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Psalm 139:14

Thank you for making me so

wonderfully complex! Your workmanship

is marvelous—how well I know it.
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Chapter One
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Blair McCartney rubbed her eyes and slid her glasses back in place. One more time. She reread the bewildering instructions for the international fashion design contest, hoping for a spark of clarity. Her friend Lisa, currently living Blair’s dream in New York, had sent the link the previous day.

Through the picture window of the small rental house in Brenner Falls, Blair spotted the red T-shirt of her six-year-old son, Jake. He ran back and forth in the small side yard, kicking a soccer ball, despite the summer heat.

A drawn-out sigh escaped her lips. She could submit the summer collection she’d created last year to the contest. Those designs lay tucked in a sketchbook under her bed. Or maybe one of her current ideas? Her gaze went across the cluttered living room to an unfinished storyboard studded with swatches of color, fabric, and notions. She’d already applied for a contest two months earlier,  but that response could take months. 

There must be an easier way to scale the walls of the fashion industry. For the last eight years since she’d finished her fashion design program in college, her dream remained a mirage on the horizon, always out of reach.

The door swung open with a loud clatter and Jake thrust in. 

“Hey, what’s your hurry, big guy?” Blair glanced toward the door to make sure he’d closed it behind him. No sense in letting the hot air in. Jake’s cherub cheeks were red and moist with sweat. 

“Mr. Walton yelled at me. He’s so mean. I hate him.”

She rose from the table and knelt in front of him. “What happened, sweetie?” 

Her son’s normally serene face twisted as he fought tears. “My ball went into his bushes, so I ran over to get it. I didn’t hurt anything. All the bushes are dead anyway. He doesn’t ever water them.”

She bristled, nudged to remind Mr. Walton Jake was a child, not a hoodlum. She drew Jake into her arms and squeezed him for a moment. “Know what we should do, buddy?” she asked against his blond curls.

He squirmed, no fan of extended hugs.

She leaned back on her heels and grinned at him. “Pray that one day we’ll get a friendly neighbor, okay? Let’s ask God for it.”

Jake sniffed. “I hope he’ll answer fast.”

Blair stifled a chuckle of silent agreement. It wasn’t her son’s first run-in with the old curmudgeon. She pinched the child-sized baseball cap from Jake’s head. “Wash up for dinner,” she said. “It’s almost ready.” 

“’Kay.” Jake took off running toward the back of the small house. The kid seemed incapable of walking anywhere.

She went to the kitchen of the house where they’d lived for almost a year, and absently gave the pot of chili a stir. A strange meal choice for July, but she and Jake both liked it. The sharp aromas of chili powder and green pepper floated through the air, and her stomach growled. 

Blair’s eyes roamed the chipped beige cupboards, formerly white, and a stained backsplash. A shaft of afternoon light spilled through the small window over the sink, adding a somber cast instead of cheer to the dreary room. The entire house had seen better days, but it was all she could afford. After they moved in, she unleashed her creativity in the house, or tried, with colorful curtains, pillow covers, rugs, and wall hangings. She’d partially succeeded in making it a cozy nest for her and Jake. 

The best feature, despite its view of Mr. Walton’s house, was a row of floor-to-ceiling windows in the living room. From there, she often glimpsed the sun sinking over a watchful row of lofty pines just beyond his house. At times, a sparkle of sun reflecting off the nearby river pierced through the trees. Wishful thinking, more likely someone’s headlights. She and Jake lived several blocks from the river and walked along its banks when time and temperatures allowed. 

A sizzle of burning rice snatched Blair’s attention. She slid the pot to an unlit burner and pulled a bag of frozen vegetables from the freezer. They were often tasteless, but so easy. And she hoped to imprint Jake’s young mind with a vegetable habit.

The cellphone on the counter buzzed. She glanced at it. Bad timing, but she’d catch up with Lisa, her longtime college friend, while she cooked. “Hey, Lisa.”

“Hi, Blair. Did you get the contest link?” Her friend’s voice comforted her, a connection with her old life and her persistent dream.

“Yes, thanks, Lisa. Looks complicated, but I haven’t had much time to study it.”

“Think you’ll apply?” 

Muffled voices in the background gave Blair the impression Lisa was still at work.

Blair pressed her lips together. It would take time to complete the requirements and send the contest application. The deadline was only weeks away. “I’d like to try. I don’t have much time to get ready for it but can submit the spring collection I designed last year.”

“Oh, that won’t matter,” Lisa said. “No one’ll know it’s last year’s, as long as you reference next year’s colors and a couple new style trends.”

“I was thinking the same thing. I should have time this weekend. How are things in your world?” Lisa had followed the conventional route at a fashion house in New York doing errands for the monarchs of the industry. Inching her way up, she’d gotten a few tiny openings for her own designs. 

“Pressured. Crazy. We have a catwalk coming up. I now understand why they call it a catwalk. The claws have been out all day.” The women chuckled.

“Living the dream.”

“Yeah, I guess so.” Lisa’s voice softened, as if sensing Blair’s wistful resignation across the phone. “You’ll get there, Blair. I know you will.”
“I hope so. I’m taking the non-traditional route, but hey, look at Ralph Lauren. He wasn’t exactly traditional, was he?”
“Exactly. And it is a grueling life, make no mistake.”

“Well, I don’t lack for grueling. That’s for sure. Just a different kind.” They’d finished college with the same stars in their eyes. But as graduation appeared on the horizon, so did a little red line to indicate Blair was pregnant. It was the moment her life plan took a drastic detour. 

The two women caught up on news, while Blair surveyed the vegetables and tossed in a handful of cut herbs from the flower bed. She pulled ceramic pasta bowls from the cupboard, the phone still tucked between her shoulder and her ear. They talked mostly of Lisa’s exciting life in New York, which consisted of roommates, her tiny but well-located apartment, and daily tasks working with up-and-coming names in New York fashion. Blair didn’t have much to add, since her job at a clothing factory was a long shot from what Lisa did every day.

They disconnected, and she set the table. How different her life was from Lisa’s. Blair refused to allow her dreams to disintegrate. The career climb of a fashion designer was steep under the best circumstances. In Blair’s situation, it was Mount Everest. But she couldn’t give up. It still burned in her bones and guided her decisions.

