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Chapter One
Journal Entry: Sunday, March 16, 1980
Peter’s gone! 
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“Darlene! Darlene!” Someone kept calling my name while something cold and wet dabbed at my face. “Darlene! Darlene! Honey, open your eyes and look at me!”
I took a breath and turned my head in the voice’s direction. My eyes fluttered, attempting to focus. “Peter?”
“It’s Doug, honey. Can you tell me what happened here?”
“What happened?” I repeated, a little groggy and not quite certain what he was getting at or why he was sitting next to me on the bed, holding that damp cloth against my forehead. Then reality slowly washed over me. “Peter’s gone!” I choked. 
“I know.” Doug laid the cloth down on the nightstand. “He called me from the airport.”
“He left me, Doug!” I sat up, clinging to him. 
“He’ll be back and then everything will be okay,” he whispered as I wept in his arms until the tears ran dry and a deep chill set in, making my bones ache.
Once I grew quiet, Doug spoke again, his voice firm. “Darlene, tell me what happened here—in this room.”
I lifted my head from his shoulder and looked around, wondering what he was talking about, but I soon got the picture. Our bedroom was in shambles. The two chairs in the sitting area were overturned and the ottoman lay on its side. The decorative rod was hanging off the wall and the sheer white curtains were piled in a heap underneath the window. Our closet door was open and clothes were strewn about the floor. The suitcases that Estelle had so carefully packed for me were upended and empty. Everything that had been on the dresser was now scattered throughout the room. Even worse, the dresser mirror was shattered. Apparently the two now-broken lamps that once stood on either side, had been flung directly into it. 
“Talk to me, Darlene.” Doug tried once more. “Did this happen before or after Peter left?”
“It—it wasn’t like this when he left.” I looked up at him still confused by the chaos.
“Then what happened?”
“I—I don’t know.” I continued looking around trying to remember. “Peter walked out. I wanted him to come back, but he didn’t. I heard a car pull up and then someone started screaming. I begged them to stop, but they wouldn’t. They kept screaming and I covered my ears because I couldn’t stand it—” My voice dropped off as the truth hit me—no one was here but me! I was the one who was screaming! Hyperventilating, I took another look around. “It must have been me, but I can’t remember!” 
“It’s all right, honey.” Doug took my face in his hands. “Just look at me. We’ll get everything cleaned up. Good as new, I promise. Can you tell me what you do remember?”
I took a couple of deep breaths before I answered. “I—I felt sick and I was so cold, I put on my robe and I tried to get to the bathroom, but I’m not sure if I even made it there.” Panic rose from the pit of my stomach into my throat causing my entire body to shake. “What’s wrong with me, Doug? Why can’t I remember?”
“Take another breath, honey.” He once again wiped my face with that cool cloth.
I tried to keep from trembling, but it seemed I’d lost control of everything including myself. “When did you get here?” I asked him, still trying to comprehend what had gone on.
“About fifteen minutes ago. I found you passed out on the bathroom floor and I carried you back to bed.” 
Still in shock, I couldn’t fathom that Peter was really gone and our bedroom was in total disarray. “We were supposed to get married in Rome, but he—he just left. He never even looked back.”
“I’m sorry, honey,” Doug sighed. “But I’m sure this will all work itself out. In the meantime, how about we call your mother?”
“No!” It was the one thing I was emphatic about. “As far as my mother and Sydney know, I’m on my way to Rome with Peter.”
“Are you positive you don’t want to call one of them?”
“No! I don’t want to talk to anyone.” Another round of chills and nausea swept over me. “I think I’m going to be sick again.”
Doug half carried me to the bathroom. He barely got me there in time and afterward, I collapsed against him. He tried coaxing me into drinking some tea, but I refused. I don’t recall much else about that Sunday, but I do know that Doug stayed with me the rest of the day and all night, sleeping in one of the chairs in the sitting area. 
I was inconsolable and never left the bedroom that first week Peter was gone. My memories are hazy, but Doug, Helene, and Estelle took turns coming to the house so I wasn’t alone. I slept only when sheer exhaustion forced me to and, when I did, nightmares I couldn’t recall, chiseled away at me piece by piece. I only ate when someone made me and then I usually ended up in the bathroom losing everything.
While I had some sort of breakdown, Peter kept his word and never called once even though Doug left messages for him every day. Helene, too, sent several telegrams that went unanswered, which sealed it for me. It was over between us, but that damn connection I never quite understood was still there, only now it seemed more like a curse.
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The following Sunday marked an entire week since Peter’s departure. Other than the broken mirror, the bedroom was put to rights, thanks to my three guardian angels, but I had yet to leave it. Doug came over early that morning, with the intent of relieving Helene who had spent Saturday night. They had a whispered conversation in the hallway before Doug came into the bedroom, his face stern. “Helene is downstairs putting on some coffee. You need to come to the kitchen and have a cup.”
“No.” I stubbornly shook my head. “I can’t.”
“Darlene, it’s been a week now and you have to get out of this room. Helene, Estelle, and I are all here to help you, but you have to help yourself. You have to pull yourself together.”
“I can’t,” I repeated, my voice sounding small.
“You have to,” Doug insisted. “Honey, you should see yourself. We’re all worried sick about you.”
“No!” I shook my head again. Doug didn’t understand. I was afraid to go downstairs. This was not my house any more. It was Peter’s. All the things down there would remind me of him. I wasn’t sure if I could cope, but Doug had other ideas. Without another word, he pulled me out of bed, dragged me to the bathroom, and then pushed me in front of the mirror. 
“Take a good look,” he said. 
I gasped in horror at the bedraggled reflection staring back at me. My hair was dirty and tangled; my complexion, ghostly; my eyes, red and swollen. My bathrobe hung off me, barely covering me up. I tightened the sash, wondering what Doug might have seen these past seven days. 
“Is that me, Doug?” The sight of that unkempt girl in the mirror unnerved me. How could I have let this happen? 
“Yes, honey,” he quietly answered. “It’s you.”
“Maybe I should shower,” I said, embarrassed that he had to see me like this.
