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Chapter 1


The manila envelope tucked under the windshield wiper of Candace’s car looked innocuous like an advertisement for a local business, or a coupon for a massage, or a fundraiser for a high school athletic team. She glanced around at the cars in the church parking lot beneath the glow of the lamps. 
None of them had anything tucked under their windshield wipers. Trudy’s Honda, Crystal’s Mercedes, Madge’s Cadillac…nothing. Her gaze flitted toward the cemetery bordering the church. A shadowy figure wove between the tombstones.  A member of the fundraiser committee taking a shortcut home? She shivered. A ghostly mailman?
Her friends, still rehashing the details of the craft boutique meeting, stood beneath the awning that sheltered the church’s heavy glass doors. Each word they spoke created a white puff in the cold night air. The church motto hung above them on an illuminated sign that read, All Welcome. We’re Better Together.
Candace hit the Rover’s fob to unlock the doors, pulled the envelope free, climbed in, and settled into the plush leather seat. After breaking the envelope seal, she slid the contents onto her lap.
A cloud-shrouded moon cast a faint glow through the windshield and colored the air in sepia tones. At first, she thought the single eight-by-ten, black and white photo was a horror movie advertisement—a teen running through a charcoal forest with a slasher on his heels, a darkening sky above him.
Candace thought she recognized the backdrop as the woods in nearby Lake Gregory, which was less than fifteen minutes away, where her grandparents had a cabin on the water. They spent several weeks of each summer there building sand castles and swimming. It was the home of hundreds of happy memories.
The young man wore jeans and a flannel shirt. His back was broad, his shoulders wide. He looked strong. 
He also looked familiar.
Too familiar.
How had she not immediately recognized her son?
A few weeks ago, someone had asked her Jason’s age. She’d automatically replied that he was fifteen. Jane, who had been standing beside her, said, “No, he’s not.”
Jane had been right.
Jason was eighteen. Nearly grown. But even more upsetting than her son’s maturity, were the questions the picture raised. Who had taken it and why? And when? It was February, for goodness sake. The woods were dark and cold at this time of year.
And why would someone leave this for her, here and now? Maybe the unknown photographer was proud of the photo and thought Candace would like a copy. But if so, why present it in this anonymous way that made the giving feel more ominous than thoughtful?
She flipped the picture over and froze. Someone had scribbled on the back, Do you know where your child is?
Candace scrambled in her purse for her phone.
Her friends were climbing into their cars, slamming doors and starting engines. Someone knocked on her window. Candace startled and her phone fell into her lap.
Trudy, the pastor’s wife. Her sparkly earrings glistened in the moonlight. She had a spot of lipstick on her front tooth that gave her a macabre appearance, conflicting with her too bright smile.
Candace dropped the photo onto the passenger seat and covered it with her purse before rolling down her window. Trudy stuck her head in.
“Will you reconsider your decision about Shelly and her jewelry?”
Ten minutes ago, Shelly’s jewelry had been utmost in Candace’s mind, but it now seemed unimportant. Who cared how many jewelry vendors attended the craft boutique? Trudy did, because she wanted to be the only one. Which, now that Candace thought about it, wasn’t very Christian.
“Let me get back to you,” Candace said.
Trudy cocked her head, studying her. “Are you alright, dear?”
“Yes. Fine.” Candace flexed her fingers and willed herself to relax.
Trudy pressed her lips together and continued to stare at Candace with a concerned look on her face. Should Candace share the photo with Trudy? No, church gossip spread like peanut butter on hot toast. Instead she asked, “Did you happen to see anyone around here this evening who didn’t belong?”
“Sweetie, this is a church. Everyone belongs.” Trudy’s smile softened her words. “You know Woodriver Congregational has a very open-door policy.”
Unless, of course, someone happened to want to sell jewelry at the craft boutique. Candace cleared her throat. “I thought I saw someone lurking in the cemetery.” She waved at the gates of the neighboring memorial grounds. 
A shadow passed over Trudy’s face. “I’ll mention it to Pastor Miller. I suggest you get yourself home to your hubby and children.” Trudy referred to her husband as Pastor Miller, like he was the Pope, or something. For this, and many other reasons, Candace struggled to take Trudy seriously, but tonight she agreed with her. Candace sped home.
Bangles, who looked like the business end of a dust mop, met her in the garage. He wiggled a welcome and pressed his nose against the back of her calves as she walked into the house with the envelope and its photo pinched between her fingers. In the mudroom, she stepped out of her shoes, placed them in a basket, and put on her slippers. She hurried up the stairs and past her daughters’ silent rooms, glancing in at their sleeping forms. Typically, watching her children sleep was one of her favorite things to do, but tonight the tightness in her chest and the questions in her head had her riled. She paused outside Jason’s closed door.
Her son liked his privacy. She respected that, but when someone dropped a photograph on her car of her son running through the woods with the caption, Do you know where your child is? she had to see him. She knocked softly, but when she got no response, she pushed open the door. 
His light was off, and he lay on his bed wearing nothing but his boxers. He slept like a sniper’s victim in a tangle of bedsheets. The moonlight streaming through the window landed on his thick curly hair. So she did know where her child was. He was sleeping in his bed, safe in his own home. She closed the door.