“Is it ready?” Jake ran into the kitchen where a two-seat table filled one corner. “You said I should wash my hands.” He wiggled his fingers at her.

“Hmm, let me see those.” Blair took each of his hands and covered his palms with kisses until he giggled and pulled them back. “They look perfect,” she told him. “Now, sit and we’ll have some chili.”

“Yum. Can I put Fritos on top? And cheese?”

“But of course. It’s the McCartney recipe, isn’t it? Over rice?”

Jake grinned and nodded, his tight fist grasping the fork.

Before they ate, Jake offered a child’s prayer for the food. “And help Mr. Walton be happy,” he added. “And please give us a new neighbor soon. Amen.”

Blair stifled a smile at Jake’s heartfelt prayer, but her eyes stung too, since Jake had prayed for the old man to become happy. To be blessed.

At moments like these, her misgivings about her fumbled route to fashion design floated off her like dust and blew away on a winter breeze. If she never achieved even one of her dreams, she wouldn’t trade her precious boy for all of them. Each time she looked at him and her heart swelled with emotion, it confirmed the rightness of her choice to raise him herself rather than placing him for adoption. It was a hard choice. Well, both options were brutal in their own way. She remembered that time too well. Because of her choice, both Jake’s life and hers weighed squarely on her shoulders. 

After supper, Blair cleared the table and Jake settled onto the living room rug with his stuffed dinosaur and plastic trucks. From the kitchen, she heard his noises, a growl from the truck motor, a roar from the dinosaur. As she rinsed the dishes, she yielded to a full-width grin. 

She and Jake spent most evenings in the living room, him with a game or in front of the TV, and Blair at her sewing machine. After working all day behind a sewing machine at the factory, she continued each evening creating prototypes of her own designs, as well as purses, aprons, tote bags, or children’s clothes to sell at the local market on Saturdays. She usually fell into bed exhausted at eleven or twelve, only to follow the same routine the next day.

Returning to the living room, she stared at the rectangular table along the opposite wall. Fabric swatches, sketches, straight pins, and boxes of sewing supplies covered its surface. Two headless mannequins stood in the corner, one still draped with half a spring party dress glittering with straight pins. She should finish up the projects she planned to sell at the farmer’s market next Saturday, but her thousand-pound fatigue wouldn’t allow her to move toward them.

Her gaze roved from the table to Jake to the couch, where soft cushions lured her. Back to the table. Back to the couch. She’d have time to finish tomorrow, wouldn’t she? She’d also put off the fashion contest to the next day or so. Instead, she’d peruse a fashion industry magazine while savoring the animated, playful sounds of her son. 
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COOPER DAWSON FLEXED his fingers on the steering wheel. He stared out at the layered pink and purple horizon, then glanced over at his dog, Zipper, who snored in the passenger seat next to him.

Heaviness tugged inside him. He should be euphoric, having cut the ribbon, so to speak, the previous day. Windsor Fountains, a planned subdivision, was officially complete. The project he’d been married to for about a year was almost literally in the rearview mirror. 

It should have been different. Miles should have been there to celebrate with him. Now it was time to go home, wherever that was these days. 

His phone rang. Amber’s name popped up on his dashboard screen, so he punched the response button. “Hey, sis. Was just about to call you.”

“Where are you, Coop?”

“I left just over an hour ago, so I should be at your house in around thirty minutes.”

“Great. I made fried chicken. Your favorite. Despite the fat content.”

Cooper laughed. “Thanks, Amber. See you in a few.”

“Um, Coop?”

“Yeah?”

“Are you doing okay? Are you all set to start this new chapter?”

He forced out a hearty, “It’s about time I settled somewhere. I’m more than ready.” Zipper awoke and let out a whine. He too was ready. Ready to see more of his master than he had over the last year.

“Is your house ready? If not, you can crash here as long as you want.”

“Thanks. I’ll just stay tonight. Tomorrow, I’ll move back to the house and survey the property.” 

“Sounds good. See you soon.”

Returning to Brenner Falls should be therapeutic, washing his mind of the daily reminder of his partnership with Miles. Of the business they’d planned since their teens when they realized they shared an interest and aptitude for architecture and construction.

Cooper punched his mom’s number on the dashboard, hoping to flick away his rapidly sinking emotions.

“I wondered if you’d gotten on the road, son.” Her warm voice held a coating of concern. Why was everyone worried about him? He was a grown man of thirty-four. Miles was everyone’s loss, not just his. The whole family lived beneath the weight of shared grief. 

“I’m about twenty minutes from Amber’s house. So, within the hour, I’ll be at her table eating fried chicken.”

His mother laughed. The frequent sound he’d grown up with had always been like music to him.

“Fried chicken and green beans with bacon, right?” she said. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were raised in the south, not in the middle of Pennsylvania. But I guess you acquired all kinds of tastes in your travels.”

Yes, he had. Especially Indian. Yet another painful story.

“It’ll be good to get a fresh start,” she said. “I wish you lived closer but knowing you and Amber are in the same town is the next best thing.”

“Maybe you and Dad should move to Brenner Falls.”

His mom chuckled. “Visits will do fine for now, though you never know. When do you think you’ll break ground on the new house?” 

Cooper stuffed several fingers through his straight, too-long hair as his gaze found a road sign for Brenner Falls. He was almost there. “As soon as I can. I’m ready to get started on my project for a change. I have to get the land cleared first before the foundation goes in. Once there’s something to see, you can come for a visit.”

“And you’ll stay in the little house you bought a couple years back until the new one’s ready?”

“Yeah, that’s the plan. Gotta go now, Mom. I’m at my exit.”

“Be careful. Love you, Cooper.”

“Love you too, Mom. Say hi to Dad.”

Although losing Miles still burned a hole in his heart, he had Amber, Mom, and Dad. His anchors. And he had God, of course, who was his true anchor, though Cooper didn’t lean on him nearly as much as he should. Might have helped him through the last year. 

Instead, Cooper had worked like a machine, holding up the business alone. He’d finished the subdivision in record time, to the delight of the shareholders and pre-sold residents. No one realized he wasn’t a prodigy, but only blockading his tears with hard work. He’d done it willingly, for Miles and his widow, Tarin, though not a single day had gone by without a fresh wave of grief for his fun-loving yet brainy older brother.

