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      “Hi, Lily, it’s Janice.”

      As if Lily didn’t recognize her sister’s voice. “It’s your mommy, Willa—at last,” she told the gurgling baby on her hip.

      “Embla,” Willa said, and then blew bubbles with her little lips. 

      At seven months she wasn’t old enough to speak actual words, but Lily thought she understood. “Willa says hello, and that she’s excited to hear your voice.” Moving into the living room, cell phone in her free hand, Lily squeezed between the armchair and the compact desk that served as her office. “You know I adore Willa, but I’m leaving soon for that lunch with my friends. For my, ahem, birthday?”

      “Omigosh, it’s April thirtieth, isn’t it? It completely slipped my mind. Thirty on the thirtieth. Happy birthday, Lily. Or should I say, old lady.”

      Lily winced. “Very funny—but you’re not far behind.” Willa was heavy, and after stepping over the coffee table, which was laden with baby paraphernalia, Lily sank onto the love seat. She propped the baby close beside her, keeping an arm around her. “In just two short years you'll be thirty.”

      “Ugh. I'd rather not think about that now.”

      The response was typical Janice. At times she was as irresponsible as a teenager. “Back to Willa. You were supposed to be here by now. You didn’t forget that, too, did you?” Lily forced a laugh. “As if you’d forget your own daughter.”

      A distinct possibility, since like their mother, when Janice fell in love she tended to forget everything but her man. At the moment she was dating a bass guitar player, and after bringing Willa from Seattle to Halo Island so Lily could watch her, Janice had rushed back to the Seattle airport and caught a flight to San Francisco for a romantic weekend. She’d returned to Seattle this morning.

      When Janice remained silent, Lily went on. “I checked, and your plane was on time. You were supposed to be here by now.”

      “I know, but…”

      That little hesitation set off warning bells in Lily’s mind. Willa was squirming, so she laid her on her back. The baby waved her chubby arms and legs in the air and rewarded Lily with a toothless grin.

      “Did you miss the ferry?” The only way to reach Halo Island was via seaplane or ferry, and the ferry was cheaper.

      “Not exactly. You’ll never guess. Bobby invited me to tour with his band, all the way across the country! They might even let me sing backup! This could be my big break, and I’m just thrilled!” Every statement a joyous exclamation.

      As pleased as Lily was for her sister, who had forever dreamed of earning her living as a singer, she wondered about Willa. “Great, but do you think all that traveling is good for a baby? Remember how chaotic our childhood was, and how we always swore we wouldn’t do that to our kids?” 

      Not that Janice had ever wanted children. But then Willa had come along. The baby’s father was long gone.

      “How could I forget something that important?” Janet said.

      Lily grabbed a rattle from the coffee table and handed it to her niece. Over the phone she distinctly heard an airport announcement. “You’re in the Seattle airport,” she guessed. 

      The realization irritated her—why hadn’t Janice said so up front? She never stated the plain truth unless it suited her, another despicable trait inherited from their mother. “You should’ve told me sooner, so I could change my lunch plans.” Too late for that now.

      “Actually, I’m at LAX with Bobby and the band. Could you keep an eye on Willa while I’m gone?”

      LAX? “But I—” Lily began, stopping when the baby exchanged the rattle for a hank of her hair—shouldn't have bent down—and pulled it toward her mouth. 

      Lily gently untangled herself from the pudgy fingers, then swiped a trail of drool off the baby’s chin. “You know tourist season starts in two weeks. I’m swamped trying to make enough jewelry for opening day.”

      “You’re always swamped. This’d only be for two weeks—three, tops.”

      Babies were all-consuming. Having just spent two and a half days with her niece, Lily understood this oh, so well. “You know I dearly love Willa,” she said, planting a quick kiss on the baby’s foot. “But you also know how small this houseboat is. Six hundred square feet is barely room for me, and with my jewelry stuff everywhere…” 

      She glanced toward the kitchen, where the small eating bar and two stools were piled with boxes of beads, fasteners, coils of metal wire, pliers, and other supplies. Lily shuddered to think what would happen should Willa get hold of any of it.

      “Come on, Lily,” Janice prodded. “You’ve always loved kids. Heck, you practically raised me. You’re great with Willa—much better than I am. She adores you.”

      Trust Janice to know exactly what to say. Lily was good with kids, and hoped to have a whole brood someday. She wanted what she and Janice had never had, a big, happy, stable family. With a loving husband at her side, a man who actually wanted his children, and neither of them lying to their kids about anything, ever. 