She would ask Jason about the photo in the morning. He probably didn’t know anything about it, though. Even if he had known someone was snapping shots, he wouldn’t have realized how eerie the final product looked. It had to have been a prank. Someone out to scare her. Or trying to get Jason in trouble.
Candace trudged to her bedroom. Bangles abandoned her and headed for his own bed. He plopped down, and his collar and tag jingled a goodnight.
Candace flicked on the light. Her bed with its satin sheets, hand-stitched quilt, and army of pillows beckoned her. But where was Andres? She glanced at the mantle clock above the fireplace—10:45. Really? Her meeting had lasted three hours?
She walked into her closet, dropped the strange photo onto her dresser, stripped off her clothes, and slipped into her favorite nightie—a white silky slip with lace around the hem. As she brushed her teeth, she glanced in Andres’ closet. His briefcase hadn’t returned and neither had his wingtips or overcoat.
She sat on the side of her bed and called his cell. No answer. Then she called the office and got a recorded message. Was he traveling again? Lately, it seemed like he spent more time in an airplane than he did in their home. Savannah had downloaded the Find Your Friends app on Candace’s phone, but she hadn’t bothered to learn how to use it. She now regretted that decision.
Candace climbed under the covers and tried to read February’s book club selection that Trudy had picked out. Seven Seeds of a Fruitful Life. Candace had only made it to page thirty-two, so she had a little more than three-hundred pages of alliterations and platitudes to go. She tried to distract her thoughts with the book. Some folks scoff at self-development, but you must practice the magic of self-science. 
More than anyone else, Andres understood her and could talk her off her ledges. She needed to show him the photo. She needed him to tell her it was nothing more than a teenage prank, or…what? Someone accusing her of being a neglectful parent? That was certainly untrue. If there was one thing Candace wasn’t, it was neglectful. She was more involved with her children than any other mother she knew.
Where was Andres?
She tightened her grip on the book and tried to refocus. Sow seeds in the fertile soil of self-care and compassion.
Andres should be here by now. At least Jason and the girls were home. They answered her calls and didn’t leave her hanging.
Life is rich and meaningful when you comprehend your great worth.
She had the uncomfortable feeling she’d forgotten something. The book beckoned. When we’re willing to let go of the hard seed shell we wear, we can grow into a mighty tree God needs us to be.
Something important.
Frustrations are the fertilizer of your future fruitfulness.
She wished Andres were here. She needed his calming presence, his rational perspective. She might not know where he was, but whatever the mysterious photographer thought, she did know where her children were. She tried to dismiss the accusation, the fear that came with the photo, but she couldn’t. The black and white glossy gnawed at her.
She fell asleep with the book in her hand.
[image: image-placeholder]The morning came, but Andres did not.
He had to be traveling . . . again.
Candace went through the motions of getting the kids out of the house, but didn’t ask Jason about the photo. She wanted to show it to Andres first. It might upset Jason, scare him. Why needlessly alarm him? After she closed the door behind Lily, the last straggler, Candace tidied up the breakfast dishes, then tried Andres’ cell again. Still no answer.
Candace chewed her thumbnail. She wasn’t worried. Not exactly. She was fairly sure Andres’s schedule was the thing she’d forgotten the night before. Something he’d told her bounced around in a corner of her mind, but she couldn’t remember what it was. 
Her phone sitting on the counter buzzed. She lunged for it. Disappointment swam through her when she saw the text was from her brother Nick and not Andres.
Since when did Dad join Instagram?
She picked up the phone and responded. A few months ago. Why?
She held the phone in her hand, but it remained dark and silent. She carried it upstairs and into her closet. Activity, that’s what she needed. She pulled on her spandex, laced up her running shoes, and headed out the door.
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Chapter 2


Mara’s yard was barren, frozen mud. Over the hedge, the daffodils poked through the frost in Mrs. Pratchett’s garden. They looked like asparagus on ice, green and fat. Mara dropped her chin into the scarf around her neck but kept her mouth free so Sarah could hear her. “I already have a job,” she said into the phone.  
“Right. A job. Not a career. This is a career opportunity.” Every syllable of Sarah’s words strained with suppressed frustration. Big sisters never stopped bossing around their younger siblings. They only became more subtle about it. 
“I appreciate it. I do. You’re always looking out for me.” Mara hurried toward the curb and her car. “But Gabe—“
“I know,” Sarah interrupted her, another thing big sisters were good at. “Gabe just bought the auto shop. But you need to think about you.” 
Mara’s free hand wandered to her abdomen, and she smiled. She wouldn’t say anything, not yet. She’d had so many false alarms. “I am thinking of me, sis. I wouldn’t move to San Diego County even if Gabe would go. Lake Arrowhead is home.” The home where she wanted to raise her children.
“I don’t know how you expect to have a real career working in a plant nursery in a backwater town. I’m offering you a park development position in the city planner’s office.”
“You’re offering it to me?”
“Well, not offering. Suggesting. I’m suggesting you apply. I talked to HR. They want to see your resume.”