Time would heal and had already begun. A change of pace and place would help. Being near Amber would too. His little sister had lived in Brenner Falls for the last eight years, working as a physical therapist. Then four years ago, she’d gotten a tip for a building project there and passed it along to Cooper and Miles. 

Miles had preferred to commute since Tarin was expecting their first child. Cooper had planned on staying with Amber, but as the project expanded, he decided to buy a little house and live there. He’d seen enough of Brenner Falls to know he’d like to settle there one day. Aside from the quaint setting and friendly residents, he’d fallen in love...with the river. That mesmerizing, calming river. He’d found it easy to visualize his dream house near it, waking up each day to sparkles of sun reflecting from its broad, majestic surface. A home where he’d plant deep roots, finding solace and security he wouldn’t so easily lose. A home he’d already cultivated in his mind for the last three years.

Before he knew it, Cooper was in front of Amber’s house. He turned toward Zipper. “Ready, pal?” Zipper’s tail thumped in response.

Amber greeted Cooper at the door with a hearty hug. “Missed you, Bro. I’m sooo glad you’re here to settle.” Her blue eyes sparkled, baring her sincerity. She bent to scratch Zipper’s head. “Hey, old boy. Good to see you too.”

“You’re as beautiful as ever.” And she was. Her thick dark hair hung in a fabric tie down her back, longer than he remembered. Why no man had snagged her yet was a mystery. 

He grinned back at her and lifted his face to take a satisfied sniff. “And it smells great in here.” He let his knapsack drop with a thump on the floor.  

“Is this all you brought?” She frowned. “I thought you were moving back for good.” 

“The rest is in the car. No sense in unloading it twice.”

“Ah, right. Of course. Well, how about chicken first?”

“Yes, immediately would be fine.”

“Over dinner you can fill me in about your plans for this next chapter, including the dream house you want to build.”

“The next chapter,” he murmured to her back as he followed her into the kitchen, clutching a small bag of dog food. The next chapter of his life was anyone’s guess. He prayed it would be brighter and better than the last one. It had to be.
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Blair’s tires scraped on the gravel drive as she parked next to the house. “Bet you’re glad to finish with the dentist for another six months, aren’t you, big guy?”

Jake stretched his mouth wide. “See how glad I am?” He maintained his exaggerated grin as he slid out of the car. 

“At least your big smile’s all clean now.”

To get Jake to his early appointment, she’d left work early. They’d dock her a couple hours’ pay, but it was worth it to have time to catch up on sewing projects for the Saturday market. Having a free afternoon for any reason was a treat, especially a Friday. 

One feature that drew Blair to Brenner Falls was the clothing factory. Though a sewing pool didn’t resemble fashion design in the least, it provided inspiration, unlike her previous bank job, from which she returned home each night in tears. And who knew? The work might provide an open door one day. Brenner Falls had other advantages, like being less than an hour from her parents’ home in Milton. Far enough to be independent, but not too far. 

After her surprise pregnancy, she’d returned to her parents’ home, staying in her old room for three years. She and Jake spent the following three years in a nearby apartment. It hadn’t been easy to return, as though she’d gone backward. But with a baby on the way, she’d also been grateful. That is, once her parents had recovered from their shock and disappointment.

Blair unlocked the front door of the partly dilapidated two-bedroom house. Next door at Mr. Walton’s place, a cleaning van backed out of the driveway. Strange. She’d never known the old man to hire a cleaner. A quick scan of the house revealed no sign of him, nor were there curtains at the window. The junk he normally kept on the porch was gone too. Dread mixed with relief. Had the old man died? Had Jake’s prayer led to Mr. Walton’s demise? She shook her head. That was silly. Only a fortunate coincidence. Jake would have no more run-ins with Mr. Walton.

Inside the house, she frowned as she noted the mess in the living room. Her efforts at neatness were futile, with a six-year-old’s toys and her own sewing projects from one end of the room to another. At least it was their home, hers and Jake’s. She loved their independence but recognized the importance of having her family nearby. Even if she was a misfit among them. For one thing, her parents adored Jake, and the feeling was mutual. For another, they kept Jake one weekend per month. That lightened her single mom load, and enabled her to catch up on chores and tasks tied to her dream. It was a win-win. 

Blair appreciated the charm and growing energy of Brenner Falls. She’d found a church and made a few acquaintances. Not many friends just yet, except Leah. Her reserved nature and lack of time hadn’t permitted more. Maybe with time. 

She made good use of her free afternoon, applying for the contest, albeit with low expectations, and finishing several projects for the market. The lively bi-weekly market in the center of Brenner Falls offered her an outlet for earning a bit more income and designing her own products. According to her self-imposed quota for market inventory, she made headway.

Jake played happily outside without the threat of Mr. Walton’s reproach. She ought to check on him. Blair slid her glasses up on her head and rose from her sewing machine. She stretched her arms to the ceiling and made circles with her sore shoulders. How long had she hunched over the machine? With a glance out the window, her eyes widened in alarm. Jake stood in Mr. Walton’s yard speaking to a strange man and petting the man’s dog. The man crouched at Jake’s level for an animated conversation, possibly about the dog. It wasn’t cool outside, but because of her worn but comfy tank top, she snatched a cardigan from the hook and slid into her Crocs.

“Jake,” she called as she crossed the yard. The man and Jake halted their conversation and looked at her. She’d never seen the man before. Could he have rented the place so quickly after Mr. Walton’s departure? 

“Hello,” she called to him, stuffing her hands into her sweater pockets.

As she reached them, the man straightened, topping her height by nearly a foot. He wasn’t scrawny in any other way, either. Muscular arms displayed an impressive contour under his black T-shirt. He appeared to be in his thirties, with straight brown hair to below his ears, auburn highlights glinting in the sun. Clean-shaven, with a few faded freckles across his nose. 

“Hi,” he said. His warm smile knocked some stones from her protective wall. Eyes an unusual shade of dark blue connected with hers with a direct, no-nonsense gaze. “My name’s Cooper Dawson.” 