“Good idea.” He gave me an encouraging smile. “And while you’re at it, brush your teeth. I’ll be down in the kitchen with Helene. Holler if you need us.”
The hot shower felt good. I’d been cold for so long I didn’t think I’d ever feel warm again. Simply washing my hair made a difference and my headache subsided. 
Clean jeans and a T-shirt felt something akin to normalcy. Combing my hair, I once again looked in the mirror, relieved to see some improvement in my appearance—at least I recognized myself, but the chill returned. I rummaged through the drawer where Peter kept his sweaters, pulled out a gray one, then slipped it on over my T-shirt, and pushed up the sleeves.
For the first time, I noticed that our bedroom had a musty smell so I opened the window to let in some sunlight and fresh air. There was a whole world out there with people who were going about their lives as if nothing had happened. I so badly wanted to be one of them, but my life had collapsed in a million pieces and I had no idea how to even begin putting everything back together. Peter always said I kept out the chaos and maintained the balance, but right now I was turned inside out, making me wonder how, or if, I would ever regain my equilibrium. 
First things first, Darlene. Doug and Helene are waiting for you in the kitchen. I took a deep breath and, still feeling a bit dizzy, slowly made my way down the stairs, stopping when I got to the bottom. Even though nothing had changed, everything looked different. This wasn’t the happy home it used to be. Suddenly, the house seemed much bigger than it really was, and so very, very empty.
I sped past the den. Everything there belonged to Peter. I didn’t want to see his Emmys or the telephone he always used or the notes he may have left on his desk. After passing through the family room, I entered the kitchen. Helene was busy at the stove, scrambling some eggs and frying bacon. It smelled good and maybe I was a little hungry. I couldn’t remember the last thing I’d actually tasted.
“You look a thousand times better.” Doug smiled. “Coffee?”
I nodded and took my usual spot in the breakfast nook, but it didn’t feel right anymore.
“Doing okay, hon?” Helene asked while Doug set a steaming mug in front of me. 
I shrugged in reply. 
“You need to eat something,” Helene continued as she served up three plates of bacon and eggs, while Doug laid a dish full of toast on the table. I sat there, staring. They exchanged worried glances before Helene spoke up once more. “Take a bite while it’s hot, hon.”
I mechanically picked up a fork and stabbed at the eggs. Surprisingly, they were good. So was the bacon. We ate in silence until Doug refilled my coffee cup and that simple gesture made me tear up. 
“I’m sorry I’ve been so difficult.” I put down my fork. 
“Don’t be sorry, hon.” Helene gently rested her hand on mine. “We love you.”
“But I’ve been a wreck.” I tried fighting back the tears, but lost the battle. “I’m so sorry that I’ve given you all such a hard time.”
“You don’t have anything to be sorry for.” Doug laid his hand on top of ours. 
“But I—”
“Stop apologizing,” Helene interrupted. “Once Peter gets home, you’ll work things out.”
“No.” I swiped at the tears with my free hand. “We won’t.” 
“Yes, you will,” Doug insisted.
“No!” I shook my head. “I always knew I was never enough and now he’s finally realized it. I’m surprised we lasted as long as we did.”
“You’re wrong, hon,” Helene countered. “When Peter gets back—”
“He isn’t coming back!” This time I did the interrupting. “At least not to me.” I dismissed the conversation and, picking up my fork, turned my attention back to breakfast. Somehow, the familiar rhythm of eating a simple meal with friends helped and, for the first time in a week, I started feeling like I belonged to the human race again. Unfortunately, the scrambled eggs and bacon didn’t cooperate and I ended up losing most of my breakfast in the bathroom.
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Wednesday evening, I called a meeting with my three self-appointed guardian angels. I was genuinely touched and grateful for their support, but I’d imposed upon them long enough. I needed to let them know that I’d be fine by myself. Besides, I had to get used to being alone. My appetite picked up and my headache was more off than on. I’d even gotten rid of my chills, but I continued wearing Peter’s sweater for comfort. I still had trouble sleeping and occasionally faced some nausea and dizziness, but overall, I did feel more like myself.
After a hearty dinner of Estelle’s beef stew and biscuits, I dismissed them all from their duties. They protested, but I insisted. “I love you all,” I told them. “And I don’t know how I would have gotten through the past ten days without you, but I need to get on with things. You don’t have to babysit me twenty-four hours a day. I’m okay.”
“You can’t get rid of us that easy, hon,” Helene spoke up first. “We’re still going to check on you.”
“Of course, I want you to call and stop by,” I said. “But you all have to get back to your normal routines.”
“And when Peter gets back,” Doug added. “Everything will be the way it was.”
“No, it won’t,” I tried telling them once more. “It will never be the way it was.”
“Don’t say that,” Estelle chimed in. “This was such a happy home and it will be again.”
I appreciated their encouraging words, but I knew in my heart that when Peter came back, he wouldn’t be interested in picking up where we left off no matter what my three guardian angels tried telling me. Our happy home would never again be my happy home. Peter made that quite clear. For all I knew, he might come home with someone else. For the first time, all of that hurt began festering into a slow-burning anger. 
I sent them all home. It was a little easier knowing that Estelle would be back the next morning—her normal Thursday routine. Once everyone left, however, the house seemed quieter and emptier. It was the first time I’d been alone in a while. The mail had been piling up so I went through it, tossing the junk. I put everything addressed to Peter on his desk in the den—quickly going in and out, unwilling to linger there. My personal mail, I carried to the family room where I claimed my normal spot on the couch.
There was one official-looking letter from World of Wonder, the magazine I’d been writing for. I opened it thinking that they might be upset with me for missing this month’s deadline. I thought I was one month ahead, but maybe I was mistaken. I’d lost track of so much after Peter left, but the letter wasn’t at all what I expected: 
Dear Ms. Donahue:
We regret to inform you that World of Wonder Magazine is being dissolved. At this time your services are no longer needed. We appreciate your hard work and wish you the best in your future endeavors. Your final check will be forthcoming.
The Editors
If that isn’t the icing on the cake!! Somehow, this bit of news couldn’t upset me any more than I already was. After everything that happened, it seemed trivial. 
