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DEAR FRIENDS
[image: [image]]
When I was a child, Christmas was my favorite holiday. The sweet smell of gingerbread cookies baking in the oven, the joyful bells jingling on our front door, the presents piled high under the tree—these were the things I remember fondly from my childhood. Christmas, more than any other holiday, rang with the promise of wonderful things to come.
Christmas continues to be my favorite time of year. During this joyous season, I love to sit by the fireside and reflect on the true meaning of the holiday. Beneath the tinsel and wrapping paper and all the colorful lights, there lies a simple message of God’s love for us all.
When I paint my Christmas scenes, I try to capture the beauty of the season and all of its promise. Homes with candlelight shining through the windows, welcoming all who pass by, this glowing light is so poignant—a symbol of warmth and love and rays of hope that shine through the dark of winter.
So come with me this Christmas to Cape Light, a small coastal New England town, and we will visit the glowing homes along the shore. Cape Light is a place where the people celebrate their joys and help each other through their sorrows. Like all towns, Cape Light has people with open hearts and others whose hearts have yet to open. . . .
Let’s visit with a young woman named Leigh Baxter, an outsider who comes to Cape Light desperately in need of a haven, and a minister named James Cameron who wonders if he has lost his calling. Let’s look in on Sam and Jessica Morgan who, in the midst of holiday celebrations, are facing challenges that will shake their relationship to its core. Let us see how Cape Light bestows on them the true gifts of the season. These are, of course, love and forgiveness and faith, the very gifts that God gave to us on this most joyous of days.
Welcome to Cape Light, where it is my hope that these same gifts will find their way into your heart.
—Thomas Kinkade

CHAPTER ONE
[image: [image]]
JAMES CAMERON STEPPED FROM THE CHURCH INTO THE frigid night air. Snowflakes drifted down on his cheeks and hair, melting wet and cold as they landed. He stopped short and took a sharp breath. Then, reaching out, he caught a few and watched as they magically disappeared.
Reverend Ben Lewis lagged a few steps behind, locking the heavy wooden door. “Been a while since you’ve seen the white stuff, James?”
“More than two years, I guess. It’s funny how you forget.”
“I forget myself. The first snowfall always catches me by surprise.”
Standing side by side, the two men looked out at the village green, already covered by a thick, silvery blanket; the snow-covered branches, hanging heavy and low. Just past the green, the village harbor stretched empty and mysterious as snow drifted down to the dark shifting water. The sight was mesmerizing, and neither man spoke for a long moment.
“It looks like a painting,” James said.
“Yes . . . doesn’t it? And we know who the artist is without checking the corner for His signature.” Ben grinned at his friend and pulled his car keys from a pocket. “Let me give you a lift. You can pick up your car tomorrow.”
“That’s all right. I’m not going far.”
Ben wondered if he should say something more then stopped himself. He knew the visiting minister hadn’t driven in weather like this for a long time, at least two years by his own admission. But he also knew how James valued his independence. He resisted all coddling, despite the fact that he was still recuperating from the illness that had demanded a leave from his mission work in Nicaragua.
He’ll be all right, Ben reasoned. He’ll have to drive in snow sooner or later and probably worse than this flurry once the winter goes into full gear.
“It doesn’t usually snow this early up here, does it?” James asked.
“Two weeks before Thanksgiving? No, this is unusual,” Ben admitted, though he held back from saying that he was afraid that the mid-November snowfall might betoken a severe winter.
Huddled in their parkas, Ben and James tromped across the green and started up their cars.
James turned the ignition key, sending up a quick prayer as the engine coughed and sputtered before finally turning over. A well-intentioned gift from a church member, the gray hatchback was hardly the newest model in town. But it had good tires and brakes and, so far, a reliable battery. The radio got three stations if you slapped the dashboard. James was grateful for it.
The snow was still soft enough to whisk off with windshield wipers. James found a brush in his trunk and cleared off the rear window. He glanced down the street and saw Ben doing the same. Finally, Ben pulled his car out. He waved through the window, then turned at the first corner he came to, and headed for the parsonage, which was walking distance from the village.
James drove up Main Street, past the shops and restaurants, toward the Beach Road. It was Friday evening, just past ten, but Cape Light had never been a place known for its nightlife, and the snowfall seemed to have made Main Street even more deserted than usual at this time of night. One café near the green, the Beanery, was still open. Farther down, the movie theater marquee was still bright. Since it was Friday night, there was a late show, James recalled. But the rest of the street looked empty and still, the dark storefront windows reflecting a glow from the old-fashioned street lamps that lined the sidewalks.
Main Street had been plowed and sanded, but when he reached the Beach Road he found it slower going. The winding, two-lane route was bordered by trees and narrowed by drifts of snow on either side. James felt his small car swerve as he navigated a tight bend and slowed to a near crawl.
I’d better be careful. I don’t want to miss the turn. It’s hard enough to find that road in broad daylight. . . .
James had been staying with Vera Plante since September, when he’d arrived in town. A widow living on a small fixed income, Vera made ends meet by renting rooms in her large Victorian-style house. James wouldn’t describe it as a boardinghouse, but it wasn’t quite a bed-and-breakfast either. Vera did serve her houseguests—as she preferred to call her paying customers—breakfast and dinner a few days a week, though her schedule was random and her cooking skills questionable. While the house was often full in the summer, James was the only guest at present. He could see that Vera really didn’t like sharing her home with strangers and did so only out of necessity. She hid this reluctance under an air of particularity, and he sometimes wondered if even he, a minister and the very model of an ideal boarder, met her high standards.
He spotted a turn coming up on the right but didn’t recognize any landmarks. He slowed down, straining to read the sign. Evergreen Way. No, that wasn’t it. He wanted Meadowlark Lane. Funny how the snow changed the way things looked, he thought.