Jake tugged on the hem of her cardigan. “Mommy, his dog is called Zipper. Isn’t that funny?”

“Yes, it sure is.” Zipper looked like a Golden Retriever, only smaller. His tail thumped the ground and his eager black eyes fixed on Jake as he stroked the dog’s head. 

Her gaze found Cooper’s. “Uh, hi. I’m Blair. Jake is my son. Is he bothering you?” She’d extend the olive branch in advance in case the man was another Mr. Walton, though he didn’t seem to be.

“No, not at all.” Cooper waved the air. “He came over to meet Zipper.”

“Zipper’s really nice, Mommy. Mr. Cooper’s nice too.”

Blair chuckled at Jake’s unguarded honesty. “I hope so, after Mr. Walton.” Her attention returned to Cooper, who watched her with an amused twitch of his lips.

“Oops,” she said. “I assumed you were moving in. The man who was here before often yelled at Jake, so Jake didn’t like him too much.”

Cooper winced. “Yeah, sorry to hear that. We didn’t have much contact.”

“Did he ... is he dead?” Blair softened her voice and braced herself for the man’s response.

Cooper laughed. “No, not at all. Alive and mean as ever. I’m the owner of the house.” He hitched his head toward the dwelling behind him, obviously in much better shape than hers. Smoky gray siding still in good shape, antique red shutters, and a metallic roof installed in recent years. 

“I was working out of town over the last year, so I rented it to him,” Cooper said. “I finished my project and told him I wanted to move back in. He was only too happy to leave since his daughter had invited him to stay with her family.”

“Oh, well, that’s good for him.” So, Cooper was their new neighbor. He seemed friendly enough, in answer to Jake’s prayer. She couldn’t stem a chuckle and nudged Jake. “I guess God answered your prayer, big guy.” 

Jake lifted an earnest face to Cooper. “I prayed that we’d get a nice neighbor. God answered my prayer and gave me a neighbor dog too.”

Cooper laughed. “Sounds like a two-for-one deal. I’ll try hard to be a nice neighbor.” He winked at Jake.

“I like Zipper. Can I play with him sometime?” Jake asked Cooper.

“Jake, you can’t bother Mr. Dawson.”

“It’s no bother.” Cooper gave Jake a warm grin. “Zipper seems to like Jake too. He can come over and play with Zipper anytime. In the nice weather, he stays outside a lot.”

“Thanks, Mr. Dawson.” Jake beamed and continued to pet Zipper.

“You can call me Cooper. It’s nice meeting you both.”

“Likewise,” Blair said, uncertain of what to say next. “And welcome back to town.” After a beat of silence, she shrugged. “I guess it’s time for Jake’s dinner. See you.” With a parting smile, Blair turned and led Jake to the house.
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COOPER’S GAZE FOLLOWED Blair and Jake as they crossed the lawn and disappeared into the house. Cute kid, full of energy and fearless too, despite his history with Mr. Walton. The old grouch. Maybe being with his daughter would sweeten him up a bit if it didn’t end up sowing conflict in her household. 

Jake had made a good impression on both Zipper and Cooper. Zipper let out a whine, looking wistfully after Jake as if he wanted his friend back. “Replaced me already, pal?” He scratched the dog’s head and the animal’s loyalty returned.

Blair—was that her name? Yes, Blair, his new neighbor had charged out of the house to check on her son who was talking to a tall, burly stranger. Cooper chuckled. What could one expect? She had Mama Bear written all over her. Definitely more guarded than her son. Yet, she held both a quiet dignity and fragile vulnerability about her. Being a man, he’d also noticed she was attractive, with smooth pale skin and thick blond hair that scooped just above her shoulders. Probably married, and a Mr. Blair would come home from work at about six. 

At any rate, Cooper wasn’t looking for a relationship. But he still noticed a pretty woman when he saw one. Especially one with wide hazel eyes and full pink lips.

He shook the image from his mind. Groceries. Yeah, he had to stock the house with the basics, most of which waited in the car. “Come on, Zipper.” Cooper went to the back of the covered truck, drew out several plastic bags, returned to the house, and dumped the bags onto the wooden kitchen table. Basic food, cleaning gear, bathroom stuff. It would feel good to get settled in his own place again, at least until the new house was finished. That would take until next spring, barring delays. He wasn’t in a hurry. He’d oversee the workers but also maintain a few architecture clients on the side. His priorities should be the other way around, of course, but he’d done more than his time.

A quick scan around the house brought a grunt of approval for the cleaning crew. Looked like a spotless but impersonal rental instead of a home. He’d have to work on that, though his tastes were simple. At least Walton hadn’t ruined anything in the past year, no holes in the furniture or dents in the wood paneling. Bare windows stared coldly back at him. Amber would willingly help with that. She could give the place a cozy touch when she had time. 

Cooper’s groceries were basic. He was a meat and potato guy. Or had been. He stared at the jar of curry paste on the counter. He and Priya had broken up three years earlier and he hadn’t seen her much since, though they’d spoken a few times on the phone. She’d moved on. But his taste for curry and tandoori and associated flavors hadn’t. It was the one thing she’d given him that she hadn’t been able to take back.

He sighed, surprised at a wave of stale pain that could still flow into the cracks in his concentration. The present didn’t look at all like he’d imagined three years earlier. He’d done a passable job at anesthetizing himself with visions of his dream house and labor on the subdivision. With the completion of the latter, his thoughts meandered on dangerous ground. 

One thing was sure. He’d have to do better at directing them. No more long threads of reflection about Miles, about Priya. Today was a new day, a new house. A new mission. The pain of the past would hover from time to time, but the future was okay, right? God had made that promise long ago, repeatedly. If only Cooper could push it into his heart and spread it through his circulatory system. 

An hour later, he’d put away his clothes, put sheets and blankets on the bed, and got the place livable. Within days, he’d start clearing the land for the new house. His new mission would absorb his time, give him new optimism. Keep his mind away from pain and loss. Soil studies had been done, research for permits completed. Theoretically, he was on his way.  

He slid onto the couch and punched Amber’s number. She’d be getting off work. Zipper hopped up and curled up next to him. “Hey, little sis. Thought I’d see how your day was.”