For some reason, I thought about the laundry. It was something I always took care of even though Estelle had offered to do it on several occasions. I changed the sheets on the bed and took the old linens to the utility room. A small pile of dirty clothes lay in front of the washer with two of Peter’s T-shirts on top. I picked them up. They still held a trace of that amber cologne. Closing my eyes, I held them against me and inhaled. You have to stop this, Darlene! I dropped them back on the floor and walked away. 
Upstairs, I put the television on in our bedroom thinking the noise would fill the empty space, but it didn’t. The telephone rang close to eleven o’clock. A fleeting thought of Peter rippled through my mind and I wondered what time it was in Rome, but it wasn’t Peter. It was Doug, making sure I was all right. I convinced him that he didn’t need to come over. I’d be fine until Estelle got there in the morning.
Once under the covers, however, I couldn’t relax despite the droning television. Those T-shirts in the laundry room haunted me. I fought the urge as long as I could, but eventually gave in, going back downstairs and picking them up. If only they didn’t carry that scent. If only they didn’t remind me so much of Peter. Without thinking, I carried the T-shirts upstairs and got back into bed. Holding them against me, I closed my eyes and for the first time since Peter left, I slept soundly.
As each day passed, I felt more like myself, but anger continued simmering in the pit of my stomach. I did my best to ignore it. I still didn’t have much of an appetite, but at least I wasn’t losing everything I ate. I was tired most of the time, but as long as I kept Peter’s T-shirts with me, I slept fairly well. As the scent of his cologne faded, I lightly sprayed the shirts with more, and at the same time, scolded myself for being so foolish. Every morning, I rolled them up and hid them under Peter’s pillow. I didn’t want anyone to find them, afraid they would think I’d lost my mind. I began to wonder if I had. 

Chapter Two
Journal Entry: Sunday, April 6, 1980
I made a huge mistake. I let Doug take me out to dinner. I was nervous about leaving the house, but he insisted it would do me good and now we’re in the tabloids. The story broke about Peter leaving and the press paired me up, once again, with his best friend. I should have known. We both should have known. For the second time, someone had taken our picture and we didn’t even know it! Doug and I are mortified. Mom and Sydney still have no idea what happened and I’m pretty sure they think I’m in Europe with Peter. I can’t bring myself to call them so I’m hoping that they don’t see the stories, and if they do, they won’t believe them. 
Worst of all, the harassing phone calls have started. Some come in the middle of the night, waking me up, making it impossible to sleep. A few bold reporters have even come to the door. I have no intention of talking to anyone in the media. If they want a story, they will have to go to Peter because they won’t get one from me! Just another thing to be angry about.
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As my first month without Peter came to a close, staying in the house grew more and more difficult. By the beginning of May, I’d had it. The constant ringing of the telephone and the intrusive reporters who pounded on the front door left me little privacy. Offers of big money were dangled if I would talk about Peter. Worst of all, Frank began calling. He wanted to see me, but my ex-husband was the last person I ever wanted to talk to. Right or wrong, I blamed him for the terrible turn of events. If he hadn’t come to the house that Sunday, Peter and I would be in Rome planning our wedding. 
To make matters worse, Frank announced to reporters that I wanted to give our marriage another chance. I wondered if that story had gotten back to Peter. Maybe he’d even believe it. Rumors ran rampant, blaming me for our break-up. Some went so far as saying I couldn’t make up my mind between Frank or Doug. One afternoon, Frank had the nerve to show up at the house, but he never got inside. With so many reporters lurking, Estelle and I both stopped answering the door unless we knew exactly who came knocking. 
The anger that was building inside me began taking over the hurt and Frank’s attempted visit made me realize I had to get away. It was all too much. I was on the verge of exploding. I had to somehow regain my footing and make decisions—something I couldn’t do while living in this house with all the distractions. Then one more thing I didn’t want to think about began nagging at the back of my mind so I mulled it over for a few days until I had a plan. 
Peter and I had found so much peace up in the mountains a while ago. The scenic surroundings provided a beautiful backdrop to the serene atmosphere. The fresh air made it easy to breathe. Maybe spending some time there alone would help me decide what I needed to do next. I certainly could use the quiet so I reserved a single cabin near the main lodge, bought myself a plane ticket, and then called Doug.
“Are you in court Friday morning?” 
“No, honey, why? Do you need something?”
“I need a ride to the airport, but if you can’t drive me, I’ll call for a car.”
“You finally came to your senses,” Doug sighed through the telephone. 
“I need to get away for a while.”
“And Peter will be thrilled to see you. When you get to Rome, he’ll—”
“I’m not flying to Rome,” I interrupted him. “I’m going up to the mountains for a few weeks. I need to think and I can’t do it here.”
Doug didn’t say another word. I thought for a moment, we had been disconnected.
“Can you drive me to the airport?” I tried again.
“Of course, I can.” His voice was quiet. “I just thought…”
“You thought wrong—I can’t go to Rome.”
“You mean, you won’t.”
“Rome isn’t an option. I’m going to the mountains because I need to figure out what to do next.”
“You need to talk to Peter next.”
“That’s not an option either. I have to get used to being by myself at some point.”
“So you’ve made up your mind that you’re going away?”
“Yes, I have.”
“Maybe once you get there and you really, really think about it, you’ll realize that straightening all of this out with Peter is what you need to do.” 
“Right now, I need to get away.”
“Promise you’ll call me every night?”
“Yes, I’ll call you.” I couldn’t help but smile at his concern.
“Eight o’clock sharp and the first night I don’t hear from you, I’ll be there. Is that clear?”
“Like crystal!”
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Estelle helped me pack a couple of bags. Even though I planned on being gone for three weeks, I didn’t need much. I wasn’t going to the mountains to make a fashion statement or to mingle. I was looking for answers and I needed to keep it simple. Basically, that meant clean underwear. 