James leaned forward, peering at the road through the frost-covered windshield. Chunks of ice clung to the wipers now, streaking the glass and obscuring his view with a frost coating. He reached down and turned up the defroster, but the windshield quickly fogged over and he realized he’d turned the wrong dial. He swiped at the fog with his hand, smearing the glass all over, which helped for a moment then seemed to make matters even worse.
“Now I’ve done it. . . . Cover your ears, Lord. I’m about to say something really outrageous. . . .”
Then the road took a sudden dip and James put both hands back on the wheel, steering into the turn as he felt the car swerve over an ice patch.
The red taillights of another vehicle suddenly appeared straight ahead. Too close, he realized. He hit the brakes but it was too late. His car skidded forward. He pulled the steering wheel hard to one side, trying to avoid impact, but his brakes had locked. Seconds later, the front fender of the hatchback plowed into the other car’s trunk with a dreadful crunch.
“Dear God . . . help me, please,” James managed through gritted teeth. Finally, his car slowed and stopped, stuck in a high ridge of snow at the edge of the road.
The other vehicle lurched forward, swerving off the road, then down the snow-covered shoulder. It rolled on slowly for a few feet, finally coming to a stop against a line of bushes and deer fencing.
James felt his seat belt pull taut against his shoulder, pinning him to his seat, and suddenly opened his eyes. He hadn’t even realized he had shut them. His hands still gripped the steering wheel, his knuckles white. I’m not dead was his first thought. Thank you, his second.
He took a deep breath. A spot on top of his leg, just above his knee, throbbed with pain, and he reasoned he must have slammed it into the underside of the dashboard. Other than that, it seemed he was unharmed.
What about the other driver or passengers? He swallowed hard, opened his door, then stumbled through the snow to the other car. Its door hung open and he saw that the other driver was a woman. The air bag had opened and now drooped deflated across her lap.
“Are you all right?”
She stared at him, her large brown eyes reflecting his own sense of shock. “I think so. . . .”
“Are you alone?” Finally reaching the car, he peered in through the door.
She nodded then stared down with a sudden change in her expression that made him afraid she might faint or be sick.
He crouched by the open car door. “Don’t try to get up. Take a few deep breaths.”
She stared straight ahead then did as he advised. The overhead light in her car revealed wisps of curly brown hair framing a pale face.
“At least I hit something soft and not a tree,” she said after a moment.
That was something to be thankful for, he thought.
“My windshield fogged and by the time I saw you, it was too late,” he began to explain. “I couldn’t stop.”
“It wasn’t your fault. It’s the snow. You couldn’t help that.”
That was true, James thought. But it was still good of her to say so. A lot people would be ranting at him right now. Especially considering the condition of her car, which was crunched in accordion-style in the rear and buried hood deep in front.
“Sit tight. I’m going to call the police and get some help.”
“The police? Do you really think you have to? Can’t we just call a tow truck or something?”
He glanced at her, surprised by her reaction. Beneath her reasonable tone he sensed a certain note of anxiety.
“I mean, we both seem to be fine,” she added, “and we’ll probably be sitting out here in the cold forever if we have to wait until someone comes.”
All that was true. He knew that many people settled their little fender benders without making official reports. But he wasn’t the type to go around the law.
“That’s all right; I’ll deal with it. You’re really supposed to report an accident.”
She sat back again and took a breath. “Yes, of course. I just wanted to spare you the bother, that’s all.”
James watched her face as he took out his cell phone and dialed 911. He had a feeling that calling in the police made her nervous. Maybe she had parking tickets or some other reason to feel anxious about her driving record. People were funny that way. Lots of people who were perfectly law abiding got totally unglued by the mere sight of a uniformed policeman.
She certainly didn’t look like a person who had something to hide. Her features were delicate and even, her smooth skin bare of makeup except for a worn dash of lipstick. She wore small pearl earrings and a thin gold watch but no wedding ring, he noticed.
He knew that you couldn’t judge a person by his or her appearance. Still, he got a feeling about her just from the way she’d spoken to him, saying the accident wasn’t his fault. He tended to trust his impressions. As a minister he was trained to be perceptive, and he’d always had an innate sense of the human heart; all of which made him a good judge of character. But not infallible, he reminded himself.
The 911 operator came on quickly and James explained the situation, estimating their location. “An officer is in the area. He’s on his way,” the emergency dispatcher said.
James ended the call and turned back to the other driver. She’d pulled on a pair of leather gloves and a stylish wool hat and now sat rubbing her hands together. “Someone will be here in a few minutes,” he told her. “The heater is still working in my car. Why don’t we wait there?”
“All right.” The woman nodded and turned slowly in her seat, preparing to get out of the car. James offered his hand, seeing how the car was sunk so deeply in the snow.
She glanced at him a moment then grabbed his hand and levered herself forward. As she pushed the deflated air bag aside and swung her legs around, James felt his mouth drop open but couldn’t stop his reaction.
She was pregnant.
About six months, or maybe more, from the looks of her rounded belly underneath a wraparound wool coat.
“You’re . . . expecting?”
She blinked at him and glanced down at her stomach. “Seems so.” Her flat, faintly amused tone made him feel embarrassed.
“I’m sorry to sound shocked . . . but you should have told me. Are you sure you’re all right? Maybe I should call an ambulance.”
Once again, he noticed a wary look in her eyes, but when she spoke her voice was level and calm. “The air bag worked perfectly. I didn’t feel a thing. I don’t think there’s anything to worry about.”
She did seem fine and he fervently hoped that was true. Still he felt concerned. “Are you sure? I could come with you if you’re concerned about going to the hospital alone.”
“Is the hospital far?”
“Well . . . yes. About an hour or so south of here, in Southport.”