“Hi, Cooper. It was good. Couple new patients today. Are you getting settled in?”

“Yup. Did grocery shopping, put stuff away.”

“Is Zipper happy?”

“Oh, yeah. He’s always happy.” He turned his head. “Aren’t you, boy? He’s right beside me. Today he met this little boy next door, and it was love at first sight.” He laughed at the memory of Zipper’s tail thrashing wildly as he wiggled his happy dance, which mainly involved his hind quarters. “So, he’s already making new friends.”

“Of course, he is. You will too. You’ve been gone for a while, but I’ll introduce you to my friends. We meet over at The Grateful Fork sometimes. You remember that place, don’t you? They have live music on Fridays.”

“Vaguely. I was here less than a year before I left for Windsor. None of my first impressions stuck. Except that Victorian building across from the mayor’s office.”

“Ah, Seasons. The historic or semi-historic dinner theater. It’s under new ownership and making some cool changes.”

“Yeah, that’s the one. I remember that for some reason. It’s the architect in me, I guess.”

“What are you making for dinner? If you have nothing planned, you can come over or we can go out.”

Cooper frowned. He didn’t want to become a burden to Amber. But he had just arrived. Hadn’t found his footing yet. “I was thinking of making a veg curry. Potatoes and butternut squash, coconut milk.”

“That’s pretty exotic. Do you think about Priya when you make that?”

“Not anymore. I happen to like curry. Yes, she was the one who introduced me to it, but I like it. It’s the only good thing that came out of our relationship.”

“You don’t mean that,” Amber admonished.

“No, I don’t. She’s a good person. We just weren’t meant to be together, I guess.”

“Her parents might have been a challenge. Didn’t they arrange a marriage for her?”

Cooper laughed. “No, I don’t think Indians in this country do that much anymore. Not in her family, in any case. Some friends of hers introduced her to a guy from the old country and—”

“The rest was history.”

He nodded without speaking, knowing it had been far more complex than that. Priya experienced such an instant connection with the new guy, she and Cooper concluded her culture was more ingrained in her than they realized. Better learn that sooner than later. “So, I gained a love of their cuisine, which I’ll always treasure. Want to come? I’ll cook for you.”

“Sure. That sounds good. Just don’t make it too spicy.”

“No problem.”

It had been a good decision for Amber to come for dinner. They cooked together, bantered, and reminisced. It filled his empty house when he hadn’t quite been ready for one. They rebooted the close bond they’d had when he’d lived there before, and his thoughts stayed far from Miles and Priya.

Three hours later, Cooper hugged Amber at the door. “Oh, I forgot to tell you.” He took a wooden dowel from the bookshelf and handed it to her. “I got you something.” 

“Aw, Cooper, you shouldn’t have.” She took the stick and looked at him quizzically.

“I was thinking about your sliding glass door. It’s easy to break into those, but not when you put a stick in the runner. Use that at night.”

Amber laughed. “You’re my personal safety patrol. Okay, thanks.” 

He waved as she backed out of his gravel driveway. After her taillights disappeared around the corner, his gaze drifted to the house next door. A large picture window gave an unobstructed view of Blair and Jake in their living room. No Mr. Blair in sight, no additional car, but that didn’t mean anything. She appeared to be busy with something, holding up what looked like a large piece of fabric. Was she sewing clothing? His mom used to do that for the three of them when they were small. 

Jake crawled on the floor pushing a toy around. Cooper couldn’t make out what kind—probably a truck or a tank—he could imagine the sounds the kid made to imitate them. He shut the front door before Blair had a chance to see him staring. Intruding. If she’d been suspicious before, she’d have reason to be if she caught him observing her small family and their quiet evening together. 

Cooper turned back to his living space. Gradually, after a few hours, the familiarity had grown. A little. One thing was for sure. Until he could dive into his new build, he’d need more structure in his life. A full year of sixteen-hour days had left no room for lifestyle or leisure decisions. Now he found himself in open season. He’d have to drum up more business to fill his time and his brain, although financially, he was set for a long time. Even with what he’d given Tarin.

He grabbed his phone from the bookshelf. He’d promised to check on her. Felt it was his duty to Miles. “Hey, Tarin. Just wanted to touch base with you. I arrived yesterday in Brenner Falls.”

“Hi, Cooper. That’s good. Uh, I got the transfer of funds. Look, you didn’t have to do that.”

“That’s the least I could do, Tarin. This was our business, Miles and mine, and we would have split the profits fifty-fifty.”

“But you did all the work.”

True, like a dog. He’d worked to exorcise his grief after Miles’s accident. But there was no question about giving Tarin what she and Miles would have received. “It’ll help,  you know, with Joy Ann. With things she’ll need. I like to think of it as Miles providing for you guys, like he would have if—”

There was silence, then a sniff on the phone. “Thank you, Cooper. I won’t say it isn’t helpful to us. In fact, last week I was looking for a full-time job and daycare for Joy Ann. The money will give me more flexibility in what I choose, and I can spend more time with her.”

“There you go, then. Miles would have wanted it that way.” Her response only reinforced the rightness of his decision to give half the proceeds of Windsor Fountains to her and little Joy Ann.

“Yes, he would.” Her voice was soft. “I can’t thank you enough, Cooper. What are your plans now?”

“I moved today into the little house I’d bought in Brenner Falls before the Windsor project came up. I’d rented it out over the last year, so I’d have a place to land. You may remember my sister Amber lives here too.”

“Yes, I do remember that.”

“I think I told you I bought a piece of property here last year, across from the river. I’m going to build a house there. Along with that, I still have a handful of clients, so all that’ll keep me busy.”

“Sounds great, Cooper. We’re doing fine here. Joy Ann just turned three, so we had a little party with her cousins and my parents. It was nice. Your parents did FaceTime for a few minutes. They said they wished they lived closer. She doesn’t seem to have any, I  don’t know, issues about her dad.”

“She was so young when it happened.”

“Yeah, for that, I’m glad she was young. I try to tell her how brave and wonderful her dad was, and I don’t want her to forget him, but I’m glad she’s too young to grieve like we do as adults.”

“It’s hard to find any upside, but I’m glad for her sake.” His voice softened. “You’ll both be fine.” 

“You will too, Cooper.” 

