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IN The Second Chance Series, you’ll meet Marissa, Julia, Sydney, and Eden, four college friends who, twenty-five years later, renew their friendships as they find themselves empty nesters and single again. You’ll love getting to know these women as a group and individually, as you follow each one in her own book. You’ll join each woman in her challenges, triumphs, love stories, and even secrets.
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Marissa Rewritten (A Novella: Book 1)
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AUTHOR MARISSA THOMPSON has had writer’s block since her husband died almost two years earlier. Both her career and her historic Raleigh home hang by a thread. Prodded by desperation, she heads to Wilmington, North Carolina for a Civil War research trip, hoping for inspiration for a new historical series. Everything begins as planned until she encounters a man with common ground and a quest of his own. 
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Julia Redesigned  (Second Chance Series Book 2)
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FOLLOWING THE DEATH of her mother, Julia De Luca discovers decades-old letters from distant relatives in Italy—the only family she has left on earth. Could the letters hold clues to why those relationships ended abruptly when she was ten years old? She longs to reconnect with her family, but how can she after nearly four decades? Her compelling desire to locate them leads Julia on an impulsive trip to Florence, Italy. There she discovers love, and the challenges of a renewed Italian family. 
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Sydney Rewound (Second Chance Series Book 3)
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SYDNEY BENNETT IS A frazzled high-school teacher and a single parent of a teenager. Her life is anything but calm, but one ordinary day, an unexpected incident triggers the memory of a past secret even her closest girlfriends don’t know. Her quest for closure leads her back to her hometown for the summer. She never expects to run into the man who broke her teenage heart decades earlier, nor the power of grace and new beginnings. 

Eden Redefined (Second Chance Series Book 4)
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EDEN GODFREY HAS BEEN a widow too long. Or so her friends tell her. Her brief stint with online dating didn’t end so well. Eden turns her attention to a more pressing objective. Having sold the family business, she wants to find a bigger story where she can help people in need. To accomplish this, she returns to college to complete her degree. Along with stumbling across the man she regretted pushing away, she discovers a suspicious scheme that threatens to derail her dreams once again. 
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More books by Kyle Hunter that will take you places
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One December

Circle Back Around
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Provence Series
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Prodigals in Provence (Book I)

A Promise in Provence (Book II)

Marissa Rewritten
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Chapter One
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Marissa Thompson panned a critical glance across her dining room. She approached the cherrywood table, laden with china and crowned with a silk centerpiece, and tucked a loose blossom into place. Of course, the girls didn’t care if they ate from paper plates or crystal. They weren’t picky or prone to put on airs. Even less now than when they’d all been in college together a lifetime ago. Each of her three friends had been through too much in the last twenty-five years to worry about the little things.

Not that Marissa cared excessively about the little things or peoples’ opinions, either. But she loved her historic Raleigh home with its carved banister, crown molding, and high ceilings. The long wrap-around porch so epitomized the south, the gardenia bushes along its length, releasing a gentle scent through open windows. The house represented her and spoke about what was important to her. And she was thrilled the reunion would take place that weekend in her home. She’d missed her friends. Julia. Sydney. Eden. She needed to see them. It had been a long year.

The phone pinged. Marissa dashed to the coffee table and checked the screen. A text message from Sydney. Hey, Marissa. Just wanted to let you know I’ll be there around five. Hit some construction traffic on 77 but nothing too bad. Can’t wait to see you all!

Marissa smiled at the tangible proof that they’d be together soon. Everyone was scheduled to arrive between five and six, coming to Raleigh from other cities and states. She’d prepared the food, the downstairs, their bedrooms. Everything was ready so she’d still have enough time to do some Facebook marketing. Bleh. Marketing wasn’t her passion, but it was the least she could do for her fans and prospective readers of her historical fiction novels, in the place of giving them an actual book. Which she hadn’t done in a while.

Her cell phone rang. She hoped it wasn’t Eden or Julia saying they’d be late. Marissa had planned dinner at seven followed by a great weekend of lunching, shopping, laughter and catching up. She sank into the wing-back chair and reached for her phone on the side table. She saw the name “Randall” pop up and her heart sagged. Once again, she had nothing much to tell her agent.

“Hi, Randall. How was your vacation?” She kept her voice light and perky, hoping it was mostly a social call, knowing better.

“Fine, Marissa. Real good. Relaxing, which I needed. Did you get away?”

“Yes, to the beach for a few days last month before it gets too hot and crowded.” She rubbed the brass rivets on the arm of the chair, her skin moist against the metal. “This weekend three college friends are coming for a reunion, so I’m looking forward to that. We’ve known each other for twenty-five years.”

“That’s good you’ve kept in touch with them all these years.” His voice took on a strained thinness. Marissa tensed. Perspiration broke out on her neck.

“Marissa, this is hard to say, but I’m going to have to drop you as a client if you don’t have any new story ideas soon. I know it’s been hard for you, losing Robert like you did, and I’ve tried to be patient.”

A cold ripple shuddered through her. She’d expected this sooner or later. “Randall—” Her words emerged like sandpaper. “You’ve been more than patient with me.” She cleared her throat, swallowed. “You’ve hung in there with me for over a year and I’m so grateful. But I—I hope you won’t give up on me.”

An audible sigh followed by two long seconds of silence on the line. Marissa heard a car rumble by outside, then another. A dog barked. Finally, Randall said, “Do you think you can come up with a story idea within a month? I can give you one month. Maybe a sequel to Joanna? It was such a popular novel and series and the books have done well.”

Marissa nodded. The Joanna books had done well enough to keep her out of the poorhouse over the last year and a half that she hadn’t written a thing. But her fans were losing patience, too. “I tried to create another adventure for Joanna, but really, I thought three books were enough for the series. Actually, I’d like to start a new series.”

Randall paused. “Okay . . .” His voice sounded tentative, hopeful. “A new series would be very good. Do you think you can come up with a new idea within a month? And a loose outline for the first two books of the series within two? If you have an idea, I’ll give you that time. But that’s all I can do, Marissa.”

She let out a breath. “Oh, thank you, Randall. Yes, yes, I’ll have an idea by then. I know I’ll have something. I needed time to grieve Robert, of course, but then I hit the doldrums. I couldn’t get myself going again. But I think I’m much better now.” Small exaggeration. Or wishful thinking. 

“Okay.” He sounded genuinely relieved now. He believed her.

Marissa bit her lip. Her hand felt slick on the cell phone. Oh, Lord, don’t let me be a liar. I want to do what I promised. 

If she couldn’t, she’d end up with a very short writing career.

