadn’t breathed deeply since he’d gotten the call.

      “As I’ll ever be, I imagine,” James responded and followed him into his office.

      The place was small, with a desk and filing cabinets and loads of paper spilling out everywhere, but Mac claimed he had a system. Anyone who messed with his papers pretty much left town, never to be seen or heard from again. It was that or deal with the wrath of Mac. That was something James had only heard about, but he was smart enough to know not to dig deeper.

      Mac had a secretary with her own office just off of his, but that was it. He preferred to manage everything else on his own. He made a living out of sticking his nose in everyone else’s business, but he didn’t like anyone sticking their nose in his.

      “I found them,” Mac said, not holding anything back.

      “Wait. Do you have anything to drink?” James sat on the single couch across from Mac’s desk, afraid if he stood a moment longer, he would collapse.

      “Do ye have to ask?” Mac winked.

      James laughed a shaky laugh and scrubbed his face with his hand. “I guess not. And while you’re at it, make mine a double.” He’d waited for this moment his entire adult life. Now that it was here, he was terrified.

      James knew his angels would never know just how much he had loved them or that he had never wanted to leave any of them, but he had thought he was no good for them. That he had wanted to finally be “good enough” to “have enough” to “be worthy” before he could step up and do the right thing. But he had waited too long, and now that he was finally the man he thought they deserved, he was petrified they wouldn’t want him.

      “You sure you don’t want a triple?” Mac chuckled. James could tell Mac had been doing this long enough to read his client’s mind.

      “Something tells me a triple is more than I can handle.” James swallowed hard, bracing himself for the news ahead.

      “You have no idea, Lad. No idea.” Mac opened a bottle of Irish whiskey and poured James a hefty portion.

      James downed the drink all at once, the fire burning its way to his gut and making him choke. Blowing out a huge breath, he blinked away the tears and said, “Okay, I’m ready. At least I think I am.”

      “Alright, Laddie, ye asked for it. But knowing me mum and me sisters like I do, I’d say this is a big deal.”

      “What is?” James didn’t have to look in a mirror to know his face had paled considerably. Maybe he wasn’t ready for this, after all. Maybe he should walk out now while he still had the chance.

      “James Earl Cavanaugh...ye are the proud papa of three baby girls. Amber, Meghan, and Brook. Though I imagine they aren’t babies no more, but they have fine names if I do say so meself.” Mac raised his glass to James and took a large swig.

      Three girls?

      James felt like he had been sucker punched to the gut. He didn’t know why, but he had always thought he’d had boys. Maybe it had been wishful thinking. Three big strong boys who hadn’t needed him and were fully capable of taking care of themselves.

      Stupid, he knew.

      Girls were just as capable of taking care of themselves as boys were, probably more so. His angels had been the strongest girls he knew. Then he’d witnessed other strong women time and again within his own company. But the thought of having daughters without him there to spoil them and protect them and take care of them was his worst nightmare.

      He’d wanted to be there to wipe their noses and kiss their booboos and shelter them from life, which could be so damn cruel. To have all girls was his penance. He knew that now. Amber, Meghan, and Brook. He sighed, fighting back tears. What had his babies gone through because of him? Maybe tracking them down had been a mistake. Ignorance was bliss.

      Knowing hurt like hell.

      James nodded. “Okay, so now I know.” He looked up at the big man before him. “Thanks for your help, Mac.”

      Mac tipped his head. “It’s what I do, but you’re welcome just the same.”

      “So, what now?” James stood.

      Mac snagged the file from his desk and handed it to James. “Whatever you want. Their contact information is all in here, but you might want to make up your mind soon. The one called Brook doesn’t stay in the same place for long.”

      “Then I guess I’d better get moving.” James took the file from Mac, waved goodbye, then headed out the door with a new spring in his step. He was a father. He had a family. He smiled. As terrified as he was to face his past, there was no more running now that he knew the truth.

      It was finally time.
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      James couldn’t believe it. Here he was, a father of three girls. More like women now, if you thought about it. Three women who probably hated him. The things Mac had written in their files made James shudder, trials that they had gone through because he had taken the coward’s way out. Well, no more. He planned to step up and do the right thing. He had waited long enough. Too long, dammit. Too long to tell them all how he felt, but it was never too late, right?

      He had to believe that.

