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      Thirty-three years earlier…

      

      Jonathan spotted the girl playing in the sand near the water’s edge as soon as he arrived at the beach.

      Her long, reddish-brown braid fell over one thin shoulder as she scooped up another bucket of sand to finish building her sandcastle.

      She looked to be around twelve years old, close to his own age.

      As he stood on the gentle slope just above the beach, he watched other children playing in the water and chasing the ball running through the sand.

      His dog pulled on the leash at the loud sounds of laughter from the children.

      “Buck, sit.” Jonathan spoke to the brown lab who rubbed up against his leg.

      At his command, the dog sat on his haunches.

      “Good boy.” Jonathan rubbed the fur behind his ears, satisfied that the past few months of dog training had resulted in quick obedience.

      A warmth filled his belly to have his faithful companion at his side.

      Any given day was better when his dog was nearby.

      He had rescued the lab almost a year ago. He’d been laying in a ditch on the roadside, wounded.

      Mother had said if he promised to take care of the dog, Jonathan could keep him. They brought the furry creature home, and Jonathan dedicated himself to taking care of his new pet until he was well.

      The dog’s teeth stuck out a little. So, Jonathan called him Buck. Ever since they first met, he and his dog were good friends. Trust, loyalty and compassion had been important to their budding relationship.

      Those were some of the character traits Jonathan hadn’t experienced a lot of in his young life.

      Getting to know people had been hard for him because he found it difficult to trust others.

      It was the reason he hadn’t wanted to come to Mrs. Stafford’s beach cottage today. But his mother insisted. She said it was important for him and his sisters to meet other children who lived on Martha’s Vineyard.

      Jonathan’s mom explained that he and his sisters needed to make new friends now that their family had moved to Martha’s Vineyard.

      The last place they lived, he and his sisters were too scared that the neighbors would uncover their family’s shameful secret.

      He rubbed the faded purple bruise on his arm, remembering. There were reasons he avoided any close friendships.

      He didn’t expect to make friends here on the Island either. But it didn’t mean his heart didn’t hope for it.

      A handful of girls, who also looked to be around twelve or thirteen years of age, sank down on the sand to talk with the girl.

      Soon, the delightful sound of giggles and girlish chatter filled the air.

      Peels of happiness surrounded the atmosphere around him like a warm, yet unfamiliar, blanket.

      A deep yearning erupted from somewhere inside his belly.

      He wanted that happiness. He wanted to laugh again. He wanted to hear the sound of joy coming from his mom and sisters once again.

      The sights and sounds on the beach today were reminders of what was missing in his life.

      People were drawn to this girl, and he couldn’t help but notice. She was happy and carefree, enjoying creating the sandcastle.

      Drawn by her joy, he took a step forward, then stopped. Insecurity and fear bubbled up inside him.

      He didn’t know how to speak to girls, except for his sisters and mother. Talking to girls intimidated him.

      Yet, he longed to meet the sandcastle girl.

      For the first time ever, he was willing to do something — anything — to push past his fear of speaking to girls.

      He wanted to get past his fears, so he could meet the beautiful girl with the long, reddish-brown braid.

      Sounds of tourists chatting while walking down the beach drew his attention. Most of the people stopped by an old-style house that had been turned into a shop.

      He noticed two older women talking to the tourists who stopped by. As the women talked with people, their hands were busy making home-made cold drinks and chocolate coated candy.

      Folks walked away with big smiles on their faces, tasting the sugar-filled treats.

      He noticed further along the beach was a stand where there were beach balls and other water equipment.

      It wasn’t long before the beach filled with teenagers, tossing the ball back and forth.

      There were about six or seven guys and gals who threw the ball back and forth, creating their own fun game.

      Suddenly, one guy missed his turn to catch the ball. It flew in the girl's direction.

      The teenager backed up — half running, half walking — when without warning, he tripped. His tall, gangly body landed on top of the girl’s finished sandcastle.

      It lay there on the beach, crushed.

      The boy scurried to his feet, picked up the ball, and ran back to his friends.