“Oh . . . that is far. And I would be sitting in some waiting room for hours, I’m sure, since it’s not really an emergency. . . .” She stared out at the snow for a moment then turned to him again. “I think I’ll just try to see a doctor tomorrow. I’m sure I’m okay, honestly.”
Her brown eyes were wide. Her tone, quiet and persuasive. Still, he worried. If the collision had injured the baby, he’d never forgive himself. But he couldn’t force her to go. Perhaps she didn’t have insurance and was worried about the cost and that was why she was so reluctant.
“All right. Let me help you to the car at least.” He took her arm and helped her through the snow.
Maybe a police officer would persuade her to go to the hospital, James thought. And what was an extremely pregnant woman doing traveling alone on a night like this? That didn’t seem right either. But then again, the heavy snow had been a surprise; the forecast had only called for flurries.
When they reached his car he opened the passenger-side door for her. “Have a seat. I’ll get the heater going.”
She climbed in and he shut the door. Then he got in the driver side and turned the keys, which were still in the ignition. Luckily the car started easily. He turned up the heater and flicked on the emergency flashers. The car had ended up far to one side of the road, out of the way of anyone passing; waiting inside seemed safe. The road was so empty tonight. Nobody had come by yet, he noticed. Most people in this town would stop to help if they saw two stranded cars, even if they didn’t know you. Unusual, but that’s just they way they were in Cape Light.
“By the way, my name is James Cameron. Reverend Cameron, actually.” James turned to his companion and stuck out his hand. She looked surprised by his title then smiled slightly and shook his hand. People were often surprised when he told them what he did for a living. He wasn’t sure what they expected a minister to look like, but it certainly wasn’t him.
“How do you do, Reverend. I’m Leigh Baxter.”
James smiled at her briefly. His usual response would be “nice to meet you” but that seemed inappropriate under the circumstances. Instead, he asked if she was warm enough.
She nodded and he didn’t know what else to say. An awkward silence hung between them, and James glanced at his watch. He felt bad for wrecking this woman’s car, no matter that it was more the fault of the weather. And she being pregnant to boot.
“Is there anyone you’d like to call? You can use my phone if you like.”
She stared at the phone for a moment, as if tempted, then shook her head. “No, thank you. I have a cell phone in my bag.”
“Oh . . . okay.” James glanced down the road, wondering when the police would come and wondering about her reply. Why wasn’t she calling anyone?
There was no one waiting for her to arrive somewhere? No one who needed to know what had happened to her? He found that curious, then thought maybe she just didn’t want to have a private conversation in front of him. That was possible, too.
Red lights flashed in the rearview mirror. He turned to see a blue and white cruiser pull up behind his car. “Looks like the police are here,” he said. “Wait here, I’ll bring the officer over to speak to you.”
James opened his door and climbed out as the uniformed officer tromped toward him through the snow. It was Tucker Tulley, James realized, a member of the church.
“Reverend Cameron! For goodness’ sake. I didn’t know it was you out here.” Officer Tulley picked up his pace, running the last few steps. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine. The other driver was alone. A woman. She seems to be okay but she’s pregnant. Doesn’t want to see a doctor, though. Maybe you should ask her again,” he added with concern.
“I will,” Tucker said. He leaned over to peer into the hatchback. “Officer Tulley, ma’am. I’m just going to take some information and get you out of this weather ASAP.”
James heard Leigh murmur a quiet greeting and politely answer Officer Tulley’s questions. She fumbled for a while, locating her license and car registration, James noticed, but otherwise seemed perfectly at ease and James wondered if he’d only imagined her anxiety earlier when he’d mentioned the police. Officer Tulley quickly took down his information and arranged for a truck to tow Leigh Baxter’s car to a service station in town.
One fender on James’s car had a small dent, but he could still drive it. “Can I drop you somewhere?” he asked Leigh.
“I’m not sure . . . is there a motel around here?”
“There’s one up on the highway,” the police officer answered. “But the roads are getting worse. I don’t recommend going all that way out of town.” Officer Tulley turned toward James again. “Why don’t you take her over to Vera’s? She probably won’t mind putting Ms. Baxter up for a night.”
Contrary to Officer Tulley’s optimistic impression, James knew that his landlady probably would mind. She did not like surprises, especially after eleven at night.
Still, it did seem like the best and most logical solution.
“Who’s Vera?” Leigh asked. “Is she a friend of yours?”
“In a way. I rent a room in her house. But it’s a big place. I’m sure she has room for you.”
“I guess that would be all right. If it isn’t too much trouble for her,” Leigh said.
“She won’t like being woken up if she’s already gone to bed,” James said honestly, “but she’ll understand.”
Officer Tulley offered to wait for the tow truck. James retrieved two pieces of luggage from the trunk of Leigh’s car and stowed them in his backseat. They were leather bags, the expensive kind with designer initials stamped all over them. Incongruous with her well-used-looking car, he thought as he climbed behind the wheel again.
The turn to Vera’s house was barely a half mile farther down the road. Meadowlark Lane was unplowed and even harder driving than the Beach Road, and James wondered a few times if he was going to end up in yet another accident before the night was over. But he soon pulled up to Vera’s house and maneuvered his car as far up the curving drive as he could manage. He stopped the car with a deep sigh and turned off the engine.
“Well done,” Leigh said quietly. She met his glance with a slight smile. He suddenly realized she hadn’t said a word for the entire drive and must have been sitting there terrified of what would come next.
“I’m really not a bad driver. You just caught me at a real bad time.”
She laughed at him and he realized that his answer did sound funny, though he hadn’t meant it that way. He smiled then, too.
It had been a difficult night. He was glad to be home in one piece and able to laugh about the accident. It seemed so basic, so clichéd, but the night’s events had served to remind him that we never know what God has in store for us around the next bend in the road. Anything could happen at any moment. One’s entire life could change in the blink of an eye, in the time it took to draw a single breath.