      He was in his doctor’s office for his annual checkup. Once he was through with that, he would contact his daughters and invite them to meet him. They probably wouldn’t come. If only he could think of a way to make them at least show up, then maybe just maybe he could convince them to stay. He truly wanted a lifetime of getting to know them. Getting to know his future grandchildren. They would probably say no at first, but he was young. He had the rest of his life to change their minds. To finally relax and enjoy all that he had accomplished to become worthy. All for them.

      Everything he had ever done had been for them.

      He took a deep breath and waited for his doctor to come in and tell him he was fit as a fiddle, just like Doc had been telling him every year before now. James took care of himself. He worked out and took all of his vitamins and was a good Christian and member of the community. Everything he did was to make Alex proud. He knew his father would be proud that he was finally stepping up and doing the right thing by his daughters.

      James’s sins of the past had caught up to him many times, but he had always triumphed. This time should be no different. Finally, everything he had worked so hard for he had accomplished. Now that he had Barry helping out, maybe it was time for James to sit back and enjoy his success. Enjoy life for a change. Especially if his girls agreed to come meet him. He smiled wide as the door to the exam room opened.

      Dr. Taylor walked in and smiled in return. “I hear congratulations are in order. You’re the proud father of three girls, are you not?”

      James shook his head on a soft laugh. You had to love small towns. Not much remained secret in a town the size of Skaneateles, but he wasn’t afraid anymore. He was proud and ready to shout it from the rooftops. Ready to do right by them.

      “That I am,” he responded with conviction.

      “That’s wonderful, James.” Dr. Taylor nodded, but his smile had dimmed ever so slightly and didn’t quite reach his eyes.

      “What’s wrong, Doc?” James asked, his stomach churning, but that was nothing new. His indigestion had been acting up lately, but he blamed it on the stress of bringing up the past. He probably had an ulcer. Claire would fuss, but it was nothing he couldn’t deal with. “I’ve known you long enough to know you don’t mince words. You tell it like it is.”

      Doc took a deep breath and exhaled as though the weight of the world rested on his shoulders. He was a short, stocky man with a gleaming bald head and tiny spectacles perched on the end of his round nose. “Well, James, it’s not good news,” he finally said.

      James blinked. “Wait...what?”

      “I like you, James. This is really hard for me, having known you most of your life. That’s the price of being a small-town doctor.” He sighed, looking sad if James wasn’t mistaken.

      The room suddenly seemed so cold and stark. How had he never noticed that before?

      Doc started talking again. “I know you don’t have anyone else since Alex died, and I know you just found out you have three daughters. That’s why this is especially difficult news. I suggest you make the most of that discovery and find them quickly.”

      “What does that even mean?” James was afraid he already knew the answer. Karma was a bitch, and he was being paid back in spades. His stomach clenched and his chest felt heavy with impending reality. He’d spent his whole life striving for something more only to never have the chance to achieve it. How was that possibly fair? He swallowed past the dry lump in his throat. “I don’t have an ulcer, do I?”

      “No, Son. No, you don’t. You have stage four pancreatic cancer. And before you ask me what that means, I’ll tell you.” Doc stared him straight in the eye with so much pain, it took James’s breath away. “This is the part of my job that I absolutely hate.” Doc sucked in a breath and plunged ahead. “It means you have the summer, James. Reach out to your girls. Make them listen. See them and get to know them while you still can.”

      James sat there numb. The table beneath him felt like a hard slab of wood, and all he could think of was how uncomfortable his coffin would be. Silly, really, since he wouldn’t be alive to feel it. Wouldn’t feel anything. Everything he’d learned about heaven and God came into question. Had he lived a good life? Would he go to someplace nice? Or would he be sent somewhere to pay for his sins, or worse, would he fade away to nothing?

      James wasn’t afraid of dying so much as he was terrified of becoming nothing. Now more than ever it was important for him to become something to someone. He needed his girls. He needed them to care. He needed their forgiveness. He had taken care of himself his entire life. There was no way this diagnosis could be correct.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Doc said. “By all means, please get a second opinion. I hope like hell I’m wrong. I’ve never wanted anything more.”

      “Which tells me more than any other doctor could that you were thorough and this is right.” James’s voice hitched.

      It took every ounce of willpower he had to stay strong and not break down. He was afraid if he wilted into an unrecognizable heap of shaking sobs, he would never be able to stop. He felt like he had no one to turn to. Alex was gone now, his angels had been gone for a long time, and his girls didn’t even know he existed. Poor Claire had enough on her plate with her own family, and she still hadn’t completely recovered from losing Alex.