After she hung up, a heavy cloud crept in and overshadowed her mood. She stood and paced the living room once, twice. She stopped in front of a silver-framed photo of herself with Robert, both smiling into the camera on a carefree day of sunshine and possibilities. The dim and narrow world of her childhood and adolescence had burst into color when she met him. She could still picture him in freshman English class sitting two rows from her, his curly hair sticking out over his ears. And for over two decades he was the love of her life. When he died, everything returned to dim for a long time. 

Not completely, though. There was her son, Sean, who lived in Atlanta and was getting established in his first job out of college. They talked or texted a few times a month. Occasionally, he’d visit. She had her house, which she and Robert had purchased when she received her first-ever sizable advance for the Joanna series. Then there was her writing career, which she loved. At that moment, it hung by a fine filament in danger of being severed. The muse had apparently escaped on a one-way flight without leaving a forwarding address. 

She couldn’t lose her writing career. Who would she be without it? 

In the last ten years, she’d defied her mother’s predictions of a small, dull life, one in which she worked shelving other peoples’ books rather than writing her own. After she left for college, her world stretched out, pushing down the walls that had surrounded her all her life. She’d been a mousy adolescent at first, fearful of each day. But during the first year, she met Eden, Sydney, and Julia. And then Robert. 

She couldn’t go backward. She’d come too far. She had to come up with an idea for a new book. Had to.

Marissa prayed and pep-talked herself and by the time the doorbell rang at five fifteen, she’d managed to plaster a reasonable facsimile of a peaceful expression on her face. The prospect of the coming weekend nudged a portion of her discouragement to the back burner. Her friends were coming. 

She hurried to the door and flung it open. Sydney stood there, a wide grin on her face, her willowy form casual in denim capris, a tank top, and flip-flops. She lived in Charlotte, so she knew how to dress for May in North Carolina. The two women squealed and wrapped each other into a hug. 

“So good to see you!” Marissa ushered Sydney inside the house. She took the canvas tote from Sydney’s hand and ducked into the kitchen to set it on the counter. “You can put your suitcase there in the foyer. I’ll show everyone to their rooms later.”

Sydney set a cloth-covered weekender bag down on the hardwood floor. “The bag there has some munchies for us, a couple bottles of wine, and a casserole for tomorrow.” She stepped into the living room and her eyes panned the room. “Oh, your house is lovely! What year was it built?”

“1905.”  

“I love historic homes! And you have such a flair for decorating. Julia will love this.” Sydney strolled through the living room and ran two fingers across the carved wooden mantle of the brick fireplace. She turned, arms crossed, and gazed at the ornate details and comfortable but elegant furnishings.

“Thanks, I love it here.” Marissa felt a flush of pleasure at Sydney’s admiration. She anticipated Julia’s response, too, since she had a business in interior design. “There’s a lot of upkeep, but for me, it’s worth it. I’ll have to do a couple of repairs this fall. One good thing is, the house is big enough for all of us to party away all weekend!” She forced a tone of celebration into her voice then gestured Sydney to follow her into the kitchen. “Come, we can talk in here.”

Sydney followed Marissa to the kitchen and perched on a stool at the speckled gray granite island. “I so need this weekend away and being with you all. I’m just finishing my grades for the year after putting in a lot of extra hours. The kids have been antsy for almost a month. This time next week, I’ll be done for the whole summer.”

“I bet you can’t wait.” Marissa grinned and opened the fridge to place Sydney’s casserole inside. She pulled out a frosty pitcher of chilled water with lemon slices floating on the surface, poured it into two glasses, and set one of them in front of Sydney. “Last time we all met, you said you were thinking of leaving teaching to do something else. Any more thoughts on that?”

Sydney waved the air dismissively. “Oh, I go through that about every three months or so. I’m sure one day I’ll really do it. I’ll resign from teaching and do something completely unrelated.”

“You’ll know when that time comes.” Marissa sat across from Sydney. “I admire you. You’re so committed to your students, even the tough ones. On top of that, you’re so smart with numbers. I don’t have a mathematical bone in my body. I’m only good at words, that’s it. Though, not too much lately.” She leaned on the other side of the island and glanced over Sydney’s head through the kitchen window, feeling the weight of her own words.

Sydney leaned forward on folded hands. “I love your words, Marissa. I, along with everyone in America and maybe England too, loved the Joanna series. I hated for that last book to end. You are so gifted.” She paused and caught Marissa’s gaze. Her voice softened. “Though I know lately it hasn’t been easy.” She reached out and grasped Marissa’s hand.

The simple gesture brought a sting to Marissa’s eyes. She squeezed back and blinked, following with an awkward smile. “You’re right. It’s been hard to get myself re-motivated after—after Robert. I can always find things to distract me. I’ve enjoyed working in the garden. I took a painting class. It was as though I wanted to avoid writing, even though I love it. I’m not sure what was going on inside.” She’d better figure it out fast. She wouldn’t mention the call with Randall, which was still too raw.

“You were healing, Marissa.” 

Yes, that and a good dose of inertia. 

Sydney pulled her thick ash-brown hair behind her shoulders and took a gulp of cold water. She could have easily been a model instead of a high-school math teacher. Her passionate stories of her low-income students gave ample evidence of her dedication to them. That explained her persistence in her sometimes-difficult profession. 

“What time is everyone getting here?” 

“I expect them before six. Eden flew into D.C. last night from Indianapolis and she’s driving here with Julia.”

“Then we’ll be complete.”

Marissa took a deep breath. “Yes, complete.”

Two hours later Marissa, Sydney, Julia, and Eden sat around the dining room table, ready to dive into the feast Marissa had prepared. Flickering candles cast a golden hue across the table. China dinner plates brimmed with chicken cordon bleu, fingerling potatoes sautéed in butter and herbs, and steamed asparagus in hollandaise sauce. Enticing aromas of sautéed potatoes and chicken circled around the table.

“This looks fabulous, Marissa. We told you not to go to any trouble.” Julia leaned forward, but despite her gentle admonition, her face showed delight and anticipation as she took a sniff of the steaming homemade biscuits. 

Marissa looked around the table at her friends. Julia, with her Mediterranean complexion and dark hair, Sydney, the tall and athletic, and Eden, a petite blonde with a bubbly, outgoing personality. They were all so attractive while Marissa considered herself rather plain. At least she wasn’t the jealous kind. She knew Robert had considered her beautiful and talented. She tried to draw comfort from that. Occasionally, she attempted to see herself the way Robert saw her. She was still working on that skill. It was much harder without him there to remind her.

She turned back to Julia and smiled. “I wanted to do something special for our first evening back together.”

“I’m so happy that we’ve managed to keep our reunions, though with our schedules, I know it’s not easy.” Eden glanced around the table for signs of agreement. “We need to do our best to keep our dates with each other.”

“I vote for a cruise next time.” Sydney lifted her water glass. “Any takers?”

“Either that or a long weekend in San Francisco,” Marissa said.