      But someone destroyed the girl’s sand project.

      Tears ran down her cheeks as she stared at the ruins. The girl stayed motionless and silent.

      Jonathan’s belly tightened in pain. The beautiful face that moments ago was lit up with happiness — now drooped with sadness.

      Without thinking, he hurried down the hill, his dog running by his side.

      The moment he reached her side, he stopped.

      Anger rose inside him when he looked down at the crumbled pieces of the girl’s perfect sandcastle.

      The girl’s tears kindled a familiar protective instinct.

      Jonathan decided he would do whatever it took to fix what had brought heartache for the girl.

      “S–-sorry about y—your sandcastle,” he stuttered as his cheeks heated with embarrassment.

      Surprised to see him standing there, her eyes widened.

      Wiping her wet cheeks against her t-shirt, she replied in a raw voice, “It was the best sandcastle I’ve ever made.”

      Jonathan sank to his knees on the soft sand.

      He didn’t know what to say, so for a moment, he stayed silent. But the pain lingering in her green eyes reached out to him.

      “S—sorry it’s ruined.” When she didn’t say anything, he introduced himself, “I’m Jonathan.”

      “Elizabeth. But everyone calls me Lizzie.”

      Lizzie. It was the perfect name for a pretty girl. “Lizzie, I will h—help fix your s—sandcastle.”

      Her eyes widened, and she whispered, “You will?”

      He nodded, his jaw clamped in determination, willing to do everything he could to help her.

      Restless, the dog stirred beside him.

      “Buck, sit,” Jonathan commanded. At once, his obedient dog walked over to the girl sitting on his haunches beside her.

      Jonathan gathered the sand from the broken sandcastle.

      “Your dog is so nice, Jonathan.” She reached out to touch Buck’s fur. His dog leaned in to receive more of her gentle touch.

      Unexpectedly, he licked the tears from her cheek.

      From his sisters, he’d learned first-hand how good his dog was at bringing cheer to people who were sad.

      “Th—thanks.” He glanced over to see her wrap her arms around Buck’s neck. He would need to give his dog a treat later for bringing comfort to Lizzie.

      Jonathan turned back to the sandcastle he was working on building.

      Looking around, he noticed the girl had a pail and two carving tools she used to make her sandcastle.

      He was determined to make Lizzie the best sandcastle ever.

      With all his heart, Jonathan wanted to bring that beautiful smile back to her beautiful face once more.

      “I’ll get more water.” He reached for the bucket and ran to the ocean, dipping it in quickly to fill it up.

      Returning, he saw she watched him with big eyes.

      His lips formed a small smile as he looked at her.

      Without speaking, he knelt down and began to draw a line in the sand to outline where they would build the large sandcastle.

      He began to pile the sand higher, forming it into a large base. After he formed holes in the sand, he poured water inside the holes so the sand would be wet and easier to pack down.

      Then he pushed down on the base of the sandcastle, hoping to make the foundation strong.

      “I can help.” Lizzie began to push down on the sand, following his example.

      Jonathan was pleased when he saw a glimmer of joy return to those green eyes. The light in her eyes made him eager to finish rebuilding what had been broken. He began to add more sand and water until the base of the sandcastle was one foot high.

      Every once in a while, Jonathan ran to get more water so he could pack down the sand. Soon, he had the castle built. Lizzie helped him carve out rounded towers and pillars at the top of their sandcastle.

      “Wow. This is a really great sandcastle.” Lizzie’s smile widened as she stared at the structure they built together.

      “That’s because we b—built it together.” Jonathan sat back, eyeing the finished project with pleasure.

      Turning to look at the girl, his heart swelled with happiness. The brightness in her green eyes made his heart race.

      Lizzie sent him a happy smile.

      He was about to say something when he heard someone call his name.

      “Jonathan, there you are. I’ve been looking for you.” Mary Beth, his oldest sister, walked towards him. Sue Ann, his other sister, followed at her heels.

      “You found me.” Jonathan turned to his brown-haired sister, who hurried towards him. “What’s up?”