      This news would break her heart.

      James wasn’t ready to face that just yet. Which meant he was more alone than ever, just like so many years ago. Exactly as his father had begged him not to be. James had failed his girls once more by not being there for them in the future, had failed Alex by not keeping his promise, and now had failed himself. He wasn’t a success. He was a mess and probably deserved every single thing that was headed his way.

      “I repeat, this sucks.” Doc looked at him with so much pity, James couldn’t take it anymore.

      “Thanks, Doc,” he said and squeezed his hand, inhaling a deep breath for strength. “I know this sounds crazy, but I’ve had an amazing life. I was lucky because of Alex. My girls didn’t fare so well, according to my private investigator, and that is definitely because of me. If I had been there for them, things might have been different.” James inhaled another big breath and buried his pain.

      Doc nodded, looking sadder than James had ever seen him.

      Doc might have heard the rumors that James had three daughters, but he had no idea just how awful their childhoods had been. There was no time for self-pity. They’d had it far worse than James ever did. His heart felt so heavy. He wished he’d never found out he had three daughters. It would have hurt less because there was no way he would reach out to them now. It wouldn’t be fair to meet them, love them, and then disappear from their lives, for good this time, a few months later. He made up his mind.

      He would die alone, just like he deserved.
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      James sat in his office, resigned to his fate. If he couldn’t reach out to his daughters, then he could at least reach out to their mothers. He owed them that much. Penny was his first angel. She was so shy and full of fears, but she was the caregiver out of all of them. She liked taking care of others and craved feeling needed. Wanted. Loved.

      As they grew older, she was the one who needed taking care of. His lips tipped up into a tender smile when he thought about Penny….

      “I feel horrible,” Penny said before slipping into another coughing fit. She’d always been frail. Smaller than the rest of them. “Like worse than I’ve been since I first got sick two weeks ago.”

      Jimmy was no doctor, but he was worried her cold had spread to her lungs. “I’m going to tell someone you need to see a doctor.”

      “No, don’t go.” She reached out and took his hand so weakly, he didn’t have the heart to leave her side.

      “Penny, I’m really worried about you.”

      She shook her head. “It won’t do any good. Unless you’re literally dying, they won’t take you to the doctor. Just stay with me.”

      “But I’m not supposed to be in here. You’re supposed to be in isolation, away from all of us, so you don’t get us sick. I don’t care about the germs, but if I get caught here, I’ll be in big trouble.”

      Her green eyes filled with tears. “Please don’t leave me. I’m scared, Jimmy. I’m afraid of the dark.”

      He sighed, unable to refuse her anything. He’d never been able to refuse any of them anything. “Okay, but I’ll be right back. I promise.”

      “Wait, where are you going?”

      Jimmy held his finger to his lips in a shushing gesture and then slipped out of her isolation room. It was late at night, and everyone was in bed. He knew his way around the kitchen because he’d gone there many times to sneak an extra dessert, more so as he’d grown older. Just the other day he remembered seeing some left-over chicken noodle soup.

      He made his way down a long hallway, then rounded the corner and looked both ways. No one was around. He snuck into the kitchen and peeked inside the refrigerator. Relief surged through him. The soup was still there. Careful not to make a mess, he scooped some into a to go container he found, grabbed some crackers and a bottle of water, then made his way back to Penny’s room.

      No one would check on her until morning, so he would slip out just before dawn and head back to his own room. He carried his supplies to her bed and offered them to her. “Here, eat some soup. It will make you feel better. They say starve a fever and feed a cold, so eat up.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      He frowned and set her food on the table. “You look flushed, Penny.”

      She pulled the covers up to her neck. “I’m freezing.”

      He felt her forehead. “You’re burning up. I’m going to get someone.”

      “No!” Her face looked panicked, her eyes huge. “They’ll make you leave, and you’ll get into trouble. I have some pain killers in my bag over there.” She pointed across the room.

      His eyes widened, then his eyebrows drew together. “But they don’t let us keep any of that stuff on us. We have to go to them for everything. How’d you get those?”

      She shrugged. “I say I have lots of headaches and save them after they give me some. You know how I am with my anxiety. I don’t want to be caught empty handed when I might need something. I need to be prepared, or I can’t relax. And now, I’m glad I have it.”