He glanced over at Leigh, wondering what she was thinking. She was probably just eager to get in from the cold, he realized.
“Wait right there; I’ll help you up to the side door.”
James came around to the passenger side and helped Leigh out of the car, then grabbed her bags from the backseat.
Vera always left the light on at the side door that opened to a mudroom and then the kitchen. She kept the large house spotless. If she was still awake, the prospect of melting snow on her clean floors was probably sending her into a tizzy.
Surprisingly, the door swung open as they approached. “Reverend Cameron . . . is that someone with you?” Vera called out. Her voice sounded puzzled and alarmed, and he could barely keep a smile from his face as he imagined her panicked thoughts. Why would her boarder be coming home at this hour . . . with a woman on his arm?
“Yes, Vera. It’s me.” When he got a bit closer, he added, “I had a little car accident on the Beach Road. This poor lady was my victim. Her car had to be towed, and the motel being so far, I thought maybe she could stay here.”
“Oh, dear. What a terrible thing. Thank heavens you’re all right.” Vera opened the door wider and stepped aside so that Leigh and James could enter. Dressed in her bathrobe and slippers, with a scarf tied around her pin curls, she wielded her beloved sponge mop like an armed guard.
“I hope I’m not putting you out, Mrs. Plante,” Leigh said quietly.
James watched Vera stare at Leigh, her expression pinched. He could see that Vera did feel put out but her better nature was battling valiantly, trying to help her live up to the virtues she held so dear. Rather than judging her harshly, James thought she should get extra credit for trying so hard.
Finally, Vera sighed and stepped back. “Well, it is an emergency. We’ll have to make do.”
James nodded in agreement, relieved that she had not made a fuss.
“Here, give me that wet coat. You’re dripping all over the place,” Vera said a bit sharply. Leigh just smiled and slipped off her coat then handed it to her hostess. He watched Vera hang the coat, then mop up around their feet. Then James noticed Vera’s eyes widen as she realized that Leigh was pregnant.
“Oh! Sit down, dear!” Vera said suddenly. “I mean, sit down on this bench and take off those shoes,” she added in a softer tone. “Give them here. I’ll put them on the boot tray. They need a bit of newspaper inside to dry them out, too.”
“Thank you very much.” Leigh watched as Vera expertly stuffed wadded balls of newspaper into her shoes.
James took off his parka, hung it on the coat tree, then added his wet boots to the tray.
Vera instantly began mopping up around his feet again. “What a mess. I don’t want anyone to slip. . . .”
“Here, I’ll do that.” James took the mop. There really wasn’t much snow on the floor, but he knew it would make the older woman feel better.
“Can I make you some tea?” Vera asked Leigh kindly. “Or maybe some nice tomato soup and crackers? Are you hungry?”
James suppressed a smile. Vera was clearly moved by Leigh’s plight. Tomato soup and crackers was his landlady’s notion of a real treat.
“No, thank you.” Leigh shook her head and smiled. “I guess I’d just like to get some sleep, if that’s okay.”
“Yes, of course. It’s very late. You must be tired. And what a shock, to have an accident in your condition. Just follow me and I’ll find a nice comfortable room for you,” Vera promised as she led Leigh upstairs.
James put the mop on its proper hook in the utility closet and soon followed with Leigh’s bags. After mulling aloud a bit, Vera finally picked a room for Leigh on the second floor, toward the back of the house and adjacent to a bathroom.
“I made up the bed fresh this weekend, expecting my sister Bea who’s down in Gloucester. Then at the last minute, she canceled on me. But here you are, so it’s just as well. Just goes to show, you never know. There’s a reason for everything,” Vera chatted on as she showed Leigh the room.
Leigh gazed around, taking in the pink flowered wallpaper, matching curtains and quilt, and an oval area rug at her feet, also edged by a border of flowers. A milk-glass lamp sat on a small night table that was covered by a piece of lace-edged linen. Judging from Leigh’s clothes and luggage, James had a feeling that Vera’s surprise guest was used to finer surroundings, but still she seemed pleased.
“What a pretty room. Your sister missed out,” Leigh said.
“Didn’t she, though!” Vera shook her head in agreement. “I’ll leave a fresh set of towels in the bathroom for you, and that closet is empty if you want to unpack a few things.”
“Thanks. I’m sure I’ll be very comfortable.” Leigh watched James put her bags by a wooden chest at the foot of the bed. “Thanks for bringing up my bags,” she said to him.
“That’s all right. Good night now.” He glanced at Vera, hoping to convey that it was time to leave her newest guest alone.
“I won’t wake you for breakfast, though I usually serve at half past seven,” Vera added as she followed James out of the room.
“Half past seven sounds fine.” James caught Leigh’s eye and they shared a brief, secret smile. Leigh bid them both good night again and shut her door.
ALONE IN THE ROOM, LEIGH SAT ON THE EDGE OF THE HIGH, OLD-FASHIONED bed, listening as Vera’s scuffling steps retreated to a room nearby. She heard James climb the stairs to the third floor and then his steps echoed down a hallway above.
Her hands moved automatically to her stomach, where she felt the baby’s fluttery kicks. She thought again of the accident and the way James had urged her to visit a hospital. She’d come very close to giving in. But it was the same old problem, a choice between two evils: to take a risk with her baby’s health . . . or to risk losing her baby altogether.
Showing her fake identification to Officer Tulley had been stressful enough. Going through that a second time in one night, especially in some hospital emergency room, would be pushing the odds. She had to move along as if invisible, without leaving any trail, any imprint, any chance for discovery.
Besides, Leigh had a strong feeling that the baby was just fine. She was almost positive she’d know if something were amiss. Still, as soon as she had a chance she would find a private doctor and make sure, she promised herself.