      “Mother says it’s time for us to go. She wants to be home before Dad gets back.” Mary Beth stopped when she reached him. Her eyes widened as she looked at what they had made.

      “You’ve been busy. Who’s your friend?”

      Jonathan smiled. “This is Lizzie. These are my sisters, Mary Beth and Sue Ann.”

      Lizzie smiled widely. “It’s nice to meet you both. Your brother helped rebuild my sandcastle. I love it.”

      “It looks really beautiful,” Sue Ann commented, but was interrupted by her older sister.

      “Jonathan.” His sister’s firm tone got his attention. “Mom said to hurry. She doesn’t want us to be late getting home.” Mary Beth’s words were hurried.

      Jonathan’s body tensed.

      He knew his mother was afraid that his father would come home drunk. Worse, his mom was afraid if she wasn’t home that her husband could stagger drunkenly to the neighbors on either side of them. This would cause worse problems for their family.

      It had happened before.

      Jonathan jumped to his feet.

      It was urgent they return home now.

      His hurried words tumbled over each other. “I’ve gotta go. Nice to meet you, Lizzie.”

      Buck ran to his side. Jonathan reached down and grabbed his dog’s leash.

      He turned to go, when Lizzie’s soft voice spoke up.

      “I’m grateful to you for rebuilding my sandcastle, Jonathan.” Lizzie called after him.

      Jonathan turned to watch her for a moment.

      His heart somersaulted at her words. She thought the sandcastle was one of the best gifts she’d been given. And he had been the one to give it to her.

      His heart swelled with satisfaction and pleasure.

      “I’m glad.”

      Lizzie whispered, “I hope to see you again soon, Jonathan.”

      He nodded, his heart lurching in agreement. “I do too.”

      Turning to leave, he turned back, his eyes lingering on her face. The smile she sent him made his heart glow.

      He waved, then reluctantly followed his sisters to where his mother waited.

      All the way home, his mind swirled with thoughts of the beautiful sandcastle girl.

      His new friend Lizzie.

      She was the one person who had accepted him right away, in spite of his stuttered words and shyness.

      Her presence gave him joy.

      Jonathan decided he was going to do whatever it took to see her again.

      He couldn’t shake the feeling that somehow the sandcastle girl would carry an important role in his life for years to come.
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      Lizzie

      
      Elizabeth Stafford Wentworth gripped the recent bank statement with shaky hands.

      Two weeks ago, her husband of twenty-six years unexpectedly passed away.

      The hospital staff confirmed he’d suffered a heart attack.

      Doctor Jones said he was convinced her husband’s death had been caused by the high blood pressure Gray had developed over the last few years.

      Stress had been a constant factor in her husband’s Boston law firm. It had carried over into their home life.

      She mourned Gray’s loss together with their three college-age children.

      Lizzie was grateful for family and friends that had gathered around in support.

      Every day, she was thankful for her three children. They had been a big help to her during this difficult time.

      However, now that the funeral was over, everyone had returned home.

      Her children also went back to their busy lives.

      Will, her oldest son, had returned to his new job at the law firm in Boston. He’d just graduated from Harvard with a degree in law, following in his father’s footsteps.

      Annie had just completed her degree in design. She was working with a design and marketing firm located in Boston.

      Her boyfriend Christopher was almost ready to complete his journeyman exam as a house builder. He worked with his dad’s company, working long hours six days a week.

      From the look on Chris’s face when they were together, he seemed to be getting serious about her daughter.

      Jake, her youngest son, had chosen to apprentice with a journeyman carpenter in the area for the last couple of years.

      There was always a smile on her son’s face as he worked to form a new wood design.

      Jake was like Lizzie’s grandfather in that way. When William Stafford hadn’t been on his boat, he had been building something. It was the reason her grandmother’s house had so many pieces of handcrafted furniture.

      A heaviness centered in her chest rose as she remembered losing her parents during her childhood on Martha’s Vineyard.

      Now her children had lost their dad too.

      Lizzie was determined to be there for them.