“I’m flattered, but again I’m not interested.” Mara’s job may not be prestigious, but she was needed. She was the sole management personnel at Graul’s Greenhouse and Nursery, if you didn’t count Paul Graul, and she didn’t. She opened in the mornings. She closed at night. She managed the small staff, ordered product, and kept the business chugging along. 
It was busy, but not stressful. She couldn’t imagine managing motherhood and a high-profile job in the city. “Listen, I have to go or I’m going to be late for work.” 
“Promise me you’ll think about it?” Sarah’s voice had morphed from bossy to pleading. 
“If I decide to get divorced, I’ll think about it.” 
Sarah harrumphed. “That’s not going to happen.”
“I love you, sis.” 
“You too.”
After she hung up, Mara stuck her hand into her jacket pocket. No keys. Her purse? She patted her right hip searching for the purse that should be hanging there and realized she didn’t have that either. A vision of the leather bag sitting on the kitchen counter next to her coffee mug and car keys flashed through her mind. She’d been so engrossed in her conversation with Sarah, she’d left everything but her cell.
Mara gazed at the gray sky, but there was no help there. She would have to bother Mrs. Pratchett, again. This was the third time in as many months that she’d locked herself out of her house. 
Mara rounded the hedge, trudged past the accusing daffodils and knocked on Mrs. Pratchett’s door. The scene behind it unfolded like the opening credits of an old-timey radio drama, always the same sounds in the same order. First the hysterical barking of a Pekingese. Next the shuffle of Mrs. Pratchett’s slippered feet. Finally, a cultured British voice, “Pansy, shut it.” But, of course, the dog didn’t shut it. She never did.
The door opened a few inches, and Mrs. Pratchett’s gray eyes peered at Mara. “Locked out?”
Mara twisted her lips into an apologetic smile.
The door closed, and the radio show continued. “Where did we put that key, Pansy? In the desk?” Some bangs and thumps, more shuffling feet, and the door opened again. This time a blue-veined hand protruded holding a single key attached to an over-large safety pin. “I’d invite you in, but you must be on your way to work,” the woman said.
“I am. Thanks anyway. I’ll bring it back tonight.”
“Sure you don’t want to bring it back straight away?” Mrs. Pratchett blinked. “I don’t mind waiting by the door.”
“No. I’m running late.”
“Well, don’t forget. It’s been a good thing it’s here.”
Mrs. Pratchett closed the door. Mara waited until she heard it click then darted through the hedge that separated their properties. Mrs. Pratchett was very particular about her garden and wouldn’t appreciate the shortcut, but Mara was in a hurry.
She let herself into her own home and paused in the doorway. Quiet, dense and solid, filled the hall. It crowded the living room, the kitchen, the bedrooms and the bathrooms. It ran like water through the pipes. It padded the spaces between the wall boards and the joists.   
Mara hugged her stomach protectively. Not for long. She would buy a pregnancy test after work. It would be positive this time. She was a week late, over a week. A week and two days late. 
Late. She ran to the kitchen and found her purse, keys, and coffee mug where she’d left them and her gaze landed on one of the church bulletins Gabe was always leaving around the house. What’s Missing from Ch__ch? U R, the cover said. Mara shook her head. Really? That might win the prize for stupid, but now wasn’t the time to critique bulletin covers. If she hit all the lights right, she’d make it to Graul’s in fifteen minutes. Exactly on time.
She clicked her car locks open, threw her purse into the passenger side, and was about to jump in when she heard the slap of shoes on asphalt. She shouldn’t have looked up. Shouldn’t have made eye contact with the brunette bouncing toward her. But she did.
“Mara, hi.”
She didn’t have time for this. Not this morning. Candace St. John wasn’t her favorite person at the best of times, and this wasn’t the best of times. She put her right foot into her car. “Hi, Candace.”
Candace beamed a smile that would make any orthodontist proud and flicked a shiny, brown ponytail over her shoulder. “What great timing, I’ve been meaning to come by and talk to you.”
“Actually, I’m on my—“
“We had a meeting of the Spring Garden Party committee on Sunday after services, and we’re looking for a change of venue. I was hoping you could suggest someone since you know all the best gardeners in town.”
“Why are you having a garden party in the middle of winter?”
Candace trilled a laugh. “The party isn’t until March, but it’s best to nail things down early.”
Nailing things down early, or late for that matter, wasn’t something Mara was particularly good at. She was lucky if she remembered to leave the house with her car keys in hand these days. She smiled but left the question hanging in the chilly air.
Candace wrinkled her perfectly formed nose. “Think about it. No pressure. We can wait. Even next week would be fine.”
Next week? Fat chance. The bare root roses were being delivered today. She had an order of gladiola, iris, and dahlia corms coming soon, a new shipment of houseplants on Friday, and sod on Saturday. She’d be at the nursery for ten hours a day, if she was lucky, for the rest of the week. Sunday she planned to sleep—all day. She couldn’t imagine when she’d have a moment to think about who should host a garden party she didn’t plan to attend. “Will do.”
“Well, better keep going. Heart rate is dropping.” Candace jogged away with a wave and a flash of teeth.
Mara started the engine. Just because Gabe attended Woodriver Congregational Church, didn’t mean she had to volunteer her time or energy. She wasn’t a member and didn’t like most of the people who were.