“I’m sure we’ll have lots of ideas. But the main thing before we leave here is to get out our calendars and schedule our next one, okay?” Eden’s round, blue eyes invited a response.

A chorus of agreement resounded from around the table. “I know we sort of kept in touch in a sketchy way after college with Christmas cards, Facebook, the occasional Skype visit—” began Julia.

“Better than nothing.” This from Eden.

“Thank goodness for technology!” Sydney said.

“Amen to that.” Eden looked back at Julia. “Finish your statement, Julia. We’re sorry to be rude friends who interrupt.”

Julia laughed. “That’s okay. I wanted to say that even though we’ve kept only loosely in touch over the years, I find it so rare and wonderful that we’ve made a commitment at this point in our lives to see each other regularly and get together twice a year.”

The other women murmured their agreement.

“Through the years and the trials and the careers and kids—” Julia shook her head, hands splayed.

“And husbands—” added Eden with a chuckle.

“Oh, yes, the husbands. Well, we won’t talk too much about them. That’s rather a sore subject for all of us.” Sydney smirked and reached for the potatoes.

“— here we are, twenty-five years later. We have a lot of history among us and I feel so blessed to be here with you all.” Julia’s voice softened as she finished her thought and looked around the table. “And now so much has changed for every one of us. Now, we’re—” she hesitated, one hand gesturing in the air.

“Post-married.” Sydney’s statement brought laughter followed by a few seconds of solemn silence.

“Yeah,” said Eden. “We’re single. Who would have thought, ten or even fifteen years ago, that all four of us would be sitting here post-married?” 

“Better than dead, I guess,” Sydney said. The laughter was more muted.

“Just goes to show you how surprising life can be,” Marissa said quietly as a trace of sadness swelled inside her. “Some of you went through awful divorces and others of us have lost our husbands. We never expected these things.”

“But we’re strong,” said Eden emphatically. “God gets us through it, whether death or divorce. And we survive. We get stronger. And here we are together, supporting each other. This is only our second reunion, but we’ll have many more. I’m sure of it.” Eden’s face shone with certainty and contentment. She’d been widowed for nearly ten years. Now she had the ability to talk about her husband without tearing up or feeling the wave of desolation mount up inside. At one time, she’d walked in Marissa’s shoes. She, too, had gone through the daily struggle to get out of bed and keep living.

Eager to change the subject, Marissa turned to Eden. “Eden, how is your restaurant going?”

The candlelight glinted off Eden’s sleek shoulder length haircut, making it shine like polished brass. “It’s going well, thanks to my brilliant chef. Wish I’d hired him years ago. Actually, I’m considering selling. I’m tired of the restaurant business and a couple people have shown interest in buying it.”

“Oh, keep us posted,” Julia said. “What will you do next?”

“No idea.” Eden gave them a hesitant grin followed by a shrug. “Maybe I’ll travel or write a cookbook. Or both. Or maybe I’ll move, leave Indiana. It wasn’t my choice to live there in the first place, but there I am, fifteen years later.” Eden sighed. For a moment all mirth dropped from her face and a shadow crossed her brow. “I’ll let you know what I end up doing once I know that myself.” Her smile returned as she glanced around the table.

“I think you should move to North Carolina,” said Julia. “Or northern Virginia near me. D. C. is nearby and quite exciting.”

Marissa took the platter of chicken and passed it for a second round.

“At least move to a place where we can get together more easily and often.” Marissa was relieved that the conversation had moved on. “Raleigh, for example.” They all laughed.

“Here, here.” Sydney lifted her wineglass. “Charlotte would work, too.”

Eden leaned forward and placed her elbows on the table. “I’ll keep you all posted. Sounds like I have plenty of potential destinations. I’ll definitely need your advice when the time comes, so you might be sorry you asked.”

“No problem, you can count on us to tell you everything we think you should do with your life,” Sydney said. A new round of laughter followed.

“And what about you, Julia? You haven’t filled us in on your life yet or your business.” Eden reached for the water carafe and served herself. “Anyone for a water refill?” She glanced around the table and refilled Eden’s glass.

Marissa couldn’t read the expression on Julia’s face but predicted bad news. 

Julia leaned back in her chair. “I have some interesting clients. There’s one guy over the border in Maryland who owns a small airline. He is having me redesign his whole first floor. That’s kept me busy. He’d also like me to marry him.”

This drew laughter and oohs. “Any potential?” Eden lifted her eyebrows. 

Julia grinned and shook her head. “Along with that, I have some hotel clients, which I enjoy. The design store is doing pretty well. But I’ve had to cut back my time there because my mother has been getting worse. I’m the only child, so I need to be more available to visit her and take care of her needs.”

“Anything new with her condition?” asked Marissa. “Or is it the same, just worse?”

Julia nodded, frowning. “Yes, it’s the same, emphysema and Alzheimer’s. Bad combination. It’s hard to run a business and also be involved in her care to the degree I need to. But I have some great employees and assistants. That’s made it easier to go see her. I just take it day by day.” She let out a heavy sigh.

“Let us know if you need to talk or get away or anything, okay? We’re here for you.” Eden gave Julia a light squeeze on her arm. Julia returned a small smile that didn’t reach her eyes and said no more. The women fell silent.

After a moment, Eden turned to Marissa. “Marissa, aside from being a divine hostess, you’ve been quiet this evening. Is everything okay in your world?”

Marissa looked around at her friends and knew she was in a safe place to tell them about her current pressure. She sighed.

“Uh-oh, I knew it. You can tell us, Rissi.” Eden’s brow furrowed as she awaited Marissa’s response. 

Eden had walked with Marissa through becoming a widow. She was Marissa’s closest friend among them, although Marissa loved them all like sisters and considered them all her best friends. If there was one place she could be transparent, it was there. “This is very recent news, like, this afternoon recent, so don’t be mad because I didn’t tell you all sooner. My agent, Randall, said he’d have to drop me if I didn’t give him an idea within a month.”

A collective gasp echoed around the table.

“That’s cruel!”

“How could he?”

“Doesn’t he know what you’ve been through?”

Marissa held up one hand. “Actually, he’s stood by me for the last year and a half. He’s given me time, but I haven’t given him anything. At all. Not in a year and a half since Robert’s death.” She sighed. “A man’s got to earn a living. He’s been compassionate, but there are limits. He’s in demand as an agent, so I get it.” She finished with a shrug.

“Yeah, I can see that.” Julia’s voice lost its indignation.

“What will you do?” asked Sydney.

“I told him I’d have an idea within a month and an outline for two books of a series within two.”

Julia’s eyes widened with her smile. “That’s great. What’s the idea?”

“I loved the Joanna books.” At Sydney’s statement, the other women echoed their agreement.