      Yes, Lily had been burned by Jerome, who'd wormed his way into her heart and bed before she found out he was married. And yes, that'd hurt. But it'd been over a year now, and she was ready to move on. 

      At the same time, what with saving up to buy Mr. Creech’s building on Main Street—he’d offered her a great deal, provided she came up with the down payment by fall—and steadily growing her jewelry business, there wasn’t much time for dating, let alone babies. Yet her biological clock had begun to tick. Loudly.

      “Lily? You there?”

      “Listen here, Janice. Even if you forget about my lack of space, the hazards to Willa’s safety, and the fact that I’m about to begin putting in ten-hour days, seven days a week, I’m not ready for this kind of responsibility. Not even for a few weeks.”

      “I so get that, but this is my big chance, and you just said that all the traveling wouldn’t be good for Willa. I don’t exactly have anyone else to turn to. Would you leave a baby with our mother?”

      Who at the moment was so wrapped up with her current lover, she barely stayed in touch. “No,” Lily replied without hesitation. She released a heavy sigh. “All right, I’ll do it. But you have to pick up Willa before tourist season begins—no later than May fourteenth.” 

      A Sunday. With the season officially opening May seventeenth, that seemed reasonable.

      “Thanks, Lily. I really appreciate this. I’ll be in touch, or if you need to reach me, call or text.”

      As the phone clicked in Lily’s ear, Willa stuck her toes in her mouth and gurgled.
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        * * *

      

      Seated at a table for four plus a high chair in the Salty Dog, a restaurant favorite of locals and tourists alike, Lily shared the latest from her sister while Willa gummed a roll. “I’ll be taking care of my niece for the next two weeks.” 

      Joyce and Cindy, Lily’s two employees and also her friends, had already cooed over the apple-cheeked baby, who'd charmed them with her big blue eyes and rosebud mouth. Now they said nothing.

      But Charity, Lily’s best friend, spoke right up. “That’s some sister you have. And with tourist season about to start. I’d like to give her a piece of my mind. Saddling you with⁠—”

      “Shh.” Lily laid a warning finger over her lips and turned her gaze to the baby. “Not in front of Willa. We’ll talk later. It isn’t every day a girl’s friends treat her to lunch, and I intend to enjoy every second.”

      “Personally, I’m glad you’re doing this for your sister,” Joyce said. “It isn’t easy raising a baby alone.” 

      A divorced, thirty-three-year-old mom, she ought to know. She smiled. “That’s why I’m eternally indebted to you for hiring me. Where else could I earn a decent income working out of my home?” Making the jewelry Lily designed. “I'm happy to do this for you.”

      “I second that,” said Cindy, age thirty-seven. Her husband, a ferry captain, had been injured in a freak accident and was on permanent disability, which didn’t pay enough to support a family of four. He helped as much as he could with their two grade-school children, cooking meals and driving them to and from school. 

      Cindy took care of the house and yard, and also worked for Lily, both from home and at the booth where Lily sold her jewelry during the four months it was open.

      “Ditto." Charity grinned at Lily. "It’s your big day, and we’re glad for the excuse to meet for lunch. Turning thirty is painful, but you’re gonna love this new decade of your life,” she said, sounding as if she knew firsthand. And she was barely thirty-one.

      “That's the plan.” Lily straightened Willa’s bib, then picked up the menu and studied it. “The grilled crab and cheese looks good. That’s what I’ll have.”

      “Me, too.” Joyce closed her own menu. “I still have Kayla’s stroller, if you want to borrow it. And a ton of baby toys and clothes.”

      “I could use a stroller, and since Janice only packed four outfits and a handful of toys, I’ll take it all.” 

      While Wanda, the pink-uniformed waitress who had worked at the Salty Dog forever, took their orders and Willa turned what was left of her roll to pulp, Lily glanced out the window. Dark clouds hung in the sky and pelted out a furious rain—not unusual for the end of April in the Pacific Northwest.

      Before their food arrived, Lily opened the birthday cards from her friends. They were sweet and funny, and she laughed and passed them around. Willa crowed happily— she adored people—and the mood turned festive.

      In no time, Wanda arrived with their mouthwatering food and a fresh roll for Willa. “You sure are a cutie-pie,” she cooed, earning a delighted squeal from the baby. “You girls enjoy.”

      For a few moments Lily and her friends went silent except for murmurs of pleasure while they ate, with pauses to pay attention to Willa, who entertained them with her babbling and bemused facial expressions.

      At last coming up for air, Charity shook her head. “Tourist season is grueling for all of us.” Like Lily, she had her own business—wind socks and chimes—and also rented a booth near the waterfront. They’d met there. “With Willa to look after, how will you get ready?”