      Yet, even with all the support she had around her, she felt all alone now.

      Lizzie was afraid of what lay ahead.

      Staring down at the statements in front of her, she quickly noticed that most of the money Gray spent went to pay bills at expensive hotels, restaurants and casinos.

      With half fear and half dread, she looked a little closer at the papers in her hands.

      Had she mixed up the details?

      Searching through the documents again, she read through each statement a third time.

      The final outcome was still the same.

      The stark truth stared back at her in black and white.

      Almost all their money was gone.

      Only a small amount remained from their bank accounts, which her husband had said were doing well enough only two months ago.

      Lizzie sucked in a quick breath at this unexpected revelation.

      At this moment, she needed to face the worst truth of all.

      Her late husband — the same man whom Lizzie thought she knew inside and out — had kept a terrible secret from her.

      Alcohol caused her late husband to spin out of control. The result was that their money was almost gone.

      She set the papers down on the table quickly, swallowing back raw emotions, trying desperately to hold her feelings in check.

      Lizzie sucked in a quick breath.

      Anger flooded her.

      His addiction ended up dwindling their shared finances. Wreaking havoc on her life and the lives of their three children.

      A nauseating sinking of despair filled her belly. She wrapped herself in a cocoon of anguish.

      An acute sense of loss, misery, and heartache filled her.

      How could Grayson have allowed this problem to continue? He must have known a financial loss like this would ruin their family.

      Lizzie struggled to make sense of the mixed emotions that burned in her belly.

      Anger, fear, and a feeling of betrayal at how her husband had secretly brought their family to the brink of ruin.

      The bank statement she had in front of her showed there had been regular monthly withdrawals starting two years ago. Her husband had set up the bank account ten years ago.

      But, looking back, she remembered three years ago that Gray had begun acting somewhat strange.

      At the time she thought it was simply restlessness.

      Now, looking back with twenty-twenty hindsight, she could recall that his actions were more like a man desperate to recover something he’d lost.

      In the past three years, there had been more times when her husband came home after midnight than all the years of their marriage combined.

      His moods were sporadic, too. Early in their marriage, he was never quick to anger. But something had begun to change in him about three years ago, and since then, the littlest things could set him off.

      Gray had taken to drinking more until, finally, he craved five or six glasses of alcohol every night.

      When he was drunk, Gray became more irrational and unreasonable. She noticed the spending and gambling began when he started drinking heavily.

      She tried to talk to him about what was going on, but her husband would either change the subject or tell Lizzie that he didn’t want to talk about it.

      Sadly, it had taken until today — shortly after the death of her husband — to finally uncover the truth.

      It was the necessity of paying for funeral expenses that forced her to check their joint bank account. Shock numbed her at the sight of how meager their finances really were.

      By her estimate, she had enough money to live on for two months if she was careful.

      Gray’s debts would need to be paid off from the sale of the house.

      Picking up her cup of coffee with a shaky hand, she took a sip.

      She only had a short time left to make some desperately needed changes in her life.

      Where would she live? Where would she get a job? Who would hire her?

      The only work she was good at was that of being a wife and mom.

      Gray had wanted her to stay home with the children, and to be available to attend his firm’s charity banquets, and to host people in their home.

      Hosting and cooking, that’s all she was good at.

      She had no other real skills. She didn’t have a college degree or years of experience working outside the home.

      Turning to look out the kitchen window, tears rolled down her cheeks as memories surrounded her once again of her dead husband.

      Gray Wentworth had swept her off her feet when she had been working as a waitress. He had been in college for his last year of law school when they met.

      Against his parent’s wishes, Gray had successfully wooed her. His mother wanted her son to marry a girl from the upper-class society of the Wentworth’s acquaintances.

      Her new mother-in-law was angry at her son for choosing her. Lizzie remembered Mrs. Wentworth’s harsh criticism the first time Gray took her to visit his parents.

      She had accidentally spilled tea on a new dress her husband bought her.