It must be lovely to be a stay-at-home mom like Candace. Candace had enough time to tend her perfect house, her perfect family, her perfect body and still have hours left over to donate to the church.
Mara entered the nursery and saw Paul Graul at the register checking out a customer, and her stomach clenched. Paul never worked the register. Her gaze darted to the large round wall clock, 9:05. She was five minutes late, but Tilly should have been there to cover for her.
Tilly, the only other actual adult who worked for Graul’s Nursery, ran the cashier from nine to five, while Mara answered customer questions and managed inventory. Tilly had a son with Down Syndrome, which had never been a problem until recently. Trevor had changed schools this past September and was having a hard time adjusting. Consequently, Tilly was having a hard time getting to work on time.
“Have a lovely day.” The good cheer radiating from Paul’s face fell as the glass door thudded to a close behind a retreating customer. “Where is Tilly?”
“I’ll call her. Trevor has been having—“
Paul held up a hand to stop her words. “I know, he’s been having problems, but we need her here on time. You’re going to have to talk to her.”
Mara moved around the counter. “I’ll watch the register until she gets here.”
Paul headed to his office next to the staff room. “Make sure you write up the conversation.” He threw the words over his shoulder.
Write it up? Why should she write it up? Unless he wanted a paper trail so he could fire Tilly, which he would never do. Tilly knew Graul’s as well as Mara did, and she’d been there longer.
The front door opened with clang and a rush of cold air. Tilly scurried in, nose red, light brown hair poking from a knitted beanie, eyes too large in her underfed face. “Sorry, I’m late. Trevor wouldn’t get out of the derned car. I used to haul his butt around, but he’s gotten so big.” She circled the counter, nudging Mara out of the way with her hip. “Gonna stop feeding him.” She barked a short laugh and began logging herself in on the computer.
“Paul wanted me to talk to you.”
Tilly’s fingers paused over the buttons for a moment. “About what?” She began typing again. “He want to give me that raise he’s been promising me since the year of God?”
“He wants you to get here on time. I’m supposed to write you up.”
Tilly turned and faced Mara for the first time that morning. “Write me up? For what? For staying overtime almost every day but not charging for it? For working through lunch? For coming in on weekends? What’s he want to write me up for?”
Mara turned her palms up. “I don’t know. Wild hair?”
“He’d better get some palmade. I hear Home ’n Hardware is hiring.” 
Tilly and Paul had a love hate relationship, heavy on the hate. Paul felt Tilly’s private life intruded into her work life. Tilly thought Paul was a heavy-handed dictator. Mara was always stuck in the middle. 
What Paul failed to realize was if Tilly believed her job at Graul’s was truly in jeopardy, she’d find another pronto. She couldn’t go a month without a paycheck. She had no one to depend on but herself. Trevor’s dad had left when he saw his newborn’s face. Some men can’t handle having a child that doesn’t fit their definition of perfect. Sam Oaks was one of them. Tilly didn’t have time or patience for difficult men.
The phone at the customer service desk rang. Mara strode toward it. “I’m not writing this conversation up.”
The day grew busy, and Mara had no more time to worry about Tilly. At three, she started to worry again, because at three a young, pretty blond with a ski-slope nose and wide eyes entered the shop and stuck out a hand. “You’re Mara? I’m Zoe Champlain. Mr. Graul told me to come see you.”
Mara shook the proffered hand. “Why is that?”
“You’re supposed to train me.”
“Train you? For what?”
“I’m the new part-time cashier.”
The only reason Paul would hire a part-time cashier was if he planned to demote Tilly to part-time, or no-time. Mara looked over Zoe’s head at Tilly, but Tilly refused to meet her eyes. Mara’s stomach clenched for the second time that day, but this time the clench became a cramp. A painful, familiar cramp followed by a volley of small muscle contractions.
Heat crept up her neck and flushed her cheeks. Tears battered the inside of her eyelids. “Excuse me,” she said and fled to the lady’s room.
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Chapter 3


Candace followed the waitress across the Rusty Pelican’s busy dining room. Candles flickered on the table, the light reflected off the shiny flatware and crystal goblets. High above them on the wood-paneled ceiling, chandeliers glowed. Outside, sheeting rain and stabs of lightning streaked the sky. Beyond the windows stretched the dark Lake Arrowhead—the same lake where, twenty years ago, Andres had knelt and wordlessly held a blue velvet box containing a diamond ring. 
Andres sat across from her. He spread his napkin in his lap and picked up the menu even though she was sure he’d memorized it long ago. He had a head for memorization. Scriptures, book passages, movie scenes, but mostly numbers. He loved numbers and was a whizz at any and all cards games that relied more on counting than luck.
“Jenny told me you called to ask what time my flight arrived.” Andres picked up his water glass and took a sip.
Candace heard the question in his voice. Jenny would mention her call. The woman watched over Andres like a mother bear. If Jenny had looked less like said mother bear, Candace may have had cause for concern. But Andres liked pretty things—people as well as places and objects—and she knew Andres would never be tempted by wide-hipped, lumbering, ruddy-cheeked Jenny.