      He went through her bag and found some ibuprofen. Grabbing a couple pills and the bottle of water, he handed them to her. She took the pills then drank the whole bottle of water down at once.

      “Lie with me.” She scooted over in her bed, her eyes already closing.

      Jimmy planned to stay with her until she fell asleep, then he would go to his room. He climbed onto the bed and settled in close to her, their heads bent together. Even sick, she still smelled like honey and flowers. He smiled slightly and settled in. It wasn’t long before he dozed off only to be woken shortly after with heat burning off her.

      “Penny?” He shook her. “Penny, wake up.” He shook her again.

      She didn’t move.

      Bolting out of the bed, he ran into the bathroom and soaked a washcloth in cold water. He wasn’t sure what he should be doing, but he knew he needed to cool her body down. He threw back her covers. She always slept in old shorts and a tank top. He kept running the washcloth over her face, shoulders, neck, and chest. Then he would rinse the washcloth out and repeat. He did this over and over for an hour, until finally her fever broke.

      “Jimmy?” she suddenly asked, sounding coherent again.

      “Thank God, Penny.” He dropped his head down to her stomach and cried, his shoulders shaking with relief. “I thought you were going to die. I don’t know what I would have done if I lost you.”

      She ran her hands through his hair. “You’ll never lose me, Jimmy. We’ll always be together.”

      They stayed like that for several minutes, until she pushed him back. “Can you help me to the bathroom? I need to take a shower. I’m drenched.”

      Their normal bedrooms were shared with other people with a bathroom down the hall they all shared. Only the isolation rooms had a private bathroom for when people were sick.

      “Sure.” He dried his eyes and helped her up.

      “Thanks. I feel so much better now. And hungry.” She smiled. “While I shower, do you think you could heat up that soup?”

      “I’m on it. I’m just so glad you’re okay.” He kissed her cheek, startling them both, and she blushed.

      He left her to shower and returned fifteen minutes later. She was already back in bed wearing clean shorts and a new T-shirt, her skin looking back to its normal color. She smiled wide and took the soup from him, eating it faster than he’d seen her do anything over the past two weeks. When she was done, she patted her bed.

      He hopped up there and hugged her like he’d done for half their lives, but it somehow felt different this time. They both leaned back. “Don’t scare me like that ever again.”

      “I won’t, Jimmy. I promise.”

      They lay there quietly for a long time, content to just be together.

      “I hate that I’m so weak.”

      He looked down at her. “Do you feel sick again?”

      “No, I’m fine. Better than fine because you’re with me. I mean, I hate that I can’t be alone. I’m no good on my own.”

      “You’re stronger than you think, Penny. You’re so good at taking care of everyone else. It’s okay to be the one who needs taking care of.”

      “I take care of you guys when you guys need me to.” Her voice hitched with unshed tears. “What’s going to happen when you guys don’t need me anymore?”

      “That will never happen, Penny. We’re the four musketeers. We’ll always need each other.”

      “You don’t know that. We will all graduate in a few months and leave this place. Just promise me you won’t leave me behind. Bridget and Lila can make it on their own. I can’t. Please, Jimmy.” She rolled over with her hands on his chest and her angelic face looking down at his. “Please don’t ever leave me. I can’t take anyone else I love abandoning me.” Her eyes were filled with vulnerability and love and trust but mostly fear and pain.

      “I’ll never leave you, Penny. I promise,” he said and meant it. He would do anything to erase the fear and pain from her eyes.

      She started crying, so he kissed her. He didn’t know what else to do. He’d nearly lost her, and didn’t want to ever feel like that again. He just wanted to see her smile one more time. She sucked in a little breath and looked at his mouth, then his eyes. His stomach did a funny little flip.

      The next thing he knew they were kissing each other and holding each other tight. One thing led to another, and they became each other’s firsts in a night of tender passion that he would never forget, and then he was gone before the dawn. Neither one of them spoke of it again, until the day she told him she was pregnant….

      James’s smile slipped as he focused back on the present, leaving the memory behind. A deep sigh from the depths of his chest exhaled through his lips as he picked up a sheet of paper and his favorite pen to write a letter that was long overdue.
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      James threw himself back into running his business and showing Barry the ropes, just like Alex had shown him. For the first time, he realized how Alex must have felt when he’d first met young Jimmy Blake and taken him under his wing. Since James couldn’t meet his own flesh and blood, he’d decided to do all he could to help Barry.