      “Clumsy girl.” Mrs. Wentworth shook her head in disgust. “I can see my son chose to marry you for your beauty. But your pretty face doesn’t make up for the many attributes you lack — like having the refinement of the well-bred ladies from our social circle.”

      She wasn’t good enough for their son.

      Lizzie had struggled with feeling worthy much of her life.

      Past failures and mistakes surged through her at that moment. 

      Memories haunted her from the night when her parents died in the boating accident.

      That stormy night, she had failed her father.

      Too many times she’d failed. Self-blame and a sense of unworthiness had been her constant companions for all these years.

      Self-doubt, unworthiness and a fear of failure had tormented her for so many years, she didn’t know how to feel any differently.

      When Gray chose her, a working girl, Lizzie had been so happy. She felt like she belonged again.

      It wasn’t long before she fell in love.

      Lizzie married him the following year.

      Their three children had been born within the first five years of their marriage. Together as a couple, they decided Lizzie would stay at home with the children until they were old enough to go to school.

      Gray told her that his law practice was doing well enough, that she didn’t need to work outside the home. They even bought a lovely home in the Boston suburbs.

      She happily took care of the children. She cooked, organized and hosted many events over the years to help further her husband’s career.

      When their three children were in high school, her husband had set up a retirement account for the two of them.

      He had also set up another account where he made monthly deposits. Gray said that money was for vacations and any extras.

      When her husband told her that she didn’t need to worry about money, she believed him. He explained that he had set things up so that the bills would be paid automatically each month.

      So Lizzie hadn’t worried about the bills.

      Everything was fine… until the day her husband died.

      Then suddenly, her life wasn’t fine at all.

      Now she knew the truth.

      Her life was in shambles.

      Not only was her husband gone, but their money was almost gone, too.

      Gray’s secret drinking and gambling addiction had ruined them. She needed to make some serious changes. Fast.

      Oh, she had known about the harmless bets Gray made with his friends over football games or at racing events throughout the years.

      She assumed her husband only gambled occasionally.

      But the reality was more sobering.

      He had been addicted to alcohol which had led to gambling and irrationally spending their money.

      The money in their joint accounts was almost nonexistent.

      The fact that she now needed to pay off Gray’s massive debts was overwhelming and distressing.

      Lizzie hoped the house would sell quickly.

      She decided to sell items from their house so she would have much needed cash in hand.

      Lizzie needed to be extremely frugal now. Only necessary bills and weekly groceries would be included on her list from now on.

      Anything else would be considered an unnecessary expense.

      All those extras were things she used to take for granted — like going on a yearly vacation with their family and visiting her grandmother on Martha’s Vineyard — those were expenses of the past.

      Those family times held some of the best memories for her. But now she was forced to put a stop to them while she figured out her next steps.

      She would need to apply for a job. It would be especially difficult after not working in the real world for over two decades.

      Nobody would want to hire a forty-five-year-old woman.

      However, she’d been given no choice but to try.

      After twenty-six years of marriage, her world had suddenly been tilted upside down.

      With a shaky hand, she set down her steaming cup of coffee on the table and stood to her feet.

      Wiping a stray tear from her cheek, she walked toward the fridge.

      She rubbed her forehead with a trembling hand and looked inside.

      How would she be able to find a way out of this situation? It seemed hopeless.

      She needed to cook or make some food.

      The act of putting ingredients together always calmed her and gave her clarity.

      Lizzie spotted a few ripe avocados. She decided to make her favorite guacamole. She put them in a bowl and peeled them and then began to mash them with a fork.

      Next, she diced a sweet onion into tiny pieces and tossed it into the bowl. Then she cut the fresh cilantro from her small herb garden and diced it up. Adding lime juice, salt, and pepper, she stirred the ingredients together until smooth and creamy.

      Opening a bag of tortilla chips, she dipped one into the guacamole.

      Yum.

      Smiling, she grabbed another tortilla chip and dipped it in, savoring the flavor on her tongue.

      A loud knock on the door startled her.
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        * * *

      

      Lizzie quickly washed her hands and hurried to open the door.

