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Chapter 1
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October

Jackie hated change. Actually, hate was a strong word. It was more like she was terrified of change. That's not to say that nothing had ever changed for her. Just that the changes were usually out of her control. Like today.

The letter was professional, concise. She sat at her kitchen table reading it over and over. The doctor she worked for, a pediatrician, was retiring. Understandable, considering he was well into his seventies. But it meant that either he would be selling his practice or the office would be closing. The decision had still not been made. And either option made Jackie panic.

With a deep breath, Jackie tried to fortify herself. This would be good, she told herself. Maybe this change would encourage her to make other changes in her life at last. Maybe she could get off her hamster wheel and join "real life," whatever that was. A year ago she had asked a fellow book club member, Mary, about making some changes. Mary had revitalized her life, and Jackie hoped to do the same. But it was easy to talk about it. It was a lot harder to actually take the steps. So, aside from some volunteer work around the holidays, nothing had been different. And it remained the same to this day.

Forcing herself to take a few deep breaths, Jackie stood up and made a cup of tea. As she stirred in the sugar, her mind whirred. She wished she could be excited about the change. Her life had grown quite stagnant. She got up, went to work, came home. Tuesday nights were book club meetings, but the rest of the week was spent at home, cleaning or quietly reading on her own. She had a few friends she met for coffee on occasion, but their lives were so different from her own that she found they didn't have much to talk about. She should be happy that things were getting shaken up.

This would be good. But she couldn't help biting her lower lip in worry.

Paul took a deep breath and slammed the trunk of his car. This would be good, he told himself. A change of scenery, a bit of a break from norm. Maybe his wife would come to her senses while he was gone. Divorce? It seemed so official, so final. And he loved her. Didn't he?

After a quick mental checklist, Paul slid into the driver's seat and inserted his key into the ignition. He wasn't thrilled to be leaving, but Pam hadn't given him many options. Leave of his own free will, or she would have all of his items on the curb when he returned from work. Who would have thought she could be so harsh?

At least Uncle Bill had been willing to take him in. Paul had always been close with his uncle, but as the years had passed, they didn't see each other as often as they liked. This time should give them an opportunity to catch up, and maybe Paul could get a little advice on what the heck had gone wrong.

It took an hour to get to Bill's house, but it was a scenic drive. As Paul pulled into the driveway of the modest suburban home, he took another deep breath. This would be good. A couple of weeks away from work, a couple of weeks away from Pam. It would be a great time to determine his next steps. Would it be enough time to convince Pam? He could only hope.
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She loved her mother. Jackie had to keep telling herself that. As trying as it could be to carry on a conversation with her, Jackie loved her. “Hi, Mom!” She forced enthusiasm into her voice.

“Good morning, Jacqueline. How are you?”

“I'm fine.”

Pleasantries and small talk followed, and by the time Jackie hung up the phone fifteen minutes later, she was exhausted. Her mother insisted on these conversations once a week, but it was difficult to find enough to fill them. No matter what she said, she knew her mother would be opinionated and judgmental – which was perhaps why she had held off so long to change in the first place. There was always the little voice in the back of her head asking “what would Mother say?”

Between the conversation with her mother and the aftermath of her boss's letter, Jackie felt like hiding in the corner and sulking like a child. And the combination left Jackie in no mood to return to work on Monday. But she had little choice. There were still bills to pay, and it certainly wouldn't show her maturity to hide in the corner and sulk like a child. Though if she would be out of a job anyway, it probably didn't matter much.

It was a typical Monday morning, with the phones ringing off the hook and a line of patients waiting to be seen. It was the beginning of flu season, and the sick children waiting in the front room broke Jackie's heart. She loved the little darlings – it was one of her favorite parts of the job – but she hated seeing them so miserable.