“That’s just it, I don’t have an idea. I’m finished with the Joanna series and I’m clean out of ideas. I’m trusting God to give me one within a month.”

“You can do it, Marissa,” Julia said. “You have a proven track record.”

Marissa returned a forced smile, appreciative of their confidence. They didn’t know she’d tried for months to come up with a new story that she could be interested in or better, excited about. She’d come up empty for months at a time.

“The Joanna series took place in Victorian England,” Eden said. “Could you go back to England and let some history and culture seep in to give you more ideas?”

Marissa sighed. “I’d love to, but I don’t have the money to go back. I went there with Robert before writing the Joanna series and everything just fell into place, the story, the sequels. I guess he was my muse.”

“You could do U. S. history, then. The Gold Rush, the Civil War, the Revolution, the Colonies.” Sydney rattled off her ideas and a chorus of agreement sounded from around the table.

That might work if only she could just get an interest in a period of U. S. history for her historical novels. There were many monumental events in United States history. But her niche had always been Victorian England and it was hard to change continents and cultures to something entirely different. She may just have to. She’d been riding on Joanna’s popularity for far too long.

Marissa and her friends finally went to bed at one-thirty. She climbed into her soft four-poster bed and let the day’s exhaustion roll over her. Felt good to dissolve into the soft mattress. Though her body was comfortable and she was content with the evening, in the backdrop her thoughts were unsettled. She murmured another prayer about her dilemma. Her faith was weak on that subject. 

She turned her head to gaze through the filmy curtains where she could see an almost full moon. It lit up the room with a soft, milky light. The sight was a comfort to her. She’d take her mind off of Randall’s ultimatum for now, but eventually, she’d have to commit everything she had to finding a solution.
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Chapter Two
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Jarrod Lambert leaned back in his brown leather chair as his gaze drifted to the large picture window alongside his desk. At that moment, two tiny red birds were trying to peck their way into his home office through the glass. He smiled and leaned forward. When they saw him, they disappeared in a flash of red. Beyond the window, the late spring foliage in the yard of his Asheville, North Carolina home was distracting in its flowering beauty. Or maybe he was simply distracted that day.

Working at home had its benefits, like staying in stocking feet or slippers all day. Like taking a short nap after lunch or throwing in a load of laundry. It also had its disadvantages. Namely, reminders everywhere. Reminders of Rachel.

It hadn’t been long after they’d finished the house, a sprawling modern yet historic-looking home he’d designed himself and had built. He and Rachel had just begun getting along better after a few years of on-and-off tension. He’d moved his architecture practice to the house and they saw each other more, developed a new rhythm of being around each other. It had been a sort of springtime renewal in their relationship. Then she was gone.

Now the house that they’d shared together was a hollow expanse filled with comfortable, tastefully-combined furnishings. It was a home before and now it was something like a hotel. He was still there most of the time, but it had lost its heart. It had lost Rachel.

Jarrod sighed. Two years trudged by and he’d gone on. Like a wounded man limping along then gradually straightening up. He was okay now. On most days. But those days still seemed rather pointless.

He scooped up and stacked blueprints and piles of content he couldn’t recall. As he did, his eye caught the photo of Seth next to one of himself with Rachel. He sighed and reached for the photo. Time to put it away instead of letting it remind him of his failings as a brother. He slipped the framed picture of Seth into the bottom drawer of his desk, a cluttered space that rarely saw the light of day. 

Too much pain. Too many losses. Too much unsaid.

Jarrod stood. He’d stop early that day. It was almost time to stop anyway, and his mental distractions were taunting him. He’d been thinking about Bethany a lot lately. Missing her. Or missing what they used to have together. His and Rachel’s only daughter was just about to finish her third year of college at UNC Wilmington. She’d been physically out of the house for three years but he feared her spirit had slipped even further out of his reach, especially after losing her mother.

It was only four-twenty, but maybe he could catch her between classes or exams. He sat back down and slid his cell phone across the desk toward him. Dialed her number.

“Hey, Dad.” Her voice sounded sleepy. “I’m surprised to hear from you.”

“Hey, Sweetie. You sound tired. Everything alright?” Jarrod thrummed his fingers on the wood surface of his desk.

“Yeah, everything’s fine. I stayed up most the night to study for a final I had this morning, so I had to take a nap. Just woke up a few minutes ago.” As if to underscore her point, she let out a noisy yawn.

“How did your exam go?”

“I don’t know. I’m just glad it’s over. One down, three to go. Then I’m done.”

“Great. I’m sure you’ll do fine.” Had they discussed her summer plans? Yes, he’d tried to broach it once and she hadn’t known. In fact, she’d seemed evasive. “After your exams, will you be home? At least for a visit?”

Pause. “Um, I don’t think so. I’ve lined up a job at a restaurant. I want to stay here this summer. The beach’ll be great and some of my friends are staying here too.”

Disappointment pooled in his chest, feeling like a metal weight hitting bottom. “Not even a brief visit home after your exams? To see your old man?” 

“I’d love to, but I need to start this job right after exams are over. In fact, my first night of training is a couple of days before my last final. That won’t give time to drive all the way back home.”

“I’d really love to see you, Bethany. It’s been since Christmas.” It was on the tip of his tongue to say I need to see my little girl. He didn’t want to pressure her. Yes, he missed her, but also had a mounting sense that they were on two separate icebergs drifting apart from each other.

“Yeah, it’s been a while. I’m sorry, Dad. I’d like to see you too.”

As she spoke a shadow of an idea formed in his mind. “What if I came to see you? I could stay for a long weekend, or even a week.” He needed a break and a drive to Wilmington might prove to be a refreshing change of pace. The beach, the Riverwalk, the history and charm of the town. And he’d get to see Bethany, to try to preserve, or rather, reconstruct, the closeness they’d had when she was a child. 

“Um, that would be great, Dad. I will have to work, though, so can’t spend all my time with you.”

“Of course, I don’t expect you to spend all your time with me. I’d love to see you, though, and you can work me in around your work schedule, okay? I can occupy myself with architecture research, things like that. Plus, it’d be a sort of vacation for me. What do you think? After your exams?”

“Sure, that’ll be great. I’ll have my last final this Wednesday, so any time after that. Just let me know your dates.”

“Yes, I will, Sweetheart. I won’t get in your way too much, but I hope you’ll spend some time with me.”

“No worries, Dad.” Jarrod liked the way her voice spiked a bit at the end of her phrase, which he wanted to interpret as a lilt of enthusiasm at the idea of his visit. It was a good idea, to visit and enjoy the town. It might pull him out of his lethargy.

His work was going well, so that wasn’t the problem. He’d had a sense for the last couple of months that he needed something exciting, something he could hope for, look forward to. He wasn’t sure what it was, had prayed for direction, but so far was still restless and unanchored. Maybe he was simply lonely. 