She rested her hand on her stomach. “You’re all right. I know you are,” she said softly. “I’d never let anything happen to you. You’re all I have. Don’t worry. I think we’ll be fine here. It feels safe.”
It did feel safe. James Cameron and Vera Plante both seemed so trusting; she wasn’t worried about them. Though it was disorienting to end up in this strange place. She wasn’t even sure where she’d landed. Cape Light, the police officer had said. She hadn’t noticed the town on her map. Now she pulled the Massachusetts state map from her bag and studied it again. No Cape Light; it was just another dot on the shore road she’d chosen in lieu of the highway. Maybe that hadn’t been such a smart idea, since at that point the snow was already coming down heavily, but she hadn’t been willing to take any chances. She was almost sure a car had been following her from the highway rest stop. So now she was lost and stuck without a car, at least for a day or two. Had she just imagined someone following her? Had it been worth all this trouble?
It was worth whatever it took to get away, an inner voice insisted. Whatever it took to keep her baby safe.
Leigh dug her phone out of her purse and turned it on to check her messages. She found a new one and quickly played it back.
The warm, familiar voice of her friend Alice greeted her. “It’s me. I had a call today, your cousin Eileen, in Canada. She said you mustn’t go there right now or even call her. A private detective came to her house today. She has no idea how they found her. Martin must have given them an old address book or something, and they’re just tracking every single name down at this point. Anyway, she’s afraid that her house is being watched now. She was even afraid to call you directly. I feel so badly for you, honey. It seemed like such a good plan. . . .”
Leigh fought down a stab of panic. She’d been counting on Eileen as her haven and Canada as the place where she would safely give birth to and raise her baby.
“I don’t know what to say,” Alice’s distressed voice went on. “Wherever you are, be careful. Call me when you can. I just hope you’re all right.”
Leigh clicked off the phone, caught in a familiar sense of dread and frustration. She felt like a mouse trapped in a maze: she would come so close to escaping she could practically smell freedom; then she would turn and hit another dead end. She felt tears well up and took a shaky breath. By tomorrow, she would have reached Bar Harbor and boarded the ferry. It just wasn’t fair.
What was she going to do now? Martin’s investigators were everywhere and sooner or later, he’d bring the police into it. She was almost sure of that. His family liked to keep things quiet, and he rarely went against them. But he must be desperate now, she reasoned, desperate and irrational.
Sometimes she felt desperate, too, almost wishing she could just disappear off the face of the earth. Her life seemed such a mess. Sometimes she didn’t think she could ever set it straight again.
But she couldn’t think that way, she reminded herself. Not with the baby inside of her, her burden and her joy.
Okay, her plan to stay with Eileen on Prince Edward Island was derailed, but maybe she could still go north. Another route perhaps, to someplace where nobody knew her? Or maybe south again? She had some money from trading in her new car for an old one, but she would need most of it for the baby. She was no longer insured and she knew how many thousands it would cost to have the baby in a hospital, and that was assuming everything went smoothly. She’d gone without eating anything today except a roll and coffee, just to save for gasoline. She had a credit card but couldn’t use it. It was just too risky. Her ID didn’t even match anymore.
But I’ll think of something, Leigh told herself. Some way around him. Maybe not tonight, but something will come to me.
It just had to.
She couldn’t let him win.
Leigh suddenly felt so tired, weary to her bones, her mind a blank, gray screen. She stretched out on the bed and pulled the quilt up around her shoulders. I’ll just rest for a few minutes, she told herself. Her head had barely touched the pillow before she fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.
JESSICA MORGAN STOOD IN THE DARK, STARING OUT AT THE FALLING snow covering the land behind their house. The soft white coating made everything outside look different. That’s the way winter was; it changed everything, she thought.
She had imagined her life would be different by now, too. That was the problem. She’d floated through the summer with an image in her head, a vision of how it would be once the holidays came. How happy she and Sam would be, preparing for their baby. But it hadn’t turned out that way at all. She had lost the baby in September, just as the nights began to cool and the leaves turned color and dropped to the ground.
Fall had come and gone, and now winter had arrived. But she knew she was not over the shock of her miscarriage.
Jessica tightened the belt on her robe. She touched her stomach, perfectly flat. She should have been . . . what, six months by now? She had pictured herself in maternity outfits and Sam’s big shirts around the house. Working on this room, picking out paint and wallpaper, ordering baby furniture. Instead, the room stood empty and bare. Waiting. The way she felt inside.
It wasn’t rational but she felt as if she had failed.
Suddenly the holidays loomed up before her, Thanksgiving less than two weeks off and Christmas not far behind. She had no spirit this year for the season. She wished she could hide out somewhere until it was all over. She hadn’t felt that way since the year her father died. She couldn’t imagine how she would get through it.
“Jess? Are you okay?”
Sam stood in the doorway, staring sleepily at her. She was embarrassed that he had found her here again, but in another way, glad of it.
“I’m all right. I just couldn’t sleep.”
He walked over to the window and put his arm around her, then gently kissed the top of her head. “Worried about something at work?”
Jessica shook her head, avoiding his gaze. He knew why she came in here all the time when she couldn’t sleep. He just didn’t want to say.
Sam sighed and pulled her close. “Oh, sweetie, it’s okay. We’ll have a baby soon. We need to be patient, that’s all.”
Jessica pressed her head against his shoulder and nodded. Her throat was too tight to speak. What if they couldn’t have a baby? What if it just didn’t work out for them? Sometimes that happened to couples. She knew it did. Sam wanted children so badly and she was so afraid she would disappoint him.
“It looks like the snow is stopping,” she said finally.
“I hope so. We certainly got enough of it. Guess I’ll go dig your mother out tomorrow.”