Candace tried to laugh off last night’s insecurities and her own embarrassment.  She lived her own life—and her childrens’—according to a rigid agenda, she couldn’t keep track of Andres’s schedule, as well. “You must have told me you were going to Chicago, but I’d forgotten.” She rubbed her forehead. “I’ve been so busy. You and I really need to have more conversations when we’re both awake.”
He looked the same as he had all those years ago, but different. He had crinkles around his eyes, a few gray hairs in his eyebrows, but if she squinted, she could see the boy he’d been. The one she’d fallen in love with. The one who had once looked like their son.
Andres reached across the table and put his hand over hers. “We’ve both been busy. I’m sorry I wasn’t around when you got the photo.”
Candace laced her fingers through his.
“It must have been upsetting.”
She nodded.
“I had Jenny look into it. Whoever did this, didn’t post the shot on social media—if they had, we’d know who we were dealing with.”
“It’s not the picture. I mean, it’s dark and kind of scary looking, but it was the caption, Do you know where your child is? What did they mean by that?” 
Andres lifted one shoulder and let it drop. “Who cares? If they have to resort to this kind of behavior, they don’t deserve our attention. I wouldn’t waste any more time on it. Besides, I want to talk about you. Us. It bothers me you didn’t know where I was Tuesday night.”
Candace rubbed her forehead with her free hand. “The craft boutique . . . “
“You know, people make careers out of event planning.”
“What are you saying?”
Andres released her hand, picked up the wine list and buried his face behind it. She didn’t drink, but he did, even though he was the one with an alcoholic father. She tried not to let it bother her.
“You do a lot of event planning for the church . . . for free.” His words floated over his menu.
“You think I should do it for money?” She folded her hands on top of the linen-topped table.
He peeked over the wine list and met her gaze. “There are people who do. Why not you?” She knew his eyes. She could read his moods through them. She knew when he was surprised, filled with love, or full of fatigue. Tonight, he looked shifty. Why?
She leaned into her chair and studied him. “Do we need money?” She shouldn’t have to ask this question. As a feminist, she should know the state of their financial affairs, but she was too lazy—or too busy—to involve herself. Besides, she trusted Andres.
“No, of course not.”
“But you think I should work?”
“That’s not what I’m saying.” He disappeared behind the menu again. Was he using it as a shield? “You have a business degree. I thought you might enjoy using it.”
“We both agreed I’d stay at home with the kids.” She’d said this phrase so many times in the past six months, she was getting sick of it.
“They’re older now. Jason leaves home in less than a year.”
A shot of pain zipped through her. She hated the idea of Jason leaving the nest, of any of her children leaving the nest. She’d learned from bitter experience that once a child got on the school bus, life was never the same. It signaled the end of that sweet incubation time.
Her thoughts flitted to a school field trip to a zoo where she’d watched a kangaroo trying to keep her joey in her pouch. The little guy wanted so badly to leave, but every time he made an attempt, his momma shoved him inside with a paw.
Candace empathized with that mom-kanga. She’d never been ready for the school bus, the driver’s license, the first date, and she knew an acceptance letter to an out of state university would kill her.
Andres set down his menu. “I want you to be happy.”
“It bothers me that Jenny knows more about your life than I do.” She changed the subject.
He gazed at her, his eyes loving now. The shiftiness gone. “What do you want to know?”
Before Candace could come up with a question, the server approached the table. She wore a demure white blouse, a straight black skirt and a dazzled expression as she gazed at Andres. “My name is LeAnne, and I’ll be your server tonight.” Her voice, husky and breathless, was directed at him. Even her body angled away from Candace.
A pale white line ringed the third finger on LeAnne’s left hand, telling Candace she’d recently removed her wedding ring. Was it something she did nightly for better tips? Or, was she recently divorced or widowed?
Candace watched LeAnne flirt. Andres remained oblivious, because he really had no idea the effect he had on women. Candace had nothing to worry about. He flashed his pearly whites at the server, ordered a glass of wine, and turned his attention to Candace again.
“You don’t have to give so much of your time away. For free.”
She unfolded the linen napkin in her lap and ran her finger over the hem. “We have more than a hundred vendors coming to the craft boutique,” she told him. “We will probably raise over ten thousand dollars for the Orangewood Foster Care Center.”
“That’s noble, and I’m really proud of you, but—“ Andres appeared to gather his words carefully, like his attorney brother planning a closing argument. Fortunately, LeAnne returned with the drinks and took their orders, saving Candace from the lecture. She didn’t feel like listening to it again. Her going back to work had become a recurring theme. After a round of eyelash batting and heavy breathing, LeAnne left.
Candace cast around for a change of subject that wouldn’t lead to another almost argument. “I’m considering hosting the annual garden party at our house.”
“I thought you agreed to host the Easter Cantata?”
Why did he sound so surprised? “I did. We can do both.”
“Why would we?”
“The garden party has been at Cass Klein’s every year for the last five years.” She paused while LeAnne placed a small loaf of bread and a crock of butter on their table. “It’s time for it to be somewhere else. We can only talk about antique roses for so long. Besides, I want to show off my herb garden and greenhouse.”
Andres scooted the bread to his side of the table, sawed off a chunk, and slathered it with butter. “Can’t you do that when the girls come to the Easter Cantata?”