      They stood inside the warehouse of Cavanaugh Creations. James swept his hand wide to encompass the massive space full of boats in various stages of being built. The smell of sawdust, varnish, and paint hung heavy in the air.

      “Well, what do you think?” James smiled down at the boy.

      “It’s amazing. Just like I pictured for so many years.” Barry’s eyes were huge and full of wonder, making James’s chest fill with pride.

      “It can be dangerous around a shipyard. This is why I made you wait until you were eighteen.”

      “It was worth the wait, Sir.” The look on Barry’s face brought back so many memories for James.

      “I’m glad you think so, too, Son.” He patted the boy’s back. “Wait until you see the shipyard out back. Follow me.” James led the way through the warehouse, waving to several of his employees as he headed out back to the shipyard and docks on the water.

      Barry tightened his coat against the breeze off the lake. The beginning of April could be chilly, especially on the water.

      James chuckled. “Better get used to working in all types of weather around the yard, especially when we’re under deadline.”

      “What will I be doing?”

      “If you’re going to enter the navy, then you need to learn all aspects of the boat you’re on. Building ships is a complex engineering process that involves gathering the input by professionals in a wide range of specialization. Throughout your internship, you’ll be working in all areas of the process.”

      “That’s cool. I’m up for the challenge, Sir.”

      “I know you are, Son.” They stood at the railing, looking out over the vast yard. “With all the new technology out there, it’s imperative to have skilled manpower in all areas. The process is constantly changing, and it’s my job to keep up with the times and make sure my employees do as well.”

      “What kind of jobs will I be doing, anyway?”

      “See that group of men over there?” James pointed and Barry nodded. “Those are our welders. They’re the ones who weld the ship’s hull plates, frames, girders, tanks, foundations, pipes, etc. We only hire highly trained and certified welders. The same goes for our solderers who work next to them, but that’s a minor job in the grand scheme of things.”

      “What do that group of men over there do?” Barry pointed to another part of the shipyard.

      “A big part of my labor force consists of structural fabricators. They use technical drawings from our engineers to fabricate and then install all the structures that form a part of the lightship hull.”

      “That sounds complicated,” Barry said, looking a little worried.

      “I have faith that you can do anything you put your mind to if you try hard and want it badly enough. You think you can do that for me?”

      Barry swallowed hard but nodded. “What about the inside of the ship?”

      “Good question. You’ll be working with our plumbers. The water fittings and supply in a ship have to be perfect. They install all the pipelines inside a ship as well as the fittings, valves, flanges and such, so, they have to be able to identify the parts physically as well as on a drawing. Come on, I’ll show you.”

      Barry followed James down into the yard, paying close attention as James pointed out all the things he’d mentioned along the way.

      “And here we have our electricians. They install all of the cables, electronic equipment, and navigational equipment in the bridge and radar. They also handle lighting and control panels, as well as being employed in the maintenance department of our shipyard.”

      “My high school coach burned his eyebrows off one time when he was messing with the scoreboard.” Barry looked at James with wide eyes.

      “Don’t worry, Son, you’ll be supervised at all times.” James kept walking towards the far section of the yard.

      “Good.” Barry looked relieved. “I always liked the guys who build the wooden boats like the one you have in your shipyard. It will be awesome working with them.”

      “Even though most of our ship orders are metal, we still use carpenters. They sometimes prepare wooden templates for the ship’s hull, which are used for bending straight plates to the required geometry. They also prepare templates for sea pipes that are conical sections used in any hull opening. And sometimes we have them build dock blocks and keel blocks required for dry docking and launching of ships from slipways.”

      “What are those big machines?” Barry pointed up in awe.

      “Those are cranes. Our riggers handle lifting and shifting of heavy structures, scaffolding, and movement of moderate weight structures within the shipyard. You’ll learn the hand signals they use to communicate among themselves and the crane operator because it can get pretty noisy.”

      “So, what happens when a ship is finished?”

      “Quality Control or QC Inspectors carry out nondestructive tests on weld joints, and dimensional control inspections of every major structure after its installation. We have supervisors in charge of the entire ship construction process in the shipyard. Every department has a supervisor. If you ever decide you don’t want to join the navy, there is room for advancement here. These supervisors started at the bottom, but over time and with enough experience, they were promoted to supervisor.”

      “Thanks, but the navy has always been a dream of mine.”