“That’s sweet.” She leaned up and kissed his cheek. “Not that she’ll thank you for it.”
Sam laughed. “I’ll be lucky if she doesn’t call the police and report a burglar.”
“Come on, Sam. She’s not that bad.”
“No comment.” Sam leaned back and smiled down at her.
“I guess you could stop by at Dr. Elliot’s and see if he needs any help, too,” Jessica suggested.
“Don’t worry, Ezra is already on my list. I might bring Darrell Lester along. He could help me, maybe earn a few dollars.”
“Darrell Lester?” Jessica glanced up at him. The name didn’t ring a bell.
“You know, that kid at New Horizons. The one who made the key chain for me.”
“Oh, right . . . sure, I remember.” She felt embarrassed for forgetting. Darrell hadn’t been at New Horizons very long, but he already had a major case of hero worship for Sam.
It wasn’t surprising. Sam was great with kids and a good guy, besides. With his outdoor work slowing down these last few months, he had been spending more time at New Horizons, a learning center for city kids who were at risk: getting into scrapes with the law or having trouble in school or in the foster system. As Jessica recalled, Darrell Lester fell into all three categories. There were so many children with sad stories there. Jessica often thought about volunteering but somehow never got around to it. Sam went regularly, though, helping with schoolwork and teaching woodworking and basic building skills.
Sam was so nonjudgmental, so generous with his time. She admired that about him. Sometimes, though, she wished Sam would be more focused on their own problems, instead of getting so involved with strangers.
Maybe I’m just jealous because I can’t distract myself so easily. Sam’s found a way to have kids in his life before we have a baby, but I can’t find anything to fill this gaping hole in my heart.
“Ready for bed?” Sam glanced down at her, pulling her a bit closer.
Jessica nodded. “I guess so.”
They stood together a moment longer, staring out at the snow. A crescent moon shone brightly through the parting clouds. Jessica saw a star and squeezed her eyes shut, making a quick wish. She glanced up and knew Sam had been watching. He leaned forward and gently kissed her forehead.
“Hope it comes true,” he whispered.
Jessica nodded, her head tucked under his chin. Me, too, she said inside. Me, too.

CHAPTER TWO
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JAMES THOUGHT HE WOULD BE THE FIRST ONE UP, BUT AS HE came down the back stairs that led into the kitchen he heard the women’s voices. Leigh stood by the table, fully dressed, setting out mugs and silverware while Vera ransacked a cupboard. Leigh looked up and smiled at him briefly then turned toward Vera again.
“Here it is. I knew I had some.” Vera held out an oatmeal box like a hard-won trophy. “Perfect on a snowy morning.”
“Just some milk will be fine for me. I can’t eat too much in the morning,” Leigh said.
Vera frowned sympathetically. “Morning sickness? You’re far along for that. I had a terrible case myself with my second child, right up to the finish line. It’s a wonder she turned out so big and healthy. She—”
“Is something burning?” James gently interjected.
Vera turned in alarm to the stove. “The milk for the cocoa . . . oh, my gosh. I’m sorry, dear. I’ll have to start from scratch.”
“That’s all right. Cold milk would be fine. In fact, I’d prefer it.”
“And I’d be perfectly happy with some cold cereal, Vera. I need to get outside and start digging us out.”
“I appreciate your help, Reverend. I used to have a teenager who came around when it snowed, but he’s gone off to college now.” Vera turned and grabbed another pot, about to start the oatmeal anyway, he noticed. “Quite a bright boy. Hoped to be a doctor, I think. . . .”
Fearing another rambling tale, James jumped right in. “A doctor? Really? He’ll be gone a long time then. Is the coffee ready?” he asked hopefully.
“I think so.” Leigh smiled at him with quiet understanding. James poured himself a cup and took a seat at the table. “Have you called the service station yet? They probably open early.”
Leigh sat down across from him. “No, I haven’t tried. I left the phone number upstairs somewhere.”
“Harbor Auto, down on Scudder Lane.” Vera squinted at the oatmeal box then at her measuring cup.
“That was it, Harbor Auto.” Leigh sounded surprised, and Vera laughed.
“Of course that was it. Where else were they going to take your car at that hour? The number’s on the bulletin board by the telephone. You can call from down here.”
Leigh rose and went to the phone. James started on his cereal. He didn’t mean to listen in on her conversation, but it was impossible not to. Besides, he felt responsible for the damage. It was such an old car, she might not have collision coverage. He was wondering how long the repairs would take when Leigh’s voice rose on a note of distress.
“But I don’t live around here. I can’t really wait that long.” She paused and briefly turned so that he could see her face. She looked very worried, a deep crease between her brows. “That much? Can’t you do it for less? I just need the car up and running. It’s really not even worth very much. . . . Yes, I see. I’ll wait to hear from you then. Thanks very much,” she said slowly, then hung up the phone.
Leigh returned to the table. Her expression was composed, but she seemed suddenly absorbed in the pattern of the tablecloth and he suspected she was trying to mask her distress.
“Listen,” he said, “the accident was all my fault. I’ll pay for your car, whatever it costs. Don’t worry. I have insurance. It should cover most of the damage.”
Leigh’s gaze rose to meet his. “I appreciate your offer, but insurance companies take so long to settle these things. I really need my car back. The mechanic said it might take a few days, maybe even until next week. He’s not sure yet. He may have trouble getting parts since it’s so old. He’s going to call around and call me back.”
Feeling terrible that she was so upset, James began to rack his mind for other options. “Well, let’s see. I guess you could have it towed to another shop, maybe up to Newburyport. It’s a bigger town than Cape Light. But they might not be able to have it done for you any sooner if it’s a matter of finding the right parts.”
“Yes, I thought of that, too. I doubt it would help to move the car at this point, though, and it would cost a lot for the tow truck.”