“No. The Easter program will be inside with candlelight. It has to be held at night, lights out, to symbolically represent the death of Jesus. Then we turn them on for the resurrection. And obviously, the garden party is a daytime event.”
“Why is that obvious? We have outdoor lighting. I know because I paid for the installation.”
Candace hid a frown with her glass and sipped her water. She set it down. “Why does this bother you?”
“I didn’t say it bothered me.”
She frowned and waited for him to elaborate.
Andres’ shoulders tensed. “I don’t understand why you can’t spend time with the girls when I’m at work.”
She leaned back in her chair and folded her arms. “You know I hate it when you call the church ladies that.”
He didn’t meet her gaze when he picked up his drink and took a sip. “I can think of a lot of worse—and maybe more descriptive—names.”
“They’re grownups, not children.” She shot a glance at the people sharing the dining room—a couple her father’s age, a quartet of businessmen in suits and ties, a pair of either brave or stupid parents with small children in tow, a few scurrying waiters and waitresses. No one was listening to their discussion. And she wanted to keep it that way. She lowered her voice. “You like my friends, right?”
“I’m sorry to tell you this, sweetie, but not all of those—“ He caught himself then continued, “women are your friends.“ He set down his glass with a solid thunk.
“Nonsense. We love and serve each other. I can’t think of a better definition of friendship.”
LeAnne returned with Candace’s shrimp salad and Andres’ steak. She settled the plates in front of them before asking Andres if he needed anything. One of the pearl buttons on her blouse had come undone. Candace caught a flash of LeAnne’s tanned belly, but Andres didn’t appear to notice. He said no, returned her smile, and LeAnne left with glazed eyes and slack lips.
“Is that how you see the church women?“ He emphasized the word again.
Candace nodded, and her thoughts went from the church ladies to her recent fundraiser meeting to the church parking lot and came to rest on the photograph. “It was taken in the woods near Lake Gregory.”
He smiled. “We’re back to the photo?”
She nodded. “Have you talked to Pastor Mark about the never-ending service project?”
He tucked into his food without meeting her gaze.
Candace put down her fork. “I don’t like the youth group spending so much time in the woods after dark. It’s ridiculous and it needs to stop. Please, say something to Mark or Pastor Miller.”
He used his napkin to pat his lips. “You have their ear more than I do.”
“You know that’s not true. I may talk to them more, but they listen to you.”
Andres made a low rumbling noise in the back of his throat and cut into his steak.
“It’s dangerous for those kids to be working in the woods after dark,” she continued. “Someone could get hurt. Besides, it doesn’t look right. Hanky-panky, and all of that.”
Andres picked up his knife and used it to emphasize his words. “Hanky-panky? In the woods? Sounds uncomfortable and messy. Although if you want to try it?” He waggled his eyebrows at her.
Why did he always have to make a joke out of everything? “I’m serious. Kids running around without supervision after dark, it looks like nobody’s minding the store.” 
“I think you care more about how things look than how they really are.”
Stung, she put down her fork. “Are you seriously calling me shallow?”
Andres glanced at the ceiling as if pleading with heaven to help him. “You like to see the good in people and in the world.”
She blinked. “Of course I do. I don’t consider that a vice.”
Now, humor lit his eyes. “Sweetie, I’m not sure you have a vice.”
“Don’t be silly,” she said, feeling mollified. “No one’s perfect. Especially me. You know that.”
“I believe I know you better than anyone.” He smiled as he sliced into his steak. “And you, my dear, are like Mary Poppins, practically perfect in every way.”
Candace certainly tried to have the perfect life: the perfect family, the perfect everything. But nothing was picture perfect, as that photo clearly proved.
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Chapter 4


Thunder rumbled. The house felt as warm and inviting as a hot bath after the bluster outside. The quiet murmur of the television floated from the living room. The scents of eggs, cheese, and toast grabbed Mara by the nose and led her straight to the kitchen and the stove. She wasn’t hungry, but she should eat. She hadn’t had anything since that morning. Mara wasn’t much of a breakfast eater, but earlier when she’d believed, hoped, she was eating for two, she’d made herself a protein shake and drank it with a smile.  
She lifted the lid on a frying pan. Half an omelet bubbled in butter. Nearby, two pieces of whole grain bread sat in the toaster waiting. It was sweet of Gabe to cook. 
“Dinner is on the stove,” Gabe called from the other room. “I already ate.”
“Great. Be there in a minute.”
Mara made herself a cup of herbal tea, buttered her toast, and took her dinner into the living room. Gabe smiled at her from the couch. His eyelids hung at half-mast, and crows feet spread from their corners. Were they there last year? Last month? Last week?
He’d wanted his own mechanic shop for years. Eight months ago, the dream became a reality, but the dream kept rubbing up against the real world, causing friction. The advantages of taking over an existing business were obvious, a client base, equipment, a facility already built out. What Gabe hadn’t taken into consideration was the loyalty factor.
Many of the prior owner’s clients had been with him for years. They didn’t know Gabe from a grease monkey and didn’t want to. Gabe lost at least a third of the list within a month. The rest tended to complain he didn’t do things the same way Hank had.