He loved some of the architecture in Wilmington that dated back to the Civil War era and even the Revolution. Why couldn’t he get a few ideas there to incorporate into his practice, instead of yielding to the current trend of giant multi-colored shoe boxes for apartment buildings and cookie-cutter mini-mansions for single-family dwellings? He could take in a couple of tours to feed his love of history. He’d read volumes about Civil War battles, the ironclad ships, the blockade-runners. There were historic sites all around Wilmington, so if he had extra time, he could always scout them out. Maybe play a little golf. He’d make the most of his visit.

Jarrod pulled himself back out of his chair and felt a new lightness in his step. Not that one week in Wilmington would change his world, but at least he had something to look forward to. Changing his environment would be a help. Being with his daughter would do even more.

Since losing Rachel, the gap separating him from Bethany had become more painful and the object of fervent prayers. Seeing and spending some time with her on her turf might start a gradual process of closing that gap.

#  #  #
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TUESDAY MORNING, MARISSA stood on the front porch with Eden. She didn’t want to say goodbye to her friend, but Eden’s taxi waited at the curb to take her to the airport. “I could have driven you, you know. The airport isn’t that far.”

Eden simply smiled and pulled Marissa toward her for a final hug. “Thank you for everything! Your book is going to come together, I just know it. Keep me posted.” She pulled away and slung her weekend bag over one shoulder. In the other hand, she took the handles of a large canvas bag. With a wave, she crossed the lawn toward the cab. Soon, the vehicle disappeared from sight. 

Marissa sighed and shuffled into the kitchen straight to the coffee pot. She’d already shared a cup with Eden, who’d stayed an extra day after Julia and Sydney left. The one-on-one time nourished different but equally important needs inside her. 

Her eyes felt heavy inside her skull. She measured two scoops of coffee into the small pot. Despite her well-earned fatigue, the memory of her weekend with the girls brought a smile to her lips. She shoved Randall’s words into a dim crevice in her mind. Added a third scoop of coffee.

Her weekend had been the perfect escape from her current life. She and her friends had stayed up late, curled up on the couches in their pajamas like teenagers at a sleepover. They reminisced about their naïve and hopeful college days and the years that had unfolded afterward. They wove webs of future dreams, ate and drank with abandon (the diets were postponed to a more convenient time.) There were restaurants and window shopping, then one afternoon at the Raulston Arboretum to enjoy the May flowers. For months she’d needed that emotional sustenance of just being together with her friends.

But it was over until their next get-together, scheduled near Thanksgiving. Now she must face her life again. She leaned forward and breathed in the nutty smell rising from her cup. The coffee would help her grope her way through her mental fogbank. Then she’d have to handle Randall’s ultimatum.

If that weren’t enough of a burden, she needed to get a few repairs done in her house, most of which she’d put off for fear of the price tag. But deferred maintenance would only cost more later, as her brother Clive the contractor had always told her. He didn’t miss the opportunity to say it again just the other day as she tried to sweet-talk him into putting her tasks on his calendar. At least they’d overcome the minor feud they’d had just after their mother’s death. During that period two years earlier, Marissa felt he’d left most of their mother’s care—and looking after her estate—to her. He never owned up to his negligence and she tired of waiting for that admission, so she let it go.

Water under the bridge. Now more than ever, since she needed him. The wall in her kitchen had developed cracks and had to be repaired. It wasn’t an emergency but the sight of it irritated her each morning when she’d look around her perfectly-decorated kitchen. The upstairs bathroom was another story. She knew there was some mold behind the wallpaper that had to be dealt with and she’d have Clive change the tile while he was at it, since the flooring had gotten uneven. If she got her idea for Randall, she’d ask her brother to change the vanity at the same time. 

If she didn’t, she’d probably have to sell her house. The thought made her stomach clench.   

Coffee in hand, Marissa wandered into the living room, which was still in need of a good cleaning after the weekend. Despite that, it was one room that was pristine in beauty and detail. The built-in sculpted white bookshelves held an artful arrangement of decorative pieces and books. Her books were among them. The Joanna books stood together, spines outward, like a trophy. She stood motionless and stared at them, special hardback versions with faux leather covers. She tried to draw strength from the sight. After all, she’d written these. Surely, she could do it again. 

Lord, give me an idea like you did for the Joanna series. I need inspiration. Her heart whispered, pleaded. Her spirits slipped.

“You’ve got to rattle the cage, Marissa! Don’t sleep in it, for pity’s sake!”

Marissa’s head jerked back slightly then she smiled. Just like something Joanna would say. Joanna’s words were deep in Marissa’s head, with her refined British accent and her unrelenting spunk. Not surprising that her words would pop out just then when Marissa most needed them. Joanna would know how much Marissa craved some encouragement at that very moment.

“How do I rattle the cage, Joanna?” Her words broke the silence in the house. “How?” The word emerged in a whisper. Yet she knew she had been sleeping in a cage of her own making. She sighed. “I’ll do it. I will rattle the cage today. You hold me accountable. I need your successor and I need her now.”

Joanna’s prompting led Marissa to shower then spend an hour and a half surfing for ideas by pulling up historical articles of events around the world. Interesting, but lacking that special trigger she was seeking. Afterwards, her spirits sagged again and she ended up gardening and cleaning out a closet. For a break, of course. Which would make her more creative later, right?

The day unfolded and Marissa stayed busy. She spoke with Clive, who agreed to stop by on Saturday. She cleaned the house and the bathrooms, did the sheets, the kitchen. She wasn’t avoiding, she’d just had company for the weekend and needed to clean. Of course.

By evening her previous discouragement had grown a double layer, since she hadn’t returned to her novel brainstorming after her break. As her mood darkened, Marissa opened the fridge and slid out the glass plate containing the remains of the chocolate cream pie that Julia had brought. She started to cut herself a slice but then decided to bring the entire Pyrex pie plate and a fork into the den. She placed the pie onto the ottoman, flopped on the couch, and grabbed the remote. She navigated to her favorite channel, the History Channel.

Tonight’s episode was on the Civil War. She’d try to get interested in that period. Keep an open mind, as Sydney had suggested. It might be a suitable backdrop for a new series. The program piqued her interest so she kept watching. Within minutes she was absorbed by the drama of Civil War events in North Carolina. Wilmington was a strategic city during the war, with its burgeoning population and railroad lines. It also had the Cape Fear River, which contained an important port that had to be defended.

Maybe this was it. Maybe she could get inspired by events in Wilmington during the Civil War. Wilmington was only a two-hour drive from Raleigh, so on-site research would be easy and affordable. Despite the empty pie plate that stared back at her, Marissa felt a flicker of something new she hadn’t felt in a while. Hope. Maybe she could change directions and instead of Victorian England, write a series in Civil War North Carolina.