      A rush of warmth flooded her belly when she saw her best friend’s smiling face.

      She waved her hand, gesturing for her friend to come inside. “Tess, this is a nice surprise.”

      Tess handed Lizzie one of her favorite specialty coffees she’d picked up at the local coffee shop.

      “I took a chance, thinking you might want a friend to talk with today.” Tess opened the large French doors that led to a large backyard.

      Lizzie followed her friend outside, joining her on the outdoor patio.

      One Mother’s Day a few years ago, Gray had bought her a two-seater wooden swing set that she simply adored.

      “I’ll bring the tortilla chips and guacamole dip.”

      “You made my favorite dip? Oh, my goodness. I love being friends with an amazing cook.” Tess grinned from ear to ear.

      Lizzie carried the bowl of dip, which she had set on a plate, and placed the chips so they circled the dip.

      The two of them sat down together and looked out at the spring flowers in the backyard nibbling on their snack.

      Spring was in the air and the tulips were beginning to bloom in her backyard.

      Turning to her best friend, she sighed and smiled softly.

      “I’m glad you stopped by Tess.” Lizzie swallowed back emotion that threatened to spill over. “But I’m not very good company, I’m afraid.”

      “I’m sorry. I am here for you, for whatever you need.” Tears pricked the back of Lizzie’s eyes at Tess’s compassion and true friendship.

      Biting her lip, she forced her emotions under control. Shaking her head, she said, “It’s not just the fact that Grayson died, it’s more than that.”

      “I did notice the dark circles under your eyes, a telltale sign that you’ve been losing sleep. Want to tell me what happened, Lizzie?”

      Lizzie toyed with the coffee cup, unsure of how to tell her best friend.

      “I was going through my financial statements today and was shocked to learn that my husband had a gambling addiction.” She sighed heavily, still reeling from the truth. “Now, I’m afraid I have a huge debt and hardly any money left in our bank account.”

      Tess reached over and squeezed her hand. “That’s an awful thing to find out, right after your husband passed away.”

      Lizzie nodded. “It is. I feel angry, betrayed, and fearful of the future.”

      Tess just sat beside her, listening to her vent. In moments like this, a listening ear was exactly what she needed.

      “Why didn’t Gray talk to me and tell me what was going on?” Lizzie sighed heavily.

      Tess sat beside her, deep in thought, as she listened.

      Lizzie's voice was hoarse with frustration. 

      Hurriedly, she wiped a stray tear from her cheek.

      Tess studied her for a moment, her brown eyes searching into her soul. “Maybe Gray didn’t talk to you about it because he was afraid to admit to his wife that he was failing.”

      “Maybe.” Lizzie shifted on the bench seat. “He didn’t like it when any part of our life was falling apart. His standards were very high.”

      Tess shook her head. “If you want my opinion, your husband set impossible expectations for himself as well as for you. Lizzie, it seems to me that you’ve lived your life trying to please your husband, to make him happy.”

      Her friend continued, “Maybe now it’s finally time for you to relax and stop pleasing people. Embrace who you truly are. It’s your chance to let go of the past and find your own happiness.”

      She sighed heavily. “Maybe.”

      Lizzie thought about Grayson and his high expectations. “My husband did have high — and sometimes impossible expectations. But when he made mistakes, I didn’t think he was a failure. I would have supported and helped him.”

      “I know you would have. You were a good wife to Gray, Lizzie.” Her friend’s words encouraged her, but that didn’t change the dire straits she was in now.

      “What are you going to do?”

      With a shaky hand, she pushed a stray tendril of wavy auburn hair behind one ear.

      “I’m not sure.” Lizzie released a sharp, brittle laugh as the shock of her current circumstances pierced her soul. “I need a job. But I don’t know what I’d be good at. It’s been too many years since I’ve worked outside the home.”

      Tess chuckled, slowly shaking her head. “Out of anyone I know, you have so many talents that are simply natural to you. As usual, you’re not giving yourself enough credit for who you are. For years, you’ve excelled at making meals and hosting dinners for Grayson and doing the same for our Book Club.”