I purchased several items from the drugstore that I thought I might need, carefully putting them in my carry-on, along with a few books and magazines to keep me company. I also packed my journal in case I was inspired to write—something I’d done little of since all the trouble started. I battled with myself over taking Peter’s T-shirts. The whole idea seemed silly, but the dilemma was real. I’d never be able to sleep without them. In the end, I rolled them up and stuffed them into my carryon, along with a bottle of his amber cologne, then I reprimanded myself once again for being so ridiculous.
I looked forward to the peaceful environment even though I was apprehensive about the decisions that would follow. By the time I actually settled in, it was late afternoon. The spring air felt crisp despite the bright sun and, for the first time in weeks, I felt free—free to breathe, free to think, and free to plan a future. The rustic cabin had three little rooms—a sitting area with two chairs and a table, as well as a bedroom with a small bathroom that housed a tiny shower. There was no television. If I’d stayed in the main lodge, I would have had more hotel-like amenities, but I preferred being alone.
I relaxed the rest of the day. I had three weeks to spend here. No immediate decisions needed to be made before nightfall. The whole point of coming here was to take my time and think without all the turmoil that besieged me at Peter’s house. I went to the restaurant in the main lodge when it first opened for dinner and got a takeout so I could eat alone in my cabin. I made sure to call Doug promptly at eight so he wouldn’t panic.
After we talked, I unpacked Peter’s T-shirts and lightly sprayed them with his cologne. A good night’s sleep was imperative. I needed rest because in the morning, I had to have a clear head in order to face the rest of my life. 
Not feeling hungry when I woke up, I skipped breakfast, planning to go to the lodge for an early lunch. The first thing I did was put Peter’s T-shirts back in my carry-on. Not that it mattered, but I felt foolish sleeping with them, and didn’t want anyone to see—not even the housekeeping staff. The bag I’d gotten from the pharmacy held a few toiletries along with some makeup and vitamins. I rummaged through it until I found the pregnancy test. 
I suspected I was pregnant, but I wasn’t sure. My decisions had to be based on facts—not maybes. That’s when I knew I had to get away. Part of me wanted a baby—it would be all I had left of Peter, while another part of me was terrified of being a single mother. Either way, I needed to be alone when I found out, away from the house, the chaos, and everyone there. I needed time to adjust to the outcome, whatever it was, and then, over the next three weeks my decisions would follow. Everything hinged on the results of this test. 
I took a deep breath before I went into the bathroom. Shortly after, what I suspected was confirmed—I was pregnant. I sat down on the bed closing my eyes trying to absorb the whole idea. Unlike the last time, there was no crying, no hysteria—just a calm acceptance of the news. I’d cried so much after Peter left that I couldn’t muster another tear that morning. If I wasn’t sure before, I was now—I wanted this baby even if Peter didn’t.
My mind drifted to our Lucky Penny and the difficult pregnancy that now seemed so long ago. Ed Shurloch, my doctor, had always assured me that there was no reason why I couldn’t have another baby. He must have been right because, despite being tired and not feeling my best, this was a breeze compared to that first time. I’d lost weight after Peter left, but I planned on fixing that. I had to stop thinking about me and concentrate on what was best for this baby. A healthy son or daughter was all that mattered. The anger, however, that still simmered just below the surface, was beginning to turn into a rage. I could still hear Peter’s voice when he told me he was sure as hell glad we never had a baby. 
My first decision was easy. I had to shower, and then get lunch. Eating three meals a day was a must. Thankfully, I’d packed the prenatal vitamins that the doctor had given me to take to Rome. Over the next three weeks, I would have to make several more decisions, some big, some small, but before I returned to L.A., I promised myself that I would have a plan. 
I spent a lot of time alone outdoors, following several flat trails that didn’t wander far from the main roads. I avoided any rocky paths or ones that went uphill. I was afraid of falling—especially since I was by myself and I certainly didn’t want to harm the baby. People were friendly, but I kept my distance. Maybe if I’d taken my meals in the lodge instead of bringing the food back to my cabin, I would have gotten to know some of them. But I wasn’t there to make friends. I was there to make decisions. 
By the end of that first week, I knew I was picking up weight because my clothes fit better. I was still exhausted by evening, but the nausea and dizziness weren’t nearly as bad. I made sure to call Doug each night by eight. I didn’t want him to come looking for me because I didn’t trust myself to keep the baby news a secret. If I told him, he’d go straight to Peter even if he had to fly to Rome to do it. I didn’t want that so it was best to be alone. 
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During my second week in the mountains, I noticed an older, well-dressed woman who also took her meals back to her cabin. She was my height, but very thin, with salt-and-pepper hair cut in layers. She seemed unhappy, but always said hello or nodded whenever she saw me. Other than that, she kept to herself until one afternoon during lunch, she approached me while I was waiting for a Caesaer salad. 
“Excuse me,” she began, adjusting the small brown purse on her shoulder. “I don’t mean to intrude, but I keep seeing you and you remind me of my daughter. Would you mind if I joined you for lunch?”
“I won’t be much company.” I shook my head, preferring not to socialize. 
“But you look so much like Cassie.” She tilted her head and her mouth formed a melancholy smile to match her sad demeanor. 
“I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to have lunch.” I forced a smile because there was something about her that touched me. We settled at a small picnic table nestled under several trees in a far corner of the courtyard that allowed for some privacy. The sun peeked in and out as colossal white clouds drifted across the bright blue sky, reminding me of a John Ford western.
“You never look happy,” the lady began as she opened her takeout box which also contained a salad. “And it’s probably none of my business, but did someone break your heart?”
I nodded as the sudden lump in my throat prevented me from speaking.
“I’m sorry,” she sighed. “Let’s start over. I’m Kay. What’s your name?”
“Dee!” It was the first thing that came into my head. She didn’t recognize me. Most people didn’t as long as I wasn’t with Peter and today that seemed like a blessing. Kay had a friendly face and her concern seemed genuine as we both picked at our leafy lunches. If the circumstances were different, I might have encouraged the conversation. Instead, I withdrew until Kay spoke again.
“My husband always says that I’m a good listener. Would you care to talk, Dee?”
“I wouldn’t even know where to begin.” I shook my head.
“How long were you two together?”
“Almost five years.” I took a sudden deep breath as I tried quelling the anger that unexpectedly reared up.