      There was the twenty-four-carat question. “Janice promised to pick her up before the season actually starts, which is something to be grateful for,” Lily said, thinking positive. “I guess I need to find a sitter. Any ideas?”

      Her friends drew a blank.

      Suddenly, bearing a cake ablaze with candles, her lips twitching, Wanda made her way toward them. Everyone in the restaurant—this time of year, all locals—broke into song. “Happy birthday to you."

      Lily wanted to cry. She’d lived on the island only seven years, but the people were so warm and accepting, she felt as if she’d been here her whole life. When the song ended she swiped at her eyes. “Thank you all so much.”  

      “Aww, you’re welcome.” After giving her a fond smile, Charity turned her attention to the cake. “Now, make a wish and blow out all those candles before they melt the icing.”

      “Aren’t you the comedian.” Lily didn’t think long about what she wanted. With the jewelry business growing, the best friends ever, a cozy little houseboat, and an old but reliable car, both paid for, her life was just about perfect. There was only one thing missing—a man to share it with.

      Now that she was over Jerome, even if she was busy getting ready for tourist season, she ought to at least start looking for an honest, trustworthy man who liked children. Closing her eyes, she silently made her wish. Someday in the not too distant future, let me find true love.

      She opened her eyes and blew with all her might, extinguishing all thirty candles plus the one to grow on. The room erupted in cheers, then everyone returned whatever they'd been doing and Wanda headed for another table.

      Lily cut the cake and passed out the plates. She placed a pink rose made of icing on the tray of Willa’s high chair. The baby stuck her fingers in it, then sucked them with gusto.

      “I’ll bet I know what you wished for,” Charity said. “The money to buy that building on Main Street. I'd kill for a prime location like that.”

      Every artist Lily knew was green over the bargain price Mr. Creech had offered her, and she grinned. “I’m sure that if the man lived in your neighborhood instead of mine, you’d have shopped for him and brought him meals after his knee surgery. Then you'd be the one saving up for the down payment. Since I’ve already saved most of the money, I’m not about to waste a wish on that. If this year’s season is as good as the past few, I’ll have the rest of what I need in plenty of time.”

      “Then what did you wish for?” Charity asked.

      Cindy shook her finger. “If she tells, won’t that cancel the wish?”

      “Don't be ridiculous.” Joyce leaned in and lowered her voice. “Tell us, Lily.”

      Seeing no reason not to—they already knew she was ready to date again—Lily shared. “I’m not getting any younger and I want kids. I wished for a good man.” 

      “I’ve been trying to find one of those since my divorce,” Joyce muttered. “Lots of luck.”

      “When it comes to men, none of us has had much of that.” Propping her chin in her hand, Charity sighed. “I wouldn’t mind getting married and having a baby myself. At the moment I’d settle for a decent date.”

      During the brief, heavy silence that followed, Lily wondered how she’d meet someone on Halo Island, which wasn’t exactly teeming with single males. For a moment her spirits plummeted. But this was her birthday, and she wasn’t about to ruin it with depressing thoughts. She smiled brightly. “Isn’t this the best cake you ever ate?” 

      “Tastes homemade,” Charity said, licking her fork. “So, birthday girl, what’s on your agenda the rest of the day?” 

      “We need to stockpile more inventory and I’d planned on making jewelry. But now…” She glanced at Willa. “Maybe during her nap.”

      “I’m happy to work more hours if you want,” Cindy volunteered. “Max needs a uniform for Little League, and we could use the extra cash.”

      Joyce nodded. “I can always use more money.”

      They were dependable, loyal, fast, and good at the craft, and Lily needed them as much as they did her. Plus, she loved them dearly. “You two are godsends. Feel free work as much as you want.”

      Willa smeared her hair with her sticky hands, then began to fuss, signs that she was tired. “She needs a nap,” Lily said, already anticipating a few hours of work time. “I should take her home. Remember, keep your ears open for a dependable sitter.” 

      Later, while the baby slept in the portable crib Janice had brought and squeezed into Lily’s bedroom, Lily opened the day’s mail before settling down to work. No birthday card from her mother, which came as no surprise. Eventually she’d remember.

      There were four thick catalogs from jewelry supply companies, the latest Glamour magazine and a thin, business-size envelope.

      IRS, the return address said. Lily had paid both her annual and quarterly taxes. What could the IRS want from her? She opened the envelope, read the letter and felt sick. 

      They wanted money, lots of money, and were going to audit her. In mid-June, at the height of tourist season.