Mara leaned over and kissed the top of Gabe’s head before sinking onto the sofa next to him and settling her plate in her lap. “Tough day?” She wasn’t ready to tell him about hers. 
He picked up the remote and silenced the television. “Actually, a couple of good things happened.”
Mara’s mouth was full, so she raised her eyebrows to encourage him to continue.
“I got a brand-new customer. Never heard of Hank. We fixed his car for a lot less than Arnie’s place had quoted him. He was stoked. Said he’d tell his golf buddies.”
“That’s terrific.”
“And two of Hank’s old customers told me they were happy with the change. Said we were faster and sometimes cheaper.”
Mara put out a hand and tried to tame the cowlick in his light brown hair. It was a losing battle. She picked up her fork again. “You’re winning them over. I knew you would.”
“How about you? How’re things at growling Graul’s?”
“Not good.”
“Paul being a butt head again?”
Gabe saw himself as her protector and defender and was constantly frustrated by Paul’s treatment of Mara. She loved that about him even if she wasn’t about to let Gabe barge in and give Graul the talking to he regularly threatened. “Yes, but it’s worse than that.”
“What?”
“He hired a high school student, a girl. I started training her to run the register today.”
“What’s so bad about that? I thought you were short-handed.”
“We’ve been short-handed for years. I think he’s planning to replace Tilly.”
Gabe reached for the beer that sat on the coffee table. “He can’t fire Tilly. You can’t run the cash register and take care of orders, customers, and everything else until school gets out.”
She shrugged. “We haven’t been doing well. Maybe he’s planning to step in, save money.”
Gabe’s voice lowered to a growl and his features hardened. “Paul? Are we talking about the same Paul Graul who takes Hawaii trips twice a year and leaves you in charge? The same Paul Graul who never shows up on the weekends? I don’t think so, Mara.” 
Mara shifted on the couch. “Sarah called this morning.” She didn’t want to think about the nursery any more.
Worry lines replaced the granite set of his face. “Your grandfather?”
“No, he’s okay. It was about a job.” 
She felt more than saw the tension in his shoulders. “Yeah?” He took a pull from his beer.
“An opening came up at the City Planner’s office in San Diego in the parks department. They’re looking for someone with a landscape architect degree. She thinks I’d be perfect.”
Gabe didn’t answer for a long moment, then, “That’s a hell of a commute.” Sarcasm tinged his words.
“That’s what I said.” Mara set her plate of half eaten food on the table next to another church bulletin. Forgive Your Enemies. It Messes with Their Heads, this one said. Was Paul Graul her enemy? She wasn’t sure, but either way she didn’t think he cared what she thought about him. 
“I work in the only nursery in a twenty-mile radius. There’s nothing for me in Lake Arrowhead if something happens to Graul’s.”
“Home ’n Hardware,” he said.
“That’s not a career. That’s a job.” She borrowed Sarah’s words.
They sat in silence. The standoff wedged between them on the couch. She’d told him her concerns about Graul’s before he purchased the repair shop, but he’d bought anyway. If she had children, she could bear less stimulating, less fulfilling work, but if she couldn’t . . . The threat of a life without purpose hung over her head like a pendulum, lowering inch by inch every passing month.
“It would take a lot of pressure off you, babe. You could do the things around here we talked about when we bought the place. You could fix up our yard. Plant the garden you keep saying you want. Paint the—“
She stood abruptly, picked up her plate and took it into the kitchen. She wasn’t going to listen to this again. Gabe didn’t like Graul’s, but he didn’t have a better solution. She slammed the dishes into the sink, rinsing and tossing them into the dishwasher so hard she was surprised they didn’t break.
When she turned, Gabe stood in the doorway, leaning against the frame. “What you got now, Graul’s, it’s nothing more than a job. I know he promised more, but he hasn’t delivered. Maybe it’s a good time to cut and run.”
“I think it is too. Run to San Diego. If I’m going to grow in this industry . . . “ She didn’t mean it, but the words rushed out as if she had no control over them.
“Give me time. When my place is turning a profit, you can start your own landscape business here. That’s what you’ve always wanted.”
“When? When is that going to happen? Three years? Four?” Pain cramped her abdomen, and beads of sweat blossomed across her forehead. 
He shrugged. “I’m aiming for two.”
“What do I do in the meantime?”
Gabe’s palms turned toward the ceiling. “You live life.”
“I don’t have a life.” The words ended in a sob.
Gabe’s open expression shut down. “I’m sorry I’m not enough for you.” He disappeared from the doorway. A moment later she heard the bedroom door shut.
His words lingered in the space he’d vacated. I’m sorry I’m not enough for you. He wasn’t. She loved her husband. He was her best friend, but he wasn’t enough. He couldn’t fill the void in her belly.
Mara hung the dishtowel she’d been holding on a hook, and followed him. Halfway down the hallway she stopped, pushed open a door, and flipped on the overhead lights. The small crowded room held boxes, mismatched furniture, and things from their old apartment that had never found a spot in the house. In the corner of the room stood three gallons of creamy yellow paint. Next to the paint tins was a bag that contained five rolls of wallpaper border printed with ducks dressed for rain in big rubber boots, holding pink and blue umbrellas.