      “And a fine dream it is, Son.” James clapped him on the back. “The last step in the process is the owner of the ship hires a classification society to certify the design and construction of the ship. The classification society, in turn, appoints a team of surveyors to certify every stage of construction. Naval architects and Engineers are often chosen, so that might be an area you want to pursue while in the navy for when you get out.”

      “I have to admit, I loved building things when I was a kid.”

      “Engineers and architects work hand in hand, but the architects are the main designers of a ship. They also have to calculate the launching and docking of a ship. The accuracy of these calculations directly impact the safely of the ship during launching, which is one of the most critical operations carried out by a shipyard. After all, if one of our boats sinks, it would ruin our reputation.”

      “Uh, yeah, I can only imagine.” Barry laughed, looking horrified.

      “I’m not going to lie. Working in a shipyard is not easy. The job requires long hours because of the nature of the place. The pay depends on the experience levels along with the nature of the job. This is why I only hire the most skilled people, and why I take such pride in the boats we make.”

      “I won’t let you down, Sir.”

      “I know you won’t, Son. Now let’s get you started.” James led Barry back inside the warehouse and passed him off to one of his supervisors just like Alex had done with him so many years ago. He knew Barry wasn’t really his son, but it sure felt nice to pretend if only for a little while.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      James stepped out of his house and opened his umbrella. It was the middle of April and had been raining nearly every day. He didn’t mind the rain. April showers meant beautiful May flowers to look forward to. He was headed to a donors’ dinner at Skaneateles Country Club, but that wasn’t until later. James had grown restless in the silence of the home he loved so much. That had never bothered him before, but now that he’d received his terminal diagnosis, a restlessness to see more, do more, live more was stronger than ever inside of him. He couldn’t help but look at life a little differently.

      Too bad it took a death sentence to get him to finally look up.

      He stepped away from the front door and walked around to the back yard. The house was ultra-modern, a couple stories high, and was lined with glass windows facing the lake. His groundskeeper, Shane Parker, was the best. He’d already started bringing the grounds back to life since the last of the snow from the spring storm had finally melted. The grounds were going to be gorgeous by summer. Perfectly groomed with flowers in full bloom, a goldfish pond with a little waterfall, an upper deck with a stunning view and lower deck with lights that twinkled at night. Shane had even installed a stone patio surrounded by colorful crushed rocks and plants.

      James was proud of how much he had done, not only to grow his father’s business, but further add to the house that had been his home. He looked past the grounds, the deck, and the patio, where a half-circle of Adirondack chairs in various colors would be situated on the lawn, facing the water. That was one of his favorite places to sit and gaze at the lake he loved. He’d even had a private beach with a boat launch and a well-maintained dock built.

      He inhaled the smell of wet dirt, lake water, and fish, wondering if his daughters would someday feel the same appreciation and love that he did for their birthright. Maybe if he’d been able to show them himself, he might have been able to explain the magic. He sighed, knowing that would never be and praying they might think twice about selling the place and splitting it three ways. He’d never thought much about the afterlife, but now more than ever, he hoped he would go to a place where he could watch over them in some way.

      Glancing at his watch, he decided he had time for a drive while he still could. Heading back out front, he got in his car and drove toward the village. He turned onto Main Street to drive through the heart of the town, heading toward the west shore. The historic village, known for its performing arts and amenities, consisted of fun shops, charming boutiques, and artisans. James had lived there for so long, everyone in town knew him. He waved to several people as he navigated the street, taking it all in.

      The streets were busy with people strolling about, eating in restaurants, visiting the shops, and walking down the long pier. He drove by Clift Park with its quaint gazebo and park benches. James loved to watch the boats go by, but today, the water was empty with the chill in the air still present. It wouldn’t be long before the Antique and Classic Boat Show would take place, as well as the SkinnyMan Triathlon. He’d entered both in the past.

      Frowning, he suddenly realized no matter how good he still felt now, he probably wouldn’t be up to entering any of that this summer. He sat up straighter. No amount of indigestion or stomach pain was going to keep him from judging the annual cake baking contest. Pushing his depressing thoughts aside, he turned around and headed back out of town toward the country club.

      Skaneateles was a small village that sat on the water, full of the area’s best doctors, lawyers, and businessmen. The village screamed of money with its pristine town, well-dressed citizens, and top of the line yacht and country club. It all seemed so normal to him now, but he couldn’t help wonder how his girls would feel when they drove here for the first time. Especially because that wouldn’t be until he had passed away, and they came for
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