“Now, there you go, Marissa. Heading up a different road isn’t so bad, is it? There’s more you haven’t discovered yet, and your readers as well. Wouldn’t you agree?” Joanna’s voice again rang clear in Marissa’s mind.

“I guess so, Joanna. I’ve written about your world, but here’s a whole new world and its events I could write about.” 

She smiled. She liked hearing Joanna guide her, much like Robert had guided her in the past. Robert had been her muse. He’d given her the confidence to write in the first place a few years after their son, Sean, had started school. 

Before meeting Robert, her mother’s voice had been the anti-muse circulating in her head when she wanted to attempt something new. “Do something you can handle, Marissa. Don’t get all full of hair-brain ideas. Be a secretary or do library work. Just make sure it’s steady income. That’s the most important thing, since you’ll likely need to support yourself.”

Her mother meant well in her own condescending way. But dreaming big was never an option for Marissa. Robert had opened her mind to her own dreams and had accompanied her through her self-doubt.

Joanna’s words returned to her then. Marissa had considered Victorian England to be her bailiwick, and it was. But there was more to discover. In Wilmington. And she had nothing to lose.

If she could create a compelling female character like Joanna, the pieces might fall into place. Joanna was feisty, confident. She went against the tight-laced culture of her day. She had all of the courage, persistence, and assertiveness that Marissa lacked.

After cleaning up the pie plate and turning off the lights and television, Marissa prepared for bed, but her mind was sifting and darting to Civil War facts and dates she’d heard on the program. Yes, she’d go that direction. American history, Civil War. In addition to giving her a setting she could research and develop, a totally different country and period in history could expand her readership. She wouldn’t be typecast as an author who only wrote about Victorian England.

She climbed into her four-poster bed and reached to turn off her cell phone. On impulse, she decided to email her friends. They’d be thrilled at her decision.

Good evening, my dearest ladies. I trust you all made it home safely and have the same glow that I have from our wonderful weekend together. It was wonderful— No, she’d already used the word “wonderful”. A good writer wouldn’t do that.  —it was rejuvenating to see you all again! That was completely true. 

Thank you all for your suggestions and prayers for my series idea. I think I’ve made some progress tonight and wanted to let you all know. I’ve decided to do a new series during the Civil War era and the first book will take place in Wilmington. Thanks to you all, I am open to changing countries, which creates endless possibilities!

Marissa pictured the faces of each of her friends, missing them already. She’d likely get a response from at least two of them the following day. As she fluffed her pillows and reached for the switch on the bedside lamp, a ping sounded from her phone. Someone must still be up. She glanced at the phone’s screen and a smile curled her lips. Eden had responded by text.

From Eden: I knew it wouldn’t take long. You were so worried, but I never was. You were blocked by Robert’s death and now you’re breaking through to the next part of your exciting life! What will you do next?

Before Marissa had a chance to respond, another ping. Sydney. That’s great, Marissa! You’re off to a great start. We’re praying for ya. Keep us posted, please.

Marissa texted Sydney a quick Will do. I’m thinking of spending a long weekend or possibly longer in Wilmington as a first step. It’s close and there’s a lot of history there. Then she texted a similar message to Eden.

From Eden: That’s a good idea. It’s close, like you said. I haven’t studied the Civil War much myself, but I’m sure I’ll know a lot by the time I read your book! When are you going to Wilmington? 

Marissa responded, Not sure yet, within a week or two. Thanks for your confidence, Eden. I miss you already! Sleep well, my friend.

She turned off the phone then the lamp. Her eyes adjusted to the dark room and she could see the outline of the antique carved chest underneath the window. A veil of contentment stole across her as she lay on her back in the murky shadows of the room. She hadn’t felt that in so long.

The peaceful moment split and vanished when she heard a thump downstairs. Her body tensed for a moment. She listened. Nothing more. Slowly, she relaxed. It was probably just a book or something falling over. Had she left anything on the kitchen table that could have fallen? That’s likely all it was.

Her eyes became heavy. She should probably go down to investigate, but was afraid to. And in any case, it was only something that had fallen. No more noises followed. Just hazy thoughts of the Civil War and her trip to Wilmington flitting around in her mind as she drifted off to sleep. 
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Chapter Three
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Marissa awoke the following morning and made her way downstairs. Wooden steps beneath her feet groaned, bringing a smile to her lips. At times like that, she liked to think that her old house was talking to her. Over the years she’d imagined she had a relationship with it. Especially since Robert’s death.

The gentle blanket of hope that had enveloped her the night before still hovered around her. She had the first piece of the puzzle for her next book. Of course, she still needed the idea itself, but this was the furthest she’d gotten in almost two years. She’d visit Wilmington within a couple of weeks. She could stay in a cute, historic bed and breakfast. It would be like a mini-vacation and inspiration trip combined.

The sky out the front window was already a cloudless cornflower blue, which only lifted her spirits higher. Until she walked into her kitchen.

She let out a screech and her hands flew to her mouth. Part of her ceiling lay in a heap in the floor. That was the thud she’d heard the night before. She lifted her eyes to the source where an ugly two-foot hole gaped at her. She couldn’t actually see the bathroom upstairs but some rotten wood beams were exposed. It was Wednesday and Clive wasn’t scheduled to come by until Saturday. 

Marissa needed him now.

She paced back and forth in the kitchen, carefully stepping over the debris. It was too early to call Clive but she wouldn’t be able to focus on anything else until she gave him the news of her current crisis. 

Eight-thirty wasn’t too early to call Sydney, though. She was level-headed and would have calming advice. Or better, Julia. As an interior designer, she’d have some ideas.

The phone rang several times. When voice mail picked up, Marissa said, “Hi Julia. Just wanted to ask a word of advice on some house repairs. Maybe you’ve seen a variety of, um, situations in your work. Besides that, it’s a good excuse to hear your voice! Hope you made it back home safely and I’ll be praying for your mom.” She hung up. Paced the room again.

She crossed her arms and took a deep gulp of air. Dialed Sydney’s number. Voice mail. Sydney wasn’t finished with her school year yet, so of course, she wouldn’t answer. She was likely preparing her year-end grades or giving a final exam at that very moment.

It would have been so nice to have a voice on the other end of the line, someone soothing to tell her everything would be okay. Clive wasn’t going to do that. 

She was absolutely sure.

A half hour later, her phone rang. Julia, thank goodness. “Hi, Marissa. I only have a couple minutes, but what’s going on down there?” Her voice sounded breathless. Marissa heard voices speaking and shouting in the background.

“Hey, Jules!” Marissa’s voice was falsely upbeat. “Just—um—” Marissa swallowed a near flood of tears that rose in her throat. It would be okay. Julia would have an idea. “My house has some serious issues.” She forced a chuckle. “A piece of the ceiling fell down in the kitchen.”