      She massaged her temples, where a headache was starting. “Happy birthday to me.”
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      It'd been one hell of a tax season, and thank God it was winding down. Rolling his weary shoulders, Carter Boyle handed his last individual client of the season, Pete Downs, a hard copy of his tax return. After getting the man's okay and electronic signature, Carter had e-sent the IRS their copy last night. “Since we filed late, you’ll be paying a penalty. Get it in the mail right away.”

      “I will. I know I should’ve gotten my info to you sooner,” Pete said. “But with the divorce and all…” He spread his hands in a helpless gesture. “At least it’s done. Thanks for taking care of it so quickly.”

      “No problem, but next year, come in earlier. Be sure to ask my secretary, Linda, to send you a reminder.”

      As Carter walked his client to the door he thought about the months ahead, filled mostly with appointments with business clients. Those meetings took more time and the accounting was more complicated, but the pace was less hectic. Regular hours, weekends off and a few weeks' vacation in August. Man, did he look forward to fishing and golf. And dating.

      It had been a while, and he was more than ready for female company, in every sense of the word. A healthy, thirty-four-year-old male could go only so long without sex.

      Standing on the threshold, he shook Pete’s hand. “Take care.”

      “I will.” Pete glanced around the office. “You have it all. A successful business, any woman you want. Wish I’d stayed single. This divorce has just about killed me.” Which appeared to be true. Since Pete and his wife had split, he’d lost too much weight and aged a decade.

      “Actually, I’ve been thinking about getting married,” Carter said. All his friends were happily hitched, and he was tired of playing the dating game. He wanted to settle down and start a family. One where the woman stuck around and he actually got to know his own kid. Now all he had to do was meet the right woman.

      “You? Wow, I didn’t know. Best of luck.” Pete scratched the back of his neck. “Who is she?”

      Carter had no idea. But that sounded crazy, so he smiled. “I’m not saying.”

      “Haven’t asked her yet, huh? Guess I’ll hear about that when it happens.”

      In a town the size of Halo Island there was no doubt of that. After closing the door, Carter returned to his desk. He glanced over the file of his three-thirty appointment with D. J. Hatcher, a client who’d become a friend. D.J. co-owned Island Air with his employees, and Carter enjoyed preparing the company’s quarterly returns. 

      Yet after a moment his mind wandered to a place he preferred to avoid. To thoughts of his daughter. Lately she’d been on his mind a lot, probably because today was her seventeenth birthday.

      Happy birthday, he thought, his heart empty and bitter. He didn’t even know her name, and had no idea where she was. 

      Not for lack of trying to find her. God knew, both he and his parents had spent countless dollars and hours searching. A decade ago, after the unexpected death of Carter’s father, they’d stopped. A fatal heart attack Carter and his mom blamed on the relentless stress of their fruitless quest. 

      Having vacationed in the San Juan islands, and loving the beautiful setting and friendly community, his devastated mother had left Seattle for Halo Island to start fresh. Carter had waited until he’d finished grad school and done his time with a Big Four firm in Seattle. Then he’d followed her and opened his own accounting business.

      After all this time, they both knew they weren’t likely to find his daughter. No one on the island knew about her, and neither he nor his mother mentioned her anymore. It was too painful. But Carter figured his mom was thinking about her granddaughter today, and feeling just as low as he was.

      Jaw set—he would not revisit the sorry past again—he pulled out his smart phone and paged through the address book containing the names and numbers of women he'd dated and liked well enough to take out again from time to time, provided they hadn’t gotten married or moved away. Now that he was ready to commit, he considered each woman with a different eye.

      Miriam Adams—cute and fun, but aside from a mutual physical attraction they shared nothing in common.

      Sarah Baker had a little problem with promiscuity. Carter scrolled through the list, but couldn’t imagine spending a lifetime with any of these females. Best start fresh and⁠—

      The intercom buzzed, interrupting his thoughts. “Heather Larkspur is on the phone,” Linda said.

      One of the women in his address book. They’d dated on and off, but not in over a year. Carter had skipped over her name, but now… Talk about good timing.

      “Put her through.” An instant later he greeted her. “Hi, Heather.”

      “Hi, Carter," she said in her smooth, melodic voice. "It’s been a while.”

      She had a great body and was terrific in bed. Plus, she was easy to talk to. Carter thought he could trust her, too. He should’ve been salivating, but he felt nothing.

      What was his problem?

      Maybe he needed a physical. Or a psychiatrist.

      “I was just thinking about you,” he said. Which, since he had glanced at her name, was true.

      “Then I’m glad I called. I’d love to go to dinner and catch up. Are you free some night this week?”