“I can rent a car for you,” James offered. “The insurance might even cover some of that. Then you could come back and pick up your car when it’s done.”
“I guess I could do that. But it sounds sort of . . . complicated.” Leigh picked up a piece of toast, looked about to eat it, then put it down again. “Besides, what if your insurance company won’t cover the cost? I don’t want you to spend all that money.”
“Don’t worry about me. I feel responsible for your predicament. Not only is your car out of commission but you must be inconvenienced, being stuck here. I’d be happy to take you someplace today. Wherever you were going last night, I mean,” he added, recalling how he had made the same offer last night but she never said where she was headed.
“Oh . . . well, thanks. That’s good to know. I was on my way to see a friend. She lives out on the Cape . . . in Wellfleet. I called her last night and told her what happened. So she knows I’m delayed.”
Wellfleet was a distance, but he would have been willing to drive her there if she wanted. It was funny, he thought. She had been driving north, the opposite direction from the Cape. But maybe she had been lost.
“Wellfleet is lovely.” Vera came to the table carrying a bowl of lumpy-looking oatmeal. “My late husband, Arnold, had family there. Wonderful oysters. Arnold loved oyster stew, though I haven’t made that in years. Easy as pie, once you get them shucked. He was quite handy at that task, believe me, though all thumbs around here for the most part.” Vera sat down at the table. “And what about you, dear? Where’s your husband? You didn’t say.”
Vera’s tone was polite though pointed. She carefully sprinkled sugar over her oatmeal, waiting for Leigh’s reply.
James waited, too. Leigh wasn’t wearing a wedding ring, he had noticed. He, too, had wondered about a husband, but it took Vera to plunge right in.
Leigh stared at Vera a moment then looked down at the table. “My husband is dead. He passed away a few months ago very suddenly . . . a heart attack.”
James felt leaden inside and saw Vera’s bright expression go dark. “I’m sorry,” he said. “What a tragic loss for you.”
“Oh, my dear. I’m so sorry.” Vera put her spoon down and leaned toward Leigh. “Sorry to bring it up. I just wondered, was all. What a heartbreak . . .”
Leigh glanced at both of them. “It was . . . a shock. A great shock. He was only a few years older than me and very healthy. I mean, he seemed to be.” She took a deep breath and sat back in her chair. “I’m trying to just think of the baby now.”
“Of course you are.” Vera touched Leigh lightly on the wrist. “What about family? Isn’t there anyone to help you?”
Leigh shook her head. “Not really. I don’t have any brothers or sisters, and my parents both passed away. A friend from college invited me to stay with her in Wellfleet until the baby comes. She has a shop and I’m going to help her out for the holidays.”
She must need money if she was traveling all the way out to the Cape to work part-time in a shop, James reasoned.
“What did your husband do for a living, dear?” Vera asked.
Leigh paused and looked down at her dish again. James sensed it was difficult for her to answer. “He worked for a textile mill, up in Maine.”
“Is that where you’re from?” James asked.
Leigh shook her head. “Not exactly. After he died, I moved down to Boston for a new job. . . . But it didn’t work out.”
“What a shame. He must have been so young. I bet he didn’t even have insurance. You don’t think of that much at your age. You think you’re going to live forever. . . .”
James read the distress on Leigh’s face and realized that Vera had struck a nerve. “Is there any more coffee? It’s very good. Did you try a new brand, Vera?”
Vera gave him a curious look then passed him the pot across the table. “Same brand I always use . . . Leigh fixed it though.”
“Funny, it tastes different.” He glanced at Leigh and could see she was relieved at the sudden shift in conversation.
No husband, no family, at least six months pregnant, and looking for work. She didn’t have it easy, did she? Still, she didn’t relate this information as if she was looking for sympathy. Quite the opposite, he thought. She seemed reluctant to share the sad details or take him up on any offers of help.
The phone rang and Vera got up to answer it. Left alone with Leigh, James felt he wanted to say something, but he didn’t know what more he could offer that wouldn’t sound worn and clichéd. More condolences about her husband seemed redundant. Ministers were supposed to be so adept at these moments, but like many people, he often found himself at a loss for truly sincere, honest words when confronted by the enormity of death.
Leigh sat across the table from him, sipping a glass of milk. She somehow looked different to him now than she had the night before. She had faced some rough days, with more ahead, he thought, yet still seemed composed, carrying on, doing what she had to do. He admired that.
“It’s for you, Leigh. Harbor Auto again,” Vera called out. Leigh rose and went to the phone, and James helped Vera clear the breakfast dishes. Leigh soon returned to the kitchen. James could tell from her expression that the news wasn’t good.
“Sounds as if it will take a few days. The mechanic is having trouble finding parts and with the snow and the weekend, everything is slowed down.”
“You can stay here then,” Vera quickly offered. “That will be fine with me. I’m not expecting any new arrivals.”
“Thank you, Vera. I’d appreciate that,” Leigh replied. “What is your rate for the room? You never told me.”
Vera turned from the sink, holding a scouring pad in one hand and looking flustered. James could see that she was torn. She wanted to let Leigh stay on for free, and yet she depended on the income from her guests to support herself.
“I’ll work it out with Vera. Don’t worry,” James said.
“No, I can’t let you do that.” Leigh carried her glass to the counter by the sink. “I can pay for myself. I have to—”
“But if I hadn’t smashed up your car, you would already be staying with your friend in Wellfleet. It’s my fault you’re stuck here. You must let me take care of it. I insist.”
Leigh stood staring at him, her lips in a tight line, weighing her pride against her pocketbook, he thought.