“Take care of yourself and call anytime you want. I’m not that far away.”

“Will do.”

He’d known about Joy Ann’s birthday party but had been on the home stretch of the Windsor project. A lame excuse. Might have had more to do with Joy’s resemblance to Miles and all the wounds that would have opened. He’d have to get over that and soon, because he wanted to stay involved in his niece’s life.

But for now, it was his own life he needed to pull back together. His own life on the cusp of a new chapter, as Amber would say.  He looked at Zipper, who’d awakened and stared at him, letting out a small whine.

“Right, Zip? We need a brand-new life, and we’ve got one here.” Zipper’s tail thumped a steady drumbeat on the couch. “Oh, you don’t care? Okay, I guess you just need to go out.”

Zipper responded by scrambling from the couch and plopping his rear next to the front door. Cooper pulled himself up with a groan. Despite his conversation with Tarin and the hovering temptation to think of the past, a breeze of hope swept through him. A new town that he liked. A new day tomorrow.

A new start. 

Might be okay after all.
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Chapter Three
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“Happy birthday to you!” Blair’s mother sang as she carried a glowing multi-layer cake into the dining room. Everyone around the table joined in. Jake wriggled in the seat of honor and adjusted his paper crown, which almost slipped off his head.

“Make a wish, Jake,” said Stefanie, Blair’s sister, four years her senior. Her husband, Brian, and daughter, Celeste, had driven from Pittsburgh for the party and planned to stay the weekend in Milton.

Jake squeezed his eyes together for several seconds before unleashing his breath on the candles. Cheers broke out.

Nine-year-old Celeste, seated beside him, poked his small arm. “What did you wish for, Jake?” 

“It’s a secret, Celeste,” Brian said. “He’s not supposed to tell anyone.”

Jake returned a solemn frown. “I won’t tell.” 

Blair’s mother, Lois, brought a stack of dessert plates and set them before Jake, then sliced the cake. 

“Just a small one for me, Mom.” Stefanie placed her hands on her stomach. “I ate too much.” 

Blair had to agree. They’d all feasted on her mom’s famous chicken divan. Though hundreds of variations existed, Lois McCartney’s version topped them all. For dessert, another family favorite, chocolate buttercream cake with chocolate icing.

Jake and Blair had arrived at her parents’ home that morning for Jake’s celebration. Blair’s other siblings lived too far to attend. The sisters weren’t close, but Blair appreciated the sacrifice her busy pediatrician sister had made to be there. Too bad their son, Ethan, was away on an Explorer’s Club retreat. At eight years old, he was the cousin closest in age to Jake. On the rare occasions when they saw one another, they played and giggled all day, whether inside or outside the house. 

“Delicious cake, Lois.” Blair’s dad tucked into the last bites on his plate. He turned to Jake. “Time to open your presents, Jake-o.”  A stack of colorfully wrapped gifts sat on the buffet next to the dining room table. 

“Yay, presents.” Jake fidgeted in his seat. The metallic paper crown his grandma had made finally floated to the floor.

“I got an awesome present from Mom.” Jake slipped from his chair to approach the pile of gifts.

“Yes, she told us.” Lois sent him an affectionate grin. “A big boy piano. Now you can do a concert, which reminds me, we haven’t ever heard you play. I hope we will one day.” 

“I upgraded his beginner keyboard for a nicer one, once I knew he was serious about it,” Blair said.

“How are his lessons going?” her mother asked.

“Really well. His teacher is a friend from church. She sings and plays three instruments.” Blair was thankful for Leah.

“She sounds very qualified.” Lois raised her voice. “Everyone, Jake’s about to open his presents.”

For the next few minutes, Jake tore into his gifts. Oohs, aahs, and comments about each gift, filled the room. A frisbee, a popsicle kit, and a Lego race car set which Blair’s younger sister, Audrey, had sent from Seattle. Blair would have to brace herself for more noise. Kool Kid night goggles... She wasn’t sure how he’d use those, but he seemed delighted and tried them on. A metronome, a kids’ piano songbook, a stuffed Chewbacca doll from her brother, Norris, and his family, who lived in Ohio. As usual, everyone spoiled all the grandkids, including Jake, during their birthdays.

“Boy, is that thing ugly.” Celeste pointed at Chewbacca and scrunched her face.

“It’s from Star Wars. Have you no respect?” Brian faked an indignant tone, and everyone laughed. “This one talks. Push that button on the back, Jake.”

He did, and they all heard, “Wyaaa!” from the furry doll, which brought a fresh explosion of laughter.

“He’s saying hello in Wookie language,” Brian said.

Blair shot him a smirk. “Now I see how you spend your free time, Brian. You know a little too much about this.”

Everyone laughed again.

A soft wave of belonging encircled her, a rare thing in her family. She looked around the table at her sister, brother-in-law, parents, and niece. She hadn’t given them a chance in a long while. At almost thirty years old, it was about time she felt comfortable in her own family. She’d overlook the fact that they never asked about her design goals or progress. She’d have to let the water under that bridge ebb away. 

“Look, Mommy! A jokebook for kids.”

“Oh, no! Kids’ jokes,” Blair groaned and threw a napkin over her face.

“And believe me, they’re corny,” Stefanie said. “Perfect for a seven-year-old.”

“Last one,” Jake announced. “This one is from you guys.” He lifted his face toward Stefanie and Brian.

“This is a serious gift to balance out the joke book.” Stefanie watched as he opened the gift and pulled out a child-sized Pittsburgh Steelers sweatshirt.

Jake seemed more impressed with it than the other clothing gifts he’d received.

“Try it on, Jake,” Stefanie urged. “I can exchange it if it doesn’t fit.”

“Or you can opt for the Eagles instead.” Blair’s father grinned. Football rivalry had started when Stephanie and Brian moved to Pittsburgh. 

Jake slipped the sweatshirt over his head, and it fit perfectly. He returned to his seat. “Thank you. I love it.”

Blair’s throat tightened. Her little guy was becoming a young man. For a split second, she envisioned him at thirteen, then eighteen, handsome and filled out, playing sports, going camping. He had a wonderful future, and she had no regrets. Despite everything. 