      The least he could do was spend an evening with her. Couldn’t hurt, and maybe seeing her face-to-face would jump-start his interest.

      “How about Thursday—my treat,” he said, feeling optimistic. “What time should I pick you up?”
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        * * *

      

      The day after her birthday, with Willa asleep for the night, Lily sat on the love seat with the materials for a necklace. She ought to make a dozen tonight, but wasn’t sure she had the energy. Between Willa and squeezing in an earring here or a necklace there, she was exhausted. She longed to go to bed early, but there was too much to do—and to worry about.

      The letter from the IRS had weighed heavily on her since she’d opened it yesterday. According to them, she owed a staggering amount of money in unpaid taxes, including penalties and interest. Enough to shut down her business and put her on the street.

      The very idea tied her stomach in knots. Lose her home and the jewelry business she’d worked so hard to build? Let down Joyce and Cindy, and allow Mr. Creech’s building to slip through her hands? It was all unthinkable and terribly frightening. Suddenly her fingers were too shaky for work. She set the necklace aside.

      She needed help. Ryan Chase, owner of Halo Island Bank, was smart about money matters. He’d know what to do. Having only met him once, Lily didn’t feel right about calling him at home. She knew his wife, Tina, better. They’d met a year ago, at the community center’s monthly Bunco game.

      Tina’s number was on the Bunco players’ roster provided by the community center.

      “Hello, Tina, it’s Lily Gleason,” Lily said when Tina answered.

      “Well, hi.” Tina sounded both pleased and surprised, and no wonder. Lily had never called her.

      “Are you going to Bunco Saturday night?”

      “Ryan’s playing poker and Maggie’s spending the night at Gigi’s, so yes.” Maggie was Ryan’s daughter, adopted by Tina when they married. Gigi was the retired kindergarten teacher who'd raised Tina after the unexpected death of her father, as her own. “Are you?”

      “If I can find a sitter.” Lily explained about Willa. 

      “Bring her along. Maybe you’ll find a grandma whose grandkids are far away.”

      There were several Bunco players who fit that description, and Lily brightened. “What a great idea. Willa’s so cute and good-tempered, everyone will adore her.”

      “I can’t wait to meet her. Speaking of babies, I have exciting news. Ryan and I are pregnant.”

      “Congratulations!” As thrilled as Lily was for the couple, she was also envious. Lucky, lucky Tina had found the man of her dreams.

      They chatted a bit more before Lily announced the purpose of her call. “I’m in trouble,” she said. “The IRS is auditing me and I have no idea where to go for help.”

      The whole thing gave her a bad taste. Needing something to wash it away, she moved purposefully to the refrigerator.

      “How scary. You should talk to Ryan. Let me put him on.”

      While Lily waited, she pulled a bottle of wine from the refrigerator. She took a glass from the cabinet and filled it. There were boxes piled on both bar stools and the armchair in the living room, so she returned to the love seat. 

      She hated the clutter, but there simply was no place to store her jewelry supplies. The building on Main Street had oodles of space behind the retail area at the front—perfect for a workshop. Lily wanted that building.

      Seconds later, a deep voice greeted her. “Hello, Lily. Tina tells me you’re being audited.”

      She swallowed a mouthful of wine. “I don’t know what to do. It’s for my tax return from three years ago. I can hardly remember what I did yesterday, let alone back then.”

      “The first thing you want to do is contact the person who did your taxes that year.”

      That'd be Daryl Chapman, the sculptor she’d been dating at the time. Daryl had claimed to know all about business taxes and tax returns, and when he’d offered to handle Lily’s, she’d gladly let him.

      Soon after, the relationship had ended. Since then, Lily had filled out the tax forms herself. It was a wonder she wasn’t being audited for those. She swirled the contents of her glass and sighed. “He left town a good two and a half years ago, and we haven’t kept in touch. I don’t even know where he is. I’m hoping you can recommend someone local.”

      “There are several qualified accountants in town, all of them honest,” Ryan said. “But the best is a friend of mine, a CPA named Carter Boyle.”

      Lily recognized the name, but had never met the man. She pictured him to be in his forties with silver streaks in his hair. “I play Bunco with his mother, Henri.” 

      The woman refused to answer to Mrs. Boyle, saying she felt younger when called by her first name, Henrietta, or her nickname. “Short, midsixties, a real sweetheart? Except during the game. Then she turns into a cutthroat.”

      “That’s Carter’s mom, all right. Here’s his office number.” Ryan gave her the information.

      “Thank you,” she said. “Congratulations on the pregnancy, and tell Tina I’ll see her Saturday night.”
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2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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