“That’s a long time, and it’s obvious you still have feelings for him.”
“I wish I didn’t.” I clenched my fists as I tried holding back not only the tears, but the fury that now gripped me as Peter’s voice ran through my head saying he was sure as hell glad we never had a baby. 
“I’m sorry, Dee,” she said with a sigh. “He must have really hurt you.”
“It isn’t only the hurt.” I closed my eyes and my body tensed. “I’m just so angry.”
“At him?”
“Yes, I’m angry at him.” I nodded and the tears made their escape. “He said he wanted to marry me. He wanted to have a family and I believed him, and now I’m even angrier at myself for letting him do this to me.”
Without hesitating, she came around to my side of the picnic table, shielding me from the other lunch patrons. “I know something about anger, Dee, and I also know it’s not easy, but you have to let it go.”
“I can’t and it’s eating me up inside.” I dabbed at my eyes with my napkin.
“Anger is poisonous.” Kay laid a hand on my shoulder. “Eventually it gnaws away at you and takes over your life. Trust me. I know.”
“How do you know?” I took a breath, attempting to gather myself.
“My daughter, Cassie—the one you remind me of—I think she would have been about your age now. Twenty-seven? Twenty-eight?”
“I’ll be twenty-eight in August.”
“Cassie would have been twenty-eight in October, but she’s been gone almost ten years now.” Kay opened her purse and pulled out a photo. “This is Cassie’s graduation picture. It’s one of the last photos we have of her.”
“Oh, Kay, I’m so sorry!” I gasped. The dark-haired, dark-eyed girl could have been a younger version of me. “Here I am carrying on about myself and you’ve been through so much worse.”
“Ten years ago, we were at Cassie’s high school graduation,” Kay said in a whisper as her eyes focused on her daughter’s face. “One week later, she drowned in a boating accident and instead of planning for college, we were planning her funeral.”
“That’s horrible!” I suddenly stopped thinking about myself. “I can’t imagine what that must have been like.”
“I made it through the funeral and got along for a few months after that, but I was so angry. My daughter was gone in an instant. She was only seventeen years old. I grew more furious as the days passed and I stopped being a wife to my husband and a mother to my three younger boys. I let the anger take over my life and for what? Anger wouldn’t bring Cassie back.”
“What did you do?” I asked as I handed the picture back.
“My husband told me I had to get a grip on myself. I was ruining our marriage and alienating our sons. He sent me up here to the mountains for some peace and quiet. I knew I had to pull myself together or lose everything. I realized that nothing I did or didn’t do would bring Cassie back. I had to find a way to let go of all that anger so I could take care of the family I still had.”
“You must have a good husband.”
“I do.” She smiled, returning the photo to her purse. “Eli sent me back here this week. Cassie’s tenth anniversary is coming up next month and it suddenly hit me—all of the things we never got to do. We missed out on her college years and graduation, her first job, her first real boyfriend, getting engaged, and then married. I thought about the grandchildren that might have been and I didn’t mean to, but I got angry all over again.”
“That’s a lot to carry.” I nodded.
“Every single morning, I wake up and I have to face the day without her.” Kay looked down at the table. “And I still miss her so much.”
“Of course you do.” I squeezed her hand. 
“But we can’t live our lives in darkness like that. I came back here to let the anger go so I can live the way Cassie would have wanted me to. I’d like to think she’d be proud of me.”
“She’d be very proud of you.” For the first time in weeks, I found myself comforting someone else. “She was lucky to have you for a mother.”
“What about you, Dee? Do you have a mother?”
“I have a wonderful mother.”
“Then why don’t you go to her? Let her help you.”
“I’ve thought about it, but I hate to burden her with all my problems.”
“I’d give anything if Cassie could come home and burden me. Nothing could possibly weigh more than what I carry now.”
Kay and I stayed friendly for the rest of the week. We ate lunch together every day in the courtyard and we talked. Some evenings we met for dinner. Speaking with her was healing, but being alone was also important so we always gave each other space. With Kay’s help, I realized that I wasn’t the only person to be sad or angry or hurt. She also made me think about my mother. Maybe going back to Naperville wouldn’t be such a bad idea—at least for a little while. Especially since Peter’s words about having a baby kept running through my mind: “I’m sure as hell glad that never happened!”
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The day Kay left, it was raining and there was a damp chill in the air. I had just taken my prenatal vitamins when I was distracted by a sharp knock on the cabin door. Thinking it was room service, and planning to send them away, I absentmindedly left the pill bottle on the small table in the sitting area. To my surprise, however, the caller wasn’t a member of the cleaning staff—it was Kay. She kicked off her wet shoes, closed her umbrella, and slipped out of her jacket, revealing a dark blue sweater underneath. 
“I wanted to give you a hug before I left for the airport,” she said. 
“I’m sure going to miss you,” I told her as we embraced. “I was a mixed-up mess when I first got here. You have no idea how much you helped me.”
“Maybe we helped each other.” Kay sat down on one of the chairs. “It seems our paths crossed for a reason. What were the odds?”
“Maybe it was fate,” I offered with a shrug while the rain hammered even harder on the windows.
“Maybe it was.” Kay ran her fingers through her damp locks while I took a seat in the opposite chair. “I’m not sure why, Dee, but after meeting you, I’ve felt closer to Cassie than I have in a long time. I even dreamt about her last night.”
“Maybe she brought us together,” I said and then suddenly spotted the vitamins brazenly parked on the table between us. 
“I’d like to think she did.” Kay handed me a slip of paper with her name, address, and phone number scrawled across it. “And once you’re more settled, I was hoping we might keep in touch.” 
“That would be nice.” I gave her a nod, trying to maintain my composure as panic rippled through me and a rumble of thunder wrapped itself around the cabin. 
“I’d like to know how you’re doing.” She tugged at the sleeves of her sweater and crossed her legs. “And if there’s ever anything I can do for you, just ask—especially after the baby comes.”
I caught my breath. Darlene, how could you be so careless? 
“Don’t worry, Dee. I won’t say anything, but to be honest, I suspected it from the beginning.” She reached over and squeezed my hand. “He doesn’t know, does he?”