She blinked a few times and forced a smile. Not a time to become teary. Instead, she leaned over to Jake and gave him a quick hug, and pulled away before he could squirm.

“Um, there’s one more gift,” Blair’s mother said, her voice suddenly timid. “It’s from Nelson.”

Blair’s smile fell, and the room grew quiet. Her buoyancy popped like a balloon. “Nelson?” What did he want?

Her father placed a large box on the table in front of Jake.

“Who’s it from, Mommy? I mean Mom. I’m a big boy now.”

“Who’s Nelson?” Celeste muttered.

The faces around the table tightened with sudden tension. In an instant, the room drained of festivity. 

Blair would handle this. That man would not destroy her son’s party. She turned to Jake with a bright smile. “Nelson is an old friend of mine. You haven’t met him, but he knew it was your birthday.” Her gaze scanned those around the table for corroboration. No one said anything. “You can open it.” Her heart pounded in dread at what problems the gift would stir to life.

Jake’s face showed uncertainty, as if he sensed the anxiety in the room, then tore into the box. “Look, Mom. A backpack. It’s cool.” Matching images from Lord of the Rings decorated the backpack, a water bottle, a neckerchief, and a baseball cap.

“That’s great, Jake.” 

“Cool, put on the hat!”

“They all match.” Everyone around the table exclaimed something a little too forcefully, likely to dispel the stiff atmosphere.

Jake put on the hat.

“Looks great on you, big guy.” Blair patted his shoulder. “What a nice gift. In fact, all your gifts are great. What do we say, Jake?”

“Thank you, everyone. And thank you to Nelson, whoever he is.” Everyone chuckled in discomfort.

“More cake, anyone?” Blair’s mother asked with loud enthusiasm.

“I’ll have some,” Brian said.

Stefanie shot him a frown but said nothing.

Soon Stefanie and Lois rose to clear the table. Blair joined them, glad the awkward conversation was over. Or was it? She entered the kitchen and saw her mother’s pinched face. “Thanks a lot for that, Mom. You may as well throw a grenade in the room.” Blair couldn’t stem her irritation.

“Doesn’t he know anything about Nelson?” Lois hissed. “I thought you’d told him by now.” 

Blair crossed her arms as tension bubbled inside. “He doesn’t know Nelson’s his dad. I thought he was out of our lives for good, so I didn’t see any point in talking to Jake about him yet.” She’d planned on waiting until Jake started asking questions. “And this sure wasn’t the time to bring it up.”

Stefanie sidled up to her, a dishtowel in her hands. “But isn’t he curious, at least? Surely, he must wonder. He’s seven now. He’ll have more questions as he grows up.”

Blair let out a long breath. “I know. You’re right. I need to tell Jake about him. I’ve had no contact with Nelson in years.”

“That’s because you rejected him and ran away to Brenner Falls.” Her mother’s voice held an edge of accusation. “He made his mistakes, but he has tried to contact you.”

Blair pushed down the mounting frustration inside. How could her mother say that? “If you recall, he rejected me.”

“He seems to have had a change of heart. Like last year when he sent you money for Jake.”

“I don’t know what his game is.” Blair wished they’d drop the conversation, but it came up periodically, like a flu or a rash.

“His game is he wants to meet his son, Blair. You ought to give him a chance.” Her mother pressed her lips together. “He has a right. Don’t you think?”

“Ah, no. He does not.” Blair’s words shot out. “He gave up that right long ago.” Nelson hadn’t shown a sign of life for Jake’s first six years. Why did he deserve consideration now?

Her mother sighed. “He could be a positive influence now that he’s come around. He was afraid to be a dad before, but now he’s matured.”

Had she forgotten everything that had happened? “You give him an awful lot of credit.” Blair couldn’t stop herself from adding, “What, do you keep in touch with him?”

Her mother ignored her barb. “Along with that, it might help you not feel alone raising Jake. You’re just out there in Brenner Falls holding it together by  yourself.”

She glared back at her mother, even though she had a point.

Brian entered the kitchen carrying an armful of crumpled gift paper. “What’s this, a sorority meeting?” He stuffed it into the trash.

“No, Mom is trying to convince Blair to let Nelson have contact with Jake.” Stefanie returned to the sink and turned on the hot water.

Brian stared at each woman, then harrumphed. “Not getting involved in that.” He waved the air as he left the room. 

“We’re not talking about this anymore.” Blair’s tone meant business. “I don’t want this to ruin Jake’s special day.” 

“You’re right,” her mother said. “Think about it though, won’t you, Blair?”

“I will. I promise.” She’d learned the words that could effectively stop her mother when she wouldn’t let something drop. But Blair had just made a promise. Would she keep it? Was it time? She’d decide when she wasn’t furious.

During the ride home, Jake dozed, to Blair’s relief. She wasn’t ready to talk about Nelson, but the sooner she got it over with, the sooner she’d regain her sense of order and control in her life.

For now, she’d try to find the words. Yet as she considered how to go about it, her mind drifted back to that day. The day she’d told her college boyfriend, Nelson, that she was pregnant. Of course, her closeness with him had been inappropriate, but like the well-worn expression, one thing had led to another. She’d loved him. They’d talked about marriage. For those and other reasons, she excused her own behavior, the lowering of her standards. 

She’d met Nelson early in her junior year and sparks had flown immediately. He was studying graphic design. His friends became her friends, all artists. She finally felt at home, unlike the previous twenty years in her own family. They accepted her, they got her. Her new friends didn’t pressure her to pursue something more practical than fashion design. Rather, they cheered her on. After meeting Nelson and entering his world, she’d been happier than ever before. Her life turned vibrant, optimistic. Everything seemed possible. 

Until her dreams splintered and crashed. Nelson didn’t want to be a father, so he accused her of cheating on him. He had to know she’d been with no one else, but he’d chosen the easy way out. They were a committed couple, weren’t they? His rejection broke her heart, but so did his accusation. He walked out of her life and left her with a problem he’d helped create. 

Blair looked over at Jake, her little man at seven years old. As always, especially when he was asleep, her heart gave a squeeze. No regrets. Nelson was history, or at least the hurt he’d created. Should she finally allow him into their present? 