      “That's all I know.” Lizzie grimaced. “I don’t think that counts as anything special. All Gray ever wanted was for me to wear the elegant clothes he liked to see on me and to be the gracious hostess for him.”

      Tess snorted. “It’s because you made him look good. He had a beautiful wife that everyone adored and he wanted to show you off. You’ve always been so graceful, like-able, and welcoming to people, Lizzie. Your innate charm has made you the perfect hostess.”

      A warm glow filled Lizzie’s heart at her friend's words. She was puzzled. Sighing heavily, she whispered, “I do appreciate the compliment, Tess. But I don’t see how any of those things will help me in the real world.”

      Tess looked over at her. “Of course, those skills are useful. What you should consider is starting your own bed-and-breakfast. That’s something you’d be great at.”

      “I couldn’t do that with the state of my current finances.” Lizzie liked her friend’s idea, but immediately rejected it. “I must sell my house, Tess. I can’t keep it. And I have to use most of that money to pay my husband’s debts.”

      Tess turned toward her eagerly. “Maybe you’ll be surprised. Maybe there will be a little money left over to set up a bed-and-breakfast in a different location.” Her friend rubbed her chin with two fingers as she thought. “A place like that island where you grew up.”

      “Martha’s Vineyard?” A picture of the island flew back into her mind’s eye. “I don’t know about that. I never wanted to go back there to live.”

      “All I’m saying is you would do well at managing a place where folks come to eat and stay the night. You have a natural gift for hospitality.”

      “Thanks, Tess.”

      “Just out of curiosity, why do you hesitate at the idea of living back on the island?”

      Lizzie still hadn’t told her friend everything about her life before she married Gray and moved to Boston.

      “I dated a guy in high school who I really thought was the one.” Lizzie shook her head as she remembered. “But it turns out I loved him more than he loved me. I was a very unsophisticated eighteen-year-old girl.”

      “What happened?”

      “I found him in the arms of our school’s cheerleader. He was passionately kissing Cecily after a football game. I saw them behind the bleachers.” A tic formed in Lizzie’s jaw as memories from that day came back to her. “I wrote him a note saying I was leaving.”

      A soft gasp escaped Tess’s lips. “Sounds like you dodged a bullet.”

      Lizzie shrugged. “It was a long time ago.”

      She paused as memories came back to her. “It’s strange that even after all these years, I still hesitate to return to that place.”

      “Not so strange,” Tess whispered, her voice hoarse. “Love and heartache affects each of us in unusual ways.”

      “Yes, well, that part of my life is over. Now that my husband has passed away, I don’t think I will ever marry again.”

      Tess glanced at her sideways. “Never say never, Lizzie. I have a feeling there are more amazing friendships and the love of a good man waiting for you down the road. Sometimes, we just have to be patient. Love will find you, my friend.”

      Lizzie shook her head in disbelief. “Well, I won’t hold my breath.”

      Tess chuckled and sipped the rest of her drink. “We’ll see.”

      As her friend stood to her feet, Lizzie followed. “I need to get going. But let me know how you’re doing from time to time, alright?”

      “I will. Thanks, Tess, you’re a good friend.” Lizzie gave her a quick hug, grateful to have her best friend by her side.

      After Tess left, Lizzie poured herself a tall glass of lemon water. She began to think through her situation as she walked past the flowers in her large backyard.

      The ringing of her phone startled Lizzie out of deep thoughts.

      “Hello?” She answered.

      “Hi Mom, it’s Annie.” Her daughter’s sweet voice was the soothing balm she needed. “I wanted to check on you. Are you okay?”

      Tears pricked the back of her eyelid. Her daughter’s voice was soft with concern. “It’s been difficult since your dad’s funeral.”

      “Mom, I’m here for you. Anytime.” Annie had always been such a sweet girl.

      “I know, Annie, and I am grateful.” Lizzie whispered. “I miss you and the boys. Could you come for lunch on Saturday?”