“And he never will.” I gritted my teeth as frustration and anger grappled with the panic. 
“You may change your mind about that one day,” Kay said.
“Not a chance,” I insisted. “But you have got me thinking about going home and staying with my mother for a while.”
“Whatever you do, take care of yourself and remember that babies, no matter how they get here, are gifts.”
I was sorry to see Kay leave. She’d been a good listener and an even better friend. The fact that she discovered my secret was upsetting, but two days later something even more disturbing happened—I dreamt about my father. 
Wearing his soldier’s uniform, my dad stood underneath a palm tree with both his army-issued rifle and backpack leaning against it. The setting reminded me of Maui and an aura of despair loomed over us. 
“Sorry I had to leave,” he began, then stopped as he reached into his shirt pocket, fishing for something. 
“I’m sorry, too. I’ve lost control of everything and I don’t know how to fix it.”
“Things will right themselves,” he assured me as he checked another pocket. “And you have the baby.”
“But I never wanted to raise a baby alone.”
“You’re not alone,” he said as he searched his remaining pockets. “You have your mother and if you listen to her, you’ll do fine. She’s the smartest woman I know.” 
“But she’ll be disappointed in me.”
“She’ll be more disappointed if you keep this from her.” He bent down to open his backpack. Reaching inside, he suddenly smiled as he finally found what he’d been looking for. I watched, curious, as he pulled out a single strand of pearls and dangled them in front of me. 
“Where did you get those?” I gasped.
“He’s saving them for you. You’ll wear them again one day and then you’ll know.”
“Know what?”
“That the two of you are still connected.”
“Because of the baby?”
“The baby is only part of it. Your story isn’t over—not by a long shot.”
“But it seems like it’s over.”
“Hardly, my girl. Fate isn’t through with you yet. Life will pull you back together and you’ll give each other strength during the worst of it.”
“But we’ve already been through the worst of it.” I watched as the pearls, still in his hand, faded from view.
“Afraid not.” He shook his head as he picked up his backpack and rifle. “That connection will take its course. You won’t be able to stop it because, in the end when life is at its lowest, it’s the one thing that will keep you both from giving up.” 
Before I could ask him exactly what he meant, he gave a quick salute, and was gone. I woke up, breathing hard, and clutching Peter’s T-shirts as I tried making sense of my father’s words.
 

Chapter Three
Journal Entry: Sunday, June 1, 1980
I can’t stop thinking about my father. What was he trying to tell me? How could things possibly get any worse? 
I hit rock bottom the day Peter left. Everything we had together—gone! And now, I have to somehow put my life back together, but it’s not just me anymore. The baby takes precedence. Nothing else matters—not even that damn connection I can’t seem to shake. 
I must have gotten pregnant the night before Peter left for Rome. It was the only time we’d slept together since Frank’s visit. By my crude calculations, I’m due sometime in December and I really need to see a doctor, but that will have to wait a little while longer. Until then, I’ll keep taking my pre-natal vitamins.
Coming up to the mountains helped, but today is my last day here. I’ll be flying home this afternoon—correction—not home—Peter’s house—and I won’t be living there much longer. I booked a one-way flight to Chicago for next Sunday. I only hope that, between now and then, the press won’t discover that I’m back. Imagine if I stayed in L.A. with the baby. Reporters would have a field day and I certainly don’t want to raise my baby in the spotlight or see his or her picture in the tabloids. There would be no privacy. It’s a hazard of Peter’s job, but something I never got used to. 
The bottom line? I have to be out of the house before he gets back. Saying goodbye to him again would finish me and I can’t risk that. 
Three weeks ago, I left Peter’s house unsure of myself, but now I’m reconciled to the fact that I’m on my own. Am I still angry? Yes! I’m furious and that argument we had at the studio constantly races through my head. I can’t shut out Peter’s voice when I reminded him that, before my ex-husband showed up, Peter wanted to have a baby. He was quite clear: ´I’m sure as hell glad that never happened.’ 
But it did happen and now it’s all on me. 
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“I’ve been worried about you!” Doug greeted me with a hug when he found me at baggage claim late Sunday afternoon. “How are you, honey?” 
“Better.” I forced a smile. “The mountains did me a world of good.”
“You’re a little pale, but you look more like yourself.” He eyed me up and down. “The change of scenery must have agreed with you.” 
“It did. I needed some time to think and I couldn’t do it in Peter’s house.” Doug grimaced at the mention of his friend’s name. I sensed trouble. “Is something wrong? Have you heard from him?”
“We can talk later,” he answered rather quickly as the carousel started up. “Let’s get your luggage.”
I was pleasantly surprised to find Estelle and Helene at the house with a meatloaf baking in the oven and potatoes boiling on the stovetop. The kitchen’s welcoming aromas along with my guardian angels made going back to Peter’s house easier. Over dinner, we talked about my trip and how being away helped me get myself together. Thankfully, they didn’t ask any questions about my plans. I never could have faced all three of them at once and held my ground. Nonetheless, they were keeping something from me. Whenever Peter’s name came up, someone deftly changed the subject.
After dinner, Estelle served up her homemade apple cobbler and I finally confronted them. “Something is going on with Peter. Is he all right?” 
No one answered.
“Why won’t any of you tell me?” If they didn’t see the anxiety on my face, they surely heard it in my voice.
“Peter’s fine,” Doug spoke first.
“Then what are you keeping from me? He’s not back, is he?”
“No, but I wish he were.” Doug shook his head with a shrug as he looked to Estelle and Helene for help.
“Peter’s still in Rome, hon,” Helene began. “None of us have actually heard from him.”
“Then why do I get the feeling that something’s wrong?” 
“We’ve all been hearing things,” Helene said and then hesitated. “Nothing definite, but it seems there’s been some trouble on the set.”
“What kind of trouble?” 
“We’re not sure exactly,” she continued with a nervous glance at Doug. “But according to the chatter, there’s been a lot of arguing. Everyone keeps saying that Peter’s been impossible to work with. He’s shut down production more than once.”