“What? Oh, that’s terrible, Marissa. It looked fine when we were all there just last weekend.”

“Yes, well, fine on the outside. It chose today to crash down. I guess I should be grateful it didn’t happen over the weekend.” Marissa thrummed her fingers on the dining room table where the women had sat just a few days earlier. “My brother’s a contractor. He’s stopping by soon to look at it. I mostly needed a friendly voice. But if you have any ideas from a design perspective, that would be nice too.”

After a “hmm” and a long pause, Julia said, “I’m so sorry, Marissa. I don’t know much about the construction side of things. I wish I could help. Once your brother diagnoses the cause, I might have something useful to tell you.”

“It’s okay. I was just discouraged and created a pretext to call you.” That was the real truth. Marissa hadn’t really expected Julia to offer a practical suggestion outside her area of expertise.

“You don’t ever need a pretext to call, my silly friend!” Julia scolded gently and followed with quiet laughter. So Julia. Even her good-natured teasing was genteel and soft. A wave of comfort subdued Marissa’s despondency. “What about your novel? You said you had a new idea.”

“Yes, I do. I just hope I can pull it off. I’m starting to feel like I did freshman year of college. Nervous and inadequate. Remember that?”

“Of course, I do. You blossomed after that.”

“Having such good friends helped.”

“We can’t take credit, though we did see more potential in you than you saw in yourself.”

Marissa sighed. “I feel a bit afraid of becoming that girl again.”

“That’s not even possible, Marissa. You were scared of your shadow then. Twenty-five years later, you are one hundred percent different. You’re more confident, more anchored now.” 

Julia’s voice was firm, certain. Marissa wasn’t sure her insides matched the person she projected even to her closest friends. “I hope you’re right. I guess I’m down because of, well, everything that’s happened. I’m also missing all of you after such a wonderful weekend. It’s a letdown, but I’ll be fine. Tell me, how are you, Jules? We saw each other just a few days ago, but we didn’t get to really talk, not with all of us there at once.” Julia had seemed troubled the first night of the girlfriends’ weekend.

Julia let out an audible sigh. “Oh, the same. It’s just exhausting, running back and forth from my office to clients then to Mom’s facility, then back to the office. Not sure how a hamster feels, but I think I can guess.”

“I’m sorry. I know she appreciates your presence, though. She must sense it, even if she isn’t sure—” 

“—sure who I am? Yes, she’s often not sure who I am. She gives me a sweet smile and tells me it was nice meeting me. That’s—that’s really hard for me, but I’m trying to accept it. She was a good mom for so many years. I’m her only child, so I try to look out for her, regardless.” She paused. “I didn’t mean to talk about me. You’re the one with the crisis.”

“I asked you. Anything upbeat happening? I’d like you to keep talking about you because I want to know. Also, it keeps my mind off my ceiling that’s lying at my feet.”

Julia laughed. “I shouldn’t laugh. But there’s something comical hearing you say that. Well, remember the client who wants to marry me? He offered to fly me to New York for dinner. You may recall he owns an airline.”

“I love it!” Marissa couldn’t help but chuckle. It felt good, lightening the heavy weight she felt against her chest. “Are you going to go?”

“I don’t know. I don’t want to lead him on, but he’s rather persistent. I keep telling him I don’t date my clients. Then he tells me it’s not a date. It’s just dinner.”

“Whatever. Go, have fun. You deserve some fun, don’t you?”

“Yes, and so do you. Maybe you can leave for Wilmington ahead of schedule.”

Marissa leaned back on her heels and avoided looking around her kitchen. “I think I won’t have a choice.”
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Chapter Four
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Marissa stood outside the Beauford Bed and Breakfast in Wilmington for a moment and set her suitcase down on the brick sidewalk. She’d seen the historic home online, with its soft yellow siding, white trim, and ornate cupola on the roof. In person, it was even more charming, from its wrap-around porch endowed with wicker rocking chairs to the plush ferns hanging from the eaves. She mounted the brick steps and entered the establishment.

“Hello.” She approached the young woman behind the counter, suddenly self-conscious. “I have a reservation under the name Thompson.” 

“Welcome to the Beauford.” The young woman smiled then turned to face the computer screen. “Thompson. Here you are. Mrs. Marissa Thompson.”

Marissa winced. She’d often wondered if she should drop the “Mrs”. Not that she was in the market for a new Mr., but it was a reminder of what she had been. The wife of a wonderful man. For over two decades. Maybe the young woman wondered why Marissa was there alone. She’d never removed her wedding and engagement rings. Saw no reason to, and they helped her feel connected to Robert. 

“Yes, that’s correct.” Marissa looked around her as the young woman tapped on her computer keyboard. Light ochre walls contrasted with dark wood beams and moldings around the doors and windows, giving the place an early American look. A glance into the next room revealed a sitting room with wing-back chairs and a curved-back sofa, gilded round frames with mirrors and black-and-white photos of residents from an earlier century. A soft spring breeze flowed through open windows, stroking the filmy white curtains at the windows, its caress reaching her in the polished entryway. The air was laced with the faint, sweet aroma of something baking, muffins or cookies. 

Hardwood floors, which she loved, extended everywhere, emitting a floral aroma of polish. Marissa felt at home already. Unfortunately, her appreciation for her surroundings triggered an acute reminder of the disaster at her house. Clive had been willing to rush over and assess the damage. He had urged her to leave for Wilmington sooner than planned.

He’d looked up at the ceiling and let out a whistle. For a full minute he’d stared at the hole before saying, “It’s gonna be a mess.” His words hit her like a blunt instrument. “You might need to extend your stay down there for a few more days. I’ll pull up the sub-flooring in the bathroom and let you know how bad it is.”

He hadn’t called her yet, so the prospect of more bad news hovered in the back of her mind as she wondered what it would cost and how long it would take to fix it. He’d been willing to rearrange his schedule to start the weekend following their conversation. She was grateful to him and made her Wilmington reservation for the same time.

Marissa sighed and determined to not brood about her home, but rather, enjoy where she was, walking down a hallway that placed her backward in history. The metal key fob was heavy and cool in her hand.

Her room displayed a similar style as the rest of the establishment, with floral print cornices topping each window, dark molding at the ceiling, and wood flooring. Across the queen bed was an off-white candlewick bedspread. 

She put her few outfits into a wooden armoire and small dresser, pausing to change into a white, short-sleeve blouse to meet the higher temperatures predicted that day. What to do first? She’d booked a few historical tours beginning the following day, but at that moment, she’d start by exploring the town. And coffee would be nice. Everything was walkable, since she was in the historic center of Wilmington. She’d get a quick lay of the land then find a coffee shop. Before her spirits sagged. Before she wondered what on earth she was doing in an expensive bed and breakfast while her house fell apart and she had a writer’s block.