They’d had no contact for years. Until a year ago. She’d been living in an apartment in Milton across town from her parents, working in the loan office of a bank. Each day seemed to pull her further from her dreams until she struggled with depression. Her mother called her one day and told her she’d received a letter from Nelson. He’d requested that Lois forward it to Blair, wherever she was living. Out of the blue. Nelson.

In the letter, accompanied by a check, Nelson presented himself as a changed man. He’d grown, he claimed. He knew he’d hurt her and didn’t deserve a second chance. In his heart, he didn’t believe she’d cheated on him. He’d known she’d loved him. He’d simply run scared. He hadn’t suggested they get back together but begged her to give him the chance to know his child. Seven years after the fact.

She hadn’t responded. It had taken Nelson seven years to man up. He’d lost his chance the day he refused to recognize his son. She’d managed alone without him, along with help from her parents. 

Yet, he’d remembered Jake’s birthday. She didn’t know what had changed Nelson’s heart nor did she care. They were making out fine without him in their little family, in their new town. She’d tell Jake about Nelson. She had to do that. But she didn’t have to let Nelson anywhere near Jake. 

––––––––
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COOPER’S HEAVY BOOTS crunched through the dead branches and crumbled dirt underfoot. He’d had his land cleared the previous week and the foundation crew would start the following day. After that, things would progress quickly, barring unexpected delays. He’d love to have started just as the ground warmed up after a wet winter. The Windsor project had kept him too busy. He hadn’t had the mental bandwidth nor hours in his days to do more than make calls to block dates for the subcontractors. 

Now that he was back in Brenner Falls and his schedule and head were clearer, he could focus on the house. Though he trusted his subcontractors, he’d still supervise and assure himself that things were done right. He’d never risk safety the way Miles had on that fateful day. Tracking its progress would fix his mind on the future instead of the past. 

His favorite feature of his home, an unobstructed view of the river from the floor-to-ceiling windows. A balmy breeze floated off the river’s surface and afternoon sunlight sparkled off the gentle waves of the river. That sight alone confirmed the rightness of his choice to return to Brenner Falls. “Thanks, Lord,” he murmured, closing his eyes as a fresh breeze caressed his face. “For bringing me back here. For a new beginning.” Like an unwrapped gift, yet to be revealed. 

When he pulled into the driveway of his current home, Blair and Jake stood in the yard between the two houses. Cooper had left Zipper outside on a long leash, since he wasn’t gone very long. Temperatures had dropped to a comfortable seventy-five. Jake threw a frisbee, but the dog seemed perplexed about what to do. Zipper always wanted to please, so he swung his tail and made a lunge, but stopped each time.

Cooper walked toward them. “Hello,” he called. 

Blair returned a reserved smile. “Hi, Cooper.” She wore a peach-colored tunic with white cut-offs. A pair of glasses perched on her head, holding back her blond hair, as it had the previous week when they’d first met. 

“Zipper never learned how to fetch,” Cooper told them. “But I bet you could teach him, Jake.” Actually, Zipper had fetched a time or two, but it rated low on his interest scale. “Here, let me untie him, and he’ll probably do better.”

“I told Jake he should start with something easier, like a stick,” she said. “I imagine a frisbee is hard for him to pick up.”

“Good point.” Cooper squatted and scratched Zipper’s head. He unlatched the leash and the dog pranced in a circle. Cooper spied a stick about an inch in circumference. “How about this one?” He handed it to Jake.

“Thanks, Mr. Cooper.” 

Jake looked cute in a Steelers sweatshirt, though the afternoon seemed too warm for it, especially running around after Zipper. As if on the same mental wavelength, Jake wriggled out of it and handed it to his mother.

“Are you hot, big guy?” she asked him. “It was a birthday gift, so he wanted to wear it.” She folded it and tucked it under her arm. “We won’t see it again until late fall.”

“He had a birthday recently?”

“Yes, a few days ago, but yesterday we had a party for him at his grandparents’ house. He turned seven.”

Jake threw the stick. “Go on, Zipper. Fetch the stick. Go on, boy.”

Zipper followed the stick. He sniffed it, then sat and looked up at Jake. Jake tried a couple more times until Zipper appeared to understand. He picked it up and carried it to Jake, who was elated. “Look, Mom. I trained him to fetch.”

“Amazing, Jake!” Blair clasped her hands together. “You must be a dog whisperer.”

“Huh?” Apparently, her son hadn’t heard the reference. He happily continued throwing the stick to Zipper.

“Usually, he calls me mommy,” Blair murmured. “But since yesterday, he changed to mom. He told me he’s older now and wouldn’t be calling me mommy anymore.” She chuckled, her eyes still trained on her son, who she obviously adored.

“Growing up. It happens.” Jake threw the stick again and Zipper complied. “Where do your parents live?” He hoped he wasn’t being too nosy, but since Blair had mentioned it, he figured it was fair game for keeping the conversation going.

“I grew up in Milton, almost an hour from here. My parents have been there forever.”

“I know where Milton is. Isn’t that the headquarters of Chef Boyardee?”

Blair gave him a grin that lit up her face and sent an unexpected trickle of warmth through his chest. 

“The very same,” she said. “Although my mother always preferred to make her own tomato sauce. Milton’s a small town with a big history. Lots of train history too, back in the day. Where did you grow up?”

“In a mid-sized town between Altoona and Pittsburgh.” They watched Jake and Zipper for a moment. 

When she said nothing further, he tried again. “You have brothers and sisters?”

“Yes, three. An older brother and sister, and a younger sister. I’m in the middle.”

“That can be tough sometimes. I’m in the middle too. I have a sister who’s been here a few years, which is one reason I came.” Why did he bring up siblings? She might return the question and he’d have to talk about Miles, who he’d kept far from conscious thought for a few days.

“That’s nice you have a sister here. Hey, look, Zipper’s consistent now. I think he’s got it.”

He relaxed at the change of subject. “I never took Zipper for a quick learner, but there you go. Jake’s got the magic.”

“He’s never had a pet, so he’s in seventh heaven. What kind of dog is he?”

“Golden and Cocker Spaniel mix. Think you’ll get him a dog one day?”

She shrugged. “I work full time and I’m a single mom, so my hands are pretty full. Though that could teach him
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