“I don’t care who pays, quite frankly. Or even if either of you do, all things considered. The room is sitting up there empty and so far, you eat less than a bird, miss . . . which isn’t good for your condition, I might add.” Vera spoke while leaning over the sink, working on the oatmeal pot with her scrub pad. “And by the way,” she continued before anyone could reply, “if you’re interested in earning a few dollars while you’re stuck in town, I happen to know that Dr. Harding can use a little temporary help. His receptionist took off yesterday on a family emergency. You would have thought her house was on fire. Just picked up her purse and raced out the door. I was sitting right there. She left a big waiting room full of patients. It was bedlam. And I know he’s got the word out, asking if someone can fill in a little.”
“A doctor’s office?” Leigh asked.
“That’s right, Dr. Harding. He came to town last winter, took over old Dr. Elliot’s practice. Nice young man, too.”
“I’ve worked in offices but not as a secretary. . . .”
“All you have to do is answer the phone and keep the appointment book in order. It’s not exactly brain surgery—well, not for you, anyhow.” Vera shot Leigh a quick grin as she set the pot on the drain board and wiped her hands on a towel. “I can call him for you right now, see what’s up.”
James watched Leigh curiously. He couldn’t tell from her expression what her answer would be. Would she want to take a part-time job in town? Did she need money that badly?
Finally, she shrugged. “I suppose I can go speak to him about it. I did want to visit a doctor today. Just to check on the baby. I’m sure nothing’s wrong,” she added with a quick glance at James. “But it wouldn’t hurt to make sure.”
“It wouldn’t hurt at all.” James had meant to talk to her again about seeing a doctor and was relieved that Leigh brought it up first.
“I’m sure he’ll make time to see you,” Vera said to Leigh, then left again to call Dr. Harding’s office.
Leigh turned to James. “If I get the job, you’ll have to let me pay Vera for the room and board.” She was smiling but her voice sounded quite firm and determined.
He couldn’t help but smile back. “We’ll see.”
Vera returned, talking excitedly as she walked back into the kitchen. “Dr. Harding was busy with a patient, but I got Molly Willoughby on the line and she practically jumped out of the phone and hugged me. She said, ‘Send her right over. I can’t wait to get out of here.’ ”
“Molly is Dr. Harding’s girlfriend. I guess she’s in the office, holding down the fort for him this morning,” James explained.
He would trust the formidable Molly to hold down any fort, any time. But she did have her own business, and he expected she was eager to get back to it.
“Molly is a dynamo, but she can be a little brusque. I think Leigh will have a more pleasant manner with the patients, don’t you?” Vera asked as she began to sweep the kitchen floor.
James laughed. “Probably.”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence.” Leigh looked surprised but also pleased by the sudden turn of events.
“I have to go over to the church this morning. I’ll drop you on my way. I just need to clean off the car and do some shoveling.”
“Okay, if it’s not out of your way,” Leigh said. “I’ll run upstairs and grab my purse.”
Vera emptied the dustpan into a trash pail and let the lid fall with a resounding slam. “ ‘All’s well that ends well.’ That’s what Arnold used to say. He did love his Shakespeare.”
More an example of God moving in strange ways, James thought as he pulled on his parka. But he didn’t bother to debate the point with Vera.
AS JAMES DROVE TOWARD TOWN HE FOUND THE BEACH ROAD SANDED and easy to drive. The snow-covered road, so treacherous last night, seemed benign, even beautiful, in the brilliant sunshine.
“A big difference from last night,” he said to Leigh.
“It’s another world,” she agreed, glancing out the window. “Look, that must be the place where we had the accident.”
James slowed the car, noticing the telltale marks in the snow across the road. His throat tightened for a second, and he felt grateful all over again that no one had been harmed.
“We were lucky,” Leigh said quietly. She turned her head away and stared out the window.
“I’m glad you’re going to ask Dr. Harding to check the baby,” James said honestly. “I could never forgive myself if anything was wrong.”
“I’m sure I’m all right. But I guess it is a good idea to check.”
He didn’t answer, but felt relieved at her reply.
“You’re so nice, James. . . . No wonder you’re a minister.”
“Thanks. I think.” He glanced at her and smiled. Her tone had been complimentary but also held a note of wry humor. As if she didn’t have a very positive outlook on people.
He soon turned off the Beach Road and came to the edge of town. “Did you get to see the village at all last night?”
Leigh shook her head. “No, I drove off the connector from the highway.”
“You wouldn’t have seen much with the bad weather anyway. We’re coming down Main Street now. That’s the movie theater . . . and that’s the village hall and police station.”
James looked out at Main Street, seeing it the way a stranger might. The town looked magical today, covered in sparkling snow. Most of the storefronts dated back to the 1800s, and some, like Grace Hegman’s antique store, the Bramble, were Victorian houses, converted to shops with apartments tucked above. A bit farther down the street, the Cape Light Historical Museum, a stately brick building, stood covered with ivy and a snowy banner that announced the latest exhibit about whaling.
“It really is so pretty here.” Leigh turned again, watching out the window. “I’m surprised. . . . I’d never even heard of the place before last night.”
“It’s a very well kept secret. I’ve come to think the locals like it that way, too.” James glanced at her and grinned.
It was a place out of time, he thought, an ideal pit stop for his recovery, though he sometimes wondered if Cape Light was too relaxing for him, almost too idyllic.
“There’s a diner down here on the left,” he added, pointing out the Clam Box. “The atmosphere isn’t much but the food is pretty good.”
James turned and drove down a side street then stopped and parked in front of Dr. Harding’s office. “This is it. I’ll take you in and introduce you.”
“No need. Vera said they’re expecting me. I can manage from here.” Leigh opened her door and smiled at him. “Thanks for the lift.”
“Here’s my number. Call me at the church if there’s any problem.” James fished a card out of his wallet and handed it to her. “Let me know what time you’ll be done. I’ll give you a ride back.”
Leigh looked surprised. “Aren’t there any taxis around here?”
“Believe me
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