She’d bought the supplies before they’d moved in. Call it faith, optimism, whatever, but in those days she’d still held out hope. But as month after month, year after year, passed that bright hope had dimmed to a dull flicker. Sometimes, like today, it went out altogether.
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Chapter 5


On Friday night Candace drove the Range Rover to the parking lot at Hobbins Creek Woods Park and found an empty space beside Mark Gibb’s van. Clouds shrouded the moon and a sharp wind rustled through the pines.  
If Andres wasn’t going to talk to the youth pastor, she was going to have to do it herself. This service project had been going on for far too long. Sure, it would be nice if all the trail markers had a fresh coat of paint, but was it really worth endangering children? She was glad Savannah had chosen to stay home and practice her flute. On nights like this, she wished she could keep Jason as firmly tucked up in his room.
Candace found the group under a lighted canopy. Bored looking teens sat on benches and picnic tables. Only Mark Gibbs stood. He didn’t look much older than the kids. His gelled hair stood straight up, he dressed in a pair of baggy jeans, and wore a University of Redlands hoodie. Only his too-cool-for-school mustache and worried expression separated him from the others.
A look of relief crossed his face when he spotted Candace, and he strode her way. “Your son and his girlfriend were supposed to be here twenty minutes ago.” His voice was tense and low.
Girlfriend? Jason didn’t have a girlfriend. If he did, she would know about it. She decided to ignore the comment. “Twenty minutes? I’m sure Jason told me you were done at eight-thirty.”
“We were supposed to assemble here, at the benches, at eight.”
A cold wind whistled through the treetops. A shiver traveled over Candace’s skin, raising the hairs on her arms. “Has anyone gone to look for him? Maybe he’s lost.” Do you know where your child is?
Mark’s brow furrowed as if this was the first time that idea had occurred to him. “I couldn’t go.” He waved at the teens behind him. “And, I couldn’t very well send one of them.”
“Twenty minutes in a dark wood is cause for concern.” The menacing photo flashed through Candace’s mind. Had it been a premonition? A picture of things to come? Was Jason running from danger at this moment while Mark Gibbs did nothing? She rejected the thought as quickly as it came, but felt panic rising in her chest anyway. “Maybe you should called the police.”
Mark ran a hand through his sticky hair. Apparently, he hadn’t thought of that, either.
Why would anyone think bringing teens to the woods at night was a good idea? It wasn’t. It was reckless. Bears and mountain lions lived in these woods. She never should have let Jason attend. Do you know where your child is? Candace reached into her purse for her cell. She’d call the police if Mark Gibbs wouldn’t.
“Hey-ya, Mom.” Jason emerged from the trees, a girl followed close behind. Relief showered Candace like light rain.
“Where have you been?” she and Mark said in unison.
Jason staggered to a stop, the grin he’d been wearing died. “We got a little turned around.”
“Thank God you’re safe.” Candace crossed the space between them in two long strides and hugged him tight. 
“Yeah. It’s all good.” Jason extracted himself from her embrace. “Huh, you know Zoe, right?” He gestured to the girl and widened his eyes. Candace had embarrassed him. 
“Yes, Zoe and I know each other. We met at . . . “ Candace couldn’t remember where they’d met. 
“Here,” Zoe said. “The last time you picked Jason up.” 
“Right, here.” Candace examined the girl. She was pretty enough, but she had a waif-like appearance, a bit unkempt and uncared-for. Did Mark think Zoe was Jason’s girlfriend? That was ridiculous. Wasn’t it?
Candace didn’t know the girl well, but she did know Zoe’s mother, Aileen. And Candace didn’t like what little she knew. The woman had the furtive look of someone who smiled with her lips but lied with her eyes. Also, she was getting church financial assistance, and each month she got a little more than the prior month. Not that there was anything wrong with getting church assistance. 
Mark straightened his shoulders and plastered on a stern look. “I had a message prepared, but now it’s too late.”
Irritation crept up Candace’s backbone. She turned on Mark. “Is that what’s important to you? Your message? Jason and Zoe could have been out there injured, afraid, lost.”
Even in the dark, she could see the color rise in his face. “I, ah, I . . . It was about the lost sheep,” Mark mumbled as if that made it all right.
“You’re losing your mind if you think bringing the kids to work in the woods in the dark is a good idea.” What was making her so harsh? Fatigue? Or the fear she’d lost her son? Or was it the girl wearing Jason’s letterman jacket over a skirt that barely covered her rear end? 
A muscle in Mark’s jaw twitched. “I believe in paying back to our community.” 
As if she didn’t. She did a lot for the community and this church. Did she really need to remind him?
“Jason’s a great kid.” His words were kind, but his tone wasn’t. “Or at least he was until a few months ago.”
Candace bristled. Mark was talking about her son as if he wasn’t standing right there. The photo flashed in her mind again. She caught Jason’s eye and motioned for him to get in the Rover. He squeezed Zoe’s hand and trotted across the parking lot. Alone.
“What are you implying?” she whispered as soon as Jason was out of ear-shot.
Mark motioned for her to join him away from the other kids to a secluded spot behind his van. 
“Kids look up to Jason,” Mark
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