“Peter?!” I could hardly believe what I was hearing. Other than being a perfectionist, he was always good-natured and easy to get along with. Everyone liked Peter. None of this made any sense. 
“You should have gone to Rome with him,” Estelle spoke up.
“He made it perfectly clear that he wanted to go alone,” I reminded her. 
“He wasn’t thinking,” Doug sighed. “Honey, he won’t be home for at least three more weeks, so maybe you should reconsider flying to Rome.”
“Absolutely not!” I shook my head and the pitch of my voice went up. “He doesn’t want me there. He hasn’t even called. What does that tell you?”
“It tells me he’s not happy.” Helene looked directly at me. “And, mountains or no mountains, neither are you.”
“Peter’s being stubborn,” Doug added. “Don’t make that same mistake, Darlene.”
“He doesn’t want me!” I looked at the three of them as I checked the anger that flared once more. “It’s taken me all this time to pull myself together. It’s over! I don’t know how many more ways I can say it!”
“You’ve given up?” Estelle asked with a frown. “That’s not like you, Darlene.”
“He gave up on me,” I quietly reminded them and then took a breath, trying to push the anger aside as Peter’s words echoed through my brain the last time we talked about having a baby: ‘I’m sure as hell glad that never happened.’
“We just think you should talk to him, hon,” Helene spoke up. “Clear this whole thing up.”
“I know you’re all concerned and you’re trying to help,” I said. “But I have to get on with my life—like Peter has.”
“That’s the point, honey,” Doug leaned forward. “He hasn’t.”
“We haven’t heard one word from him in over two months. What am I supposed to think?” I raised my voice again and involuntarily clenched my fists. “I can’t keep putting myself through this and you all need to understand that.”
“You’re tired, hon.” Helene laid her hand on mine. “Maybe we should all leave so you can get some rest.”
“I’m exhausted,” I admitted, feeling bad for letting my temper spill over. “And I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to take it out on all of you.”
“Why don’t you two ladies go on?” Doug suggested to Helene and Estelle. “I’ll stay and help Darlene clean up.”
￼[image: Picture 1]
Once the leftovers were stashed away and the dishes were in the dishwasher, Doug seemed reluctant to go. “Do you mind if I stay awhile?” he asked. “Or are you tired?”
“You can stay if you like. Just because I’m tired doesn’t mean I can sleep.”
He grabbed a cold beer and we settled outside on the patio where the small landscaping lights glimmered. The night air was warm and still, interrupted only by an occasional breeze and the steady gurgling of the pool water. Even the birds were quiet as if they were eavesdropping on our conversation. 
“Something’s up with you.” Doug placed the beer can on the tiled floor next to his chair. “Talk to me.”
I braced myself for what was coming next. It wouldn’t be fair not to tell him I was leaving. I owed Doug that much. He pulled me through the worst days of my life and if it hadn’t been for him, I might have lost the baby. Besides, telling Doug would be much harder than telling Estelle or Helene. Once he knew, it would make the rest a little easier. 
“I did a lot of thinking while I was gone,” I began, but hesitated.
“And?” 
“And it wasn’t easy, but I’ve made some decisions.” 
“Honey, don’t make any plans yet. Peter will be home in a few weeks. Talk to him first.”
“No.” I did my best to be firm and keep my voice steady. “I have nothing to say to Peter.”
“I find that hard to believe.” Doug raised his eyebrows.
“I know this isn’t what you want to hear, but I’m leaving next week.” 
“Leaving?!” he echoed, a look of surprise on his face. “But you just got back.”
“I can’t stay here anymore. I can’t live in this house. Everywhere I look, I see Peter. I’ll never be able to move on if I stay.” 
“Where are you going?”
“Home, to my mother, for a while, until I get on my feet.”
“Chicago is too far.” He shook his head, obviously hating the idea. “Find a place out here or come stay with me for a bit. I have plenty of room.”
“I can’t, Doug. I have to get away from everyone and everything that reminds me of Peter or I’m afraid I’ll lose what little is left of my mind.”
“Does that include me?” He picked up the beer can and took another drink.
Don’t waver, Darlene. This is Doug. He’ll know how vulnerable you are. He’ll get the truth out of you, and then where will you be? The unwelcome tears welled as I tried keeping myself in check. “You’re the last person I’d ever want to hurt, but I don’t know what else to do.” 
“Stay here until Peter gets back.” He set the beer can down again. “Talk to him before you do something so drastic. You can’t just throw it all away!”
“How many times have you heard him say he wanted to put the James Dakota years, and everything that went with them, behind him?”
“He never meant you.”
“I’m pretty sure he did. I just never realized I’d be collateral damage.”
“You are not collateral damage,” Doug said with a frown. “And I can see it all over your face—your feelings haven’t changed.”
“That doesn’t matter.” I choked back the anger along with the tears. “I’ve already made the arrangements. I fly to Chicago next Sunday.” 
After all we’d been through, I felt guilty not telling him the real reason I was leaving. I couldn’t ask Doug to keep that kind of secret. He’d never agree to it. I was determined to follow my plan, convinced I was doing the best thing for all of us.
“Honey, please, talk to Peter when he gets back. If you still want to leave after that, I won’t try and stop you.”
“If I see Peter, I’m afraid I’ll fall apart again and I can’t go through that a second time. You saw what it did to me.” 
“He’ll come after you. He’ll go to Chicago looking for you.”
“No, he won’t.” I had to stop myself from saying more and Doug picked up on it. 
“You’re not telling me everything, are you?” 
“Can you please try and understand? I have to do what’s best for me.”
“What about what’s best for Peter?” he asked. After all, Peter had been his friend long before I came around.
“He’ll be fine. He always is.”
“Not this time,” Doug disagreed. 
“There are lots of women who are interested in Peter,” I reminded him. “I’m sure any one of them would be glad to help him out.”
“So now you hand him off to the highest bidder? I don’t get it, Darlene. I’m sorry, I just don’t get it.”