Marissa walked along Front Street and turned down Market Street. She walked the shady sidewalks until she ended up at the Riverwalk. There, she blended in with a flow of tourists. Shops and restaurants lined one side of the wooden-planked walkway that hemmed in the Cape Fear River. River boats waited on the other side of the walkway for their appointed tours.

After a brief stroll and scan of the riverfront, she returned the way she came until she reached Front Street. By the time she pushed the glass door of the coffee shop, she was perspiring. She’d rethink that hot coffee and make it an iced latte instead. The shop was inviting, cozy. A small leather couch facing two armchairs filled a cove by a window. She’d love to sit in one of those armchairs and watch the city through the plate glass window and plan her strategy for the next few days. A large golden retriever lounged at the feet of his mistress, a college-age girl staring into her phone. The dog gave Marissa a drowsy glance.

Marissa turned to get in line as a dark-haired man walked in her direction toward the door. He carried a drink and a notebook, but his head was turned toward a woman who was also angling to get in line. A second later he collided with Marissa and the hot liquid from his cup splashed across her torso. She drew in a sharp breath at the shock of heat. Her arms shot out as she looked down at her white summer blouse, now bearing a large, brown stain.

“Oh, no!” She looked back at the man, who appeared horrified.

“Oh, I’m so sorry!” To his credit, the man seemed flustered. “Are you alright?”

“If you’d pay attention to where you’re walking—” she blustered and pulled the fabric away from her skin. It cooled quickly but would be uncomfortable. And unsightly.

“I am truly sorry. Can I buy your coffee? Please? It would make me feel better.” His brown eyes pleaded with her. 

She stared at him and pinched her lips into a grimace. “No, no, that won’t be necessary.” Suddenly, she didn’t want coffee. She didn’t want to stay in the noisy, crowded coffee shop. Marissa spun around and left the shop. Once outside, she wondered how to get back to her hotel. “Oh, yes. I remember.” She kept up a brisk pace until she found it, still annoyed about the stain. If only the man hadn’t been eyeing that woman instead of paying attention as he carried his very full cup of hot coffee, he’d have avoided the whole thing. She’d be sitting peacefully in the coffee shop enjoying her latte instead of heading back to the hotel to change clothes.

Marissa pulled on a fresh cotton top and put her stained blouse in the sink to soak. A cloud of sadness settled over her. She sat on the bed and stared toward the window, now shut. Here she was in Wilmington, alone in a lovely hotel, desperate to scratch out a book idea from the historical vestiges of the town. 

Her last research trip had been quite different. She and Robert had flown to London. The first few days, they took time to be tourists, but also visited museums and took history tours. Robert had always been an enthusiastic research partner who hadn’t minded pouring over volumes of historical books and documents with her. 

Part of their trip had taken them outside London where they’d been able to visit modest manor homes where Joanna might have grown up, since her father had been a teacher. That gave Marissa a mental picture of what could be Joanna’s lifestyle. Later, she and Robert had driven up to the Cotswold’s where they stayed in a picturesque cottage with a slate roof. They’d laughed often in those days as Robert tried to master driving on the left side of the road. It’s a wonder they’d made it back alive.

Back then, she’d felt more alive than ever. Now, she felt like a faded version of that woman from the past. Her passion for life, her energy, her vision for the future—all of it had somehow seeped away when Robert left her life. 

Now she was here alone in Wilmington researching a book without him. “It’s not right, Robert.” Her voice filled the silent room. “You should be here with me. You’ve always been beside me as I worked on books.” Her voice drifted into a whisper. “Now you’re not.”

She sighed and swung her legs from the bed. Stood up. May as well go and get dinner. A lonely, solitary dinner. Eating at a restaurant alone was when she missed Robert the most. They’d eaten out quite often, until his tumor forced them to stay home. Sitting alone at a table while surrounded with couples and groups not only reminded her of him, but made her feel doubly alone.

“Hmm. Self-pity doesn’t suit you at all. Shake it off, now, Marissa. You’ve only just started, so give it a measure of time.” 

Despite her gloom, a chuckle escaped her throat at Joanna’s voice in her head. Listening to Joanna’s voice would be seen as eccentric. Or wacky. Of course, she’d never tell anyone. The well-known voice in her ear soothed and reassured her. Joanna was right. It was too early to get discouraged. Robert would likely say the same thing if he were there.

#  #  #
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SHE’D BEEN THE SPITTING image of Rachel. Jarrod leaned over absently and scratched the golden retriever’s head, still seeing the woman in his mind’s eye. Fortunately, the woman who resembled his late wife had gotten her coffee and left the shop. If she’d decided to sit at one of the small tables for a while, she’d have been a source of distraction and sadness for him.

After spilling his coffee on that other poor woman, he returned to get another coffee and settled into an armchair opposite a window in a cozy cove of the shop. He wasn’t usually clumsy, but he’d had a moment of shock. Right after Rachel died, he saw her twin on a regular basis, or thought he did. 

The other woman had certainly looked surprised when the hot liquid hit her blouse. Her blue eyes went round as did her mouth, until she gathered enough dignity at least to chastise him. He laughed quietly. Not funny, really, but her classy appearance and bearing were completely undone by the brown stain. When she apparently changed her mind about getting a drink and fled the café, he was saddened. He would have liked to make it up to her.

An older man sat on the worn leather armchair across from him. Jarrod nodded and smiled at him. Reminded him of his dad. In fact, the man wore a baseball cap similar to the one his dad always wore. He might think this café was full of ghosts, but his dad was very much alive. And still holding a grudge against Jarrod four years after Seth’s death.

Jarrod leaned back and shook off the encroaching sadness. He’d come for a happy reason. At least, he hoped so. He’d called Bethany to let her know he’d arrived, but she must be at work. He’d left a message and the name of his hotel. She likely wouldn’t be available until the next day. She seemed only vaguely glad he was there, which hurt more than a little. But she was twenty. She had friends, a job, a busy routine prior to his visit. He’d keep that in mind, but hoped she’d missed him, too.

Before she’d left for college, they’d had a sort of complicity. True, it had begun to fade a little in her teen years, when it was less cool to get along with one’s parents. But she and Rachel were so much alike, they sometimes bickered and misunderstood each other. His relationship with Bethany was simpler and she’d often sought him out after verbally sparring with her mother.

Bethany had some time yet to finish growing into an adult woman with her own bearings in the world. Maybe then their relationship would approach a new level, not so much father and daughter, but friends. He’d settle for whatever she was ready to give him now. 

A desolate wave assailed him, falling like a blanket. He pulled his breath from a deep cavern inside. After losing Seth, Rachel, and Dad, Bethany was all he had left of his family.
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