      “We’d love to. I’ll tell the others.” Annie was always so good at getting her two brothers to family events.

      Lizzie smiled. “Thanks. See you then, dear.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time her three children arrived on Saturday, she had already done a lot of work.

      She had organized paintings, jewelry, and other valuables ready to sell and had gotten her resume ready for the following week of job searching.

      Her children walked in the door earlier than expected.

      “Hmmm, delicious. It smells like lasagne.”

      Will hugged her and kissed her cheek. His tall body with his long arms reached down to envelop her in a hug. “It’s good to see you.”

      As he stepped back, she put both hands on the sides of his face. He grimaced. Her oldest son had never been one to enjoy hugs.

      She swallowed as she stared up at him. His dark brown eyes and brown wavy hair were so much like his father’s. “It’s good to have you home.”

      Jake hugged her, squeezing tight. Her youngest son, however, loved affection. He was always up to some sort of fun, unlike his older, serious brother.

      “Mom, it’s good to be home. I’ve missed you,” he whispered and kissed her cheek.

      “And I’ve missed you too, Jake.” She smiled at the light in the green eyes that matched her own.

      “Mom, let me carry the food to the table. You sit down and rest.” Annie as usual was ready to take charge. She had always been so helpful. 

      Lizzie pulled her daughter into a gentle embrace. “Thank you, Annie. That would be nice.”

      As they sat around the table and enjoyed lunch together, she listened eagerly to their news.

      “It’s so good to have you all home for a little while.”

      With all three of her grown children’s eyes fastened on her, she swallowed and toyed with her napkin.

      “As you know, it’s been a difficult week for all of us. Not much else has filled my thoughts, other than the sadness over your dad’s unexpected passing and trying to figure out a way to pay these debts.” Lizzie’s gaze swept over each of them.

      “Dad never said anything to you about it?” Jake quietly asked.

      Lizzie shook her head. “No. It was your father that managed our finances. To my regret, I didn’t even ask. I just assumed everything was okay.”

      “What will you do now?” Annie’s blue eyes held a sheen of moisture.

      “I will need to sell this house to pay off the debt.” Lizzie sent them a wobbly smile. “Since the mortgage was paid in full last year, I believe that selling this house will take care of the debt. Hopefully, with a little money left over.”

      Annie breathed a sigh of relief. “Good. But where will you live and what will you do?”

      “I don’t know yet. I will need to find a job and a place to live, I suppose. I need to put the house up for sale. We’ll need to plan a weekend where we can go through your things.” Lizzie looked at them.

      “We’ll talk about it and figure out a time that works for all of us.” Annie looked at her brothers.

      “That sounds good.” As she saw their worried expressions, Lizzie said, “Don’t worry, I will be fine.”

      Jake sighed heavily. “I hope so.”

      Will sighed in exasperation. “Mom, you should have taken more of an interest in what was going on with your and dad’s finances. Maybe then you wouldn’t have been left with such a massive amount of debt after dad died.”

      The words ripped out of his mouth impatiently. “This loss doesn’t just affect you, but also all three of us — your children.”

      Lizzie swallowed, her thoughts jagged and painful.

      “I know and I’m sorry, Will.” Her voice broke miserably. “You’re not saying anything that I haven’t told myself at least a hundred times. All I can say is that I’m sorry. I hope you can forgive me.”

      Will’s jaw was set in anger, so similar to his dad. “I’ll do my best.”

      “I appreciate that.” Lizzie ached with an inner pain, knowing it would take time for her oldest son to truly forgive her.

      “I love each of you very much.” Lizzie toyed with the napkin by her plate as her gaze lovingly swept over them.

      “We love you too.” Jake replied. Her youngest son had always easily expressed his emotions.

      She was grateful. It was the encouragement she needed, especially in the wake of her oldest son’s anger.

      Without warning, her phone rang interrupting her dark thoughts. Hurrying over to the small desk near the door, she reached for her phone.

      Answering, she spoke quickly. “Hello, Lizzie here.”

      “Oh, Elizabeth. I’m glad I was able to
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