Doug left that night, still insisting that I was making a terrible mistake. He didn’t understand and I couldn’t offer him any plausible explanation, but I did make him promise not to tell Estelle or Helene that I was leaving. I wanted to do that myself. Just this week, Darlene. Stay strong for one more week, and then you’ll be gone. Doug will get over it. They all will. 
Before I went to bed, I noted that the dresser mirror had been fixed. While I unpacked Peter’s T-shirts, I wondered which of my three guardian angels had taken care of that. I lightly sprayed the shirts with Peter’s cologne, but tonight that musky amber scent was not as soothing. I lay in bed, holding them close while Peter’s angry words about having a baby played over and over in my head: “I’m sure as hell glad that never happened.” 
￼[image: Picture 1]
Monday was spent packing up my clothes and other personal items. Mom had a fully equipped house so I only needed my own things and my work files. Once I settled in at my mother’s, I’d call my contacts and let them know I was ready to start working again. Hopefully, my clients would still need training manuals or job aids or reference books. Having a good income was now more important than ever. I refused to rely on my mother financially. It was bad enough that I needed her for everything else.
Estelle arrived Tuesday morning while I was in the shower. I’d hoped to meet her in the kitchen before she saw the sealed boxes with the Naperville address sitting in the hallway, but it didn’t work out that way. 
“What’s all this?” She pointed to the cartons as she met me at the bottom of the stairs.
I took a deep breath, attempting to steady my nerves. “I’m leaving, Estelle.”
 “Darlene, you can’t be serious! Peter will be back soon.”
“It’s better if I’m not here when he gets home.”
“But I’m sure the two of you can work this out.” 
“There’s nothing to work out,” I told her as we went into the kitchen to talk over coffee, as was our custom.
“But if you’re not here when Peter gets back, he’ll be devastated.” She sat down in the breakfast nook.
“No, Estelle—he’ll be relieved,” I said as I poured us each a cup of coffee. “This is his house, not mine.”
“But it won’t be a home anymore—not without you.” She shook her head and sighed as I took my spot across from her. “Does Doug know about this?”
“Yes, and he tried talking me out of it, but I told him, just like I’m telling you—I’ve made up my mind. I’ll never move on as long as I stay here.”
“Does your mother know you’re coming?” She rubbed her eyes beneath her glasses. 
“No, I think it’s best if I tell her everything when I get there and it’s only temporary—until I can find a place of my own.” I hated seeing the distressed look on her face, but this was nothing compared to the hurt on Doug’s. I could handle Estelle. 
“Don’t be surprised if Peter goes to Chicago looking for you,” she warned me.
“If he hasn’t called from Rome after all this time, I doubt if he’ll come looking for me.” 
We both had a good cry over our coffee, but in the end, Estelle respected my decision even though she told me in no uncertain terms that she didn’t approve. 
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I thought it best to meet Helene at The Smoke House. Being in a public place would help me keep it together. She agreed to have lunch on Wednesday at noon. I arrived a little earlier, hoping to brace myself for whatever came next.
“How are you, hon?” Helene offered a quick hug before she sat down. “You look tired. Have you been sleeping at night?”
“Pretty much.” I once again thought about Peter’s T-shirts and how absurd taking them to bed with me would sound to anyone else.
“Something on your mind?” She looked me over with a serious eye.
“I’m leaving for Chicago on Sunday.” I blurted out the words.
“You’re going to visit your mother?” she asked, a little surprised.
“I’m going to stay with my mother,” I corrected her. “I won’t be coming back.” It was one of the few times I recall Helene being speechless. When she didn’t answer right away, I continued. “It’s for the best. I don’t think being here when Peter gets back is such a good idea.”
Our conversation stopped momentarily as a waitress dropped off water and two menus. Helene pushed hers aside.
“Darlene, Darlene!” She closed her eyes, shaking her head. “I wish you could see it the way I do—the way everyone does. The two of you belong together. You and Peter are the ‘golden couple’.”
“We were the ‘golden couple’,” I corrected her. “But even gold can tarnish and we both know I’ve been out of my league all this time.”
“You’re wrong, hon, and running off to Chicago is not the answer. You and Peter need to talk.”
“If he wanted to talk, he would have called by now.”
“Darlene, I’m not trying to tell you what to do.” Helene took off her cat’s-eye glasses and rubbed her temples. “But leaving like this is a big mistake.”
“Staying here would be an even bigger one.” Unwelcome tears formed and I took a breath. “I can’t say goodbye to him again.” 
“But if you just stay long enough to talk to Peter, maybe you won’t have to say goodbye at all.” She picked up her menu.
“I can’t take that chance, and I’m pretty sure he doesn’t want me here.” I picked up my menu, unable to focus on any one thing as I heard Peter’s voice once again when I’d mentioned a baby: ‘I’m sure as hell glad that never happened.’
“I’ve lost my appetite.” Helene frowned and dropped her menu. 
“I’m sorry.” They were the only words I got out before covering my face with my hands in an effort to hide the tears.
“Come on, hon.” She stood up and pulled me to my feet. “Let’s get out of here.”
We walked twice around the block with Helene trying her best to dissuade me from leaving, but I held firm. Staying in L.A. was not an option and it never would be.
Thankfully, I didn’t have a fourth person to tell. The hard part was over—my three guardian angels all knew that I was going back to Chicago. I just had to make sure that between now and Sunday, I didn’t slip and mention the baby.
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I continued packing while Estelle, Helene, and Doug continued their attempts to keep me in L.A. I made it a point to only see them individually. I never would have managed all three at once, as they could have easily ganged up on me. I would have fallen apart, telling them everything. That was a chance I didn’t dare take because their loyalties would always be with Peter first. Looking back, I was angry and hurt, not to mention scared. If they had realized how fragile I was, they would have confronted me together and I would have come clean about the baby. They would have forced me to talk to Peter and then maybe things would have turned out differently.
If only I’d confided in one of them. If only I’d taken Kay’s advice and reined in the anger that drove so many of my choices. If only I’d stayed long enough to face Peter instead of blaming him for putting me in such a difficult situation. If only I could have foreseen the future, I would have done anything to spare him from the tragic events to come. To this day, I feel responsible for everything he went through. If only I had listened to my guardian angels. 
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