Around noon traffic slowed for a bit, since that was when Dr. Collins and the staff usually took their lunch break. Jackie set the phone to go into voice mail and reached for her lunch bag. The bell on the front door, though, caused her to look up. An attractive man in his late thirties smiled at her. There was no child by his side, and Jackie thought perhaps he was lost.

"Can I help you?"

"Actually I was looking for my uncle. I wanted to take him to lunch. Is Bill in?"

"Let me check. Have a seat." Jackie gestured to the waiting room and sat back down. She rang the doctor's private office extension. When he picked up, she explained the visitor, then turned to the man waiting. "He'll be right up."

"Thanks."

Jackie resumed her tasks, then retreated to the lunch room. Dr. Collins never discussed family. He had never so much as mentioned any siblings or children. Jackie knew he had been married once, but his wife had passed away nearly twenty years earlier, and to the best of Jackie's knowledge, he had never sought companionship after that. She supposed that once you found the person you were meant to love forever, replacing that person would be impossible. She sighed wistfully, then scolded herself. She had been reading too many romance novels. Still, it was nice to know the doctor wasn't completely alone.

Just as Jackie was returning to her desk an hour later, Dr. Collins and his nephew returned to the office. Jackie had never seen the doctor so happy. He laughed and smiled and patted his nephew on the back. When he saw her, he grinned.

"Great news, Ms. Robbins. My nephew has decided to spend the next couple of weeks helping out in the office. Maybe we can convince him to stick around, eh?"

"Now, Uncle Bill, we discussed this." The nephew shot his uncle a look. "I'm just taking a break. I'm going back in a couple of weeks."

"We'll see about that." The doctor turned back to Jackie. "Make sure we set him up with an office and a few patients, okay?"

"Your nephew is a doctor, too?" Jackie was surprised.

"You bet. I taught him everything he knows."

"Well, not everything. I did go to medical school. Or at least that's what my student loan bills tell me."

Dr. Collins waved his hand. "Yes, but I taught you the important stuff: bedside manner and how to keep your patients." He winked at Jackie. "This guy's quite a charmer thanks to me."

The nephew laughed, and Jackie blushed. From his flirtatious smile, she had figured that out for herself. With a professional nod, her mind began to whir, getting the doctor's nephew set up. There was no shortage of patients to care for, but the office was a bit harder to come by. There was a little-used room at the end of the hallway that could be converted, but it would require work. And some furniture. But Jackie was nothing if not efficient, and she would take care of it.

It didn't take long for Paul to get settled. The cozy office his uncle's receptionist had arranged suited his purposes, and he found he enjoyed working with children. It was quite a change of pace from the whiny adults he usually dealt with. While he hadn't expected to work on his "vacation," he had quickly found himself growing bored. And boredom led his mind into uncomfortable territory. He had leapt at the opportunity to help out in his uncle's medical office. While he knew his uncle had ulterior motives – getting him to take over the practice, for one – he would take what he would get, one day at a time. With so much up in the air, it was all he could handle.

Paul had just sat down at his new desk when there was a tap on the door. He looked up to find the receptionist, Jackie, hovering in the doorway.

"Hi, Jackie. How can I help you?"

"I'm sorry to bother you, Dr. Casey, but Dr. Collins wanted me to make sure you were all set. Are you missing anything? Is your office all right?"

"My office is fine," he said, leaning back in his chair and smiling. "I thank you for getting it ready so quickly."

Jackie blushed. "It wasn't a problem. Your next appointment is at 3. Another flu, I'm afraid. I hope you don't get sick."

Paul laughed. "I've been around sick people for long enough. I think my immune system's the strongest it's ever been. I do feel bad for the kids, though. It can't be easy, especially with their parents hovering around them like they'll keel over if they sneeze."

Jackie gave him a small smile. "They can be rather overprotective, can't they?"

"Yes, they can. But I guess I can't blame them. They just want what's best for their precious babies. Just let me know when the appointment gets here."

"All right." Jackie closed the door softly.

Paul stared at the closed door with a pensive look. She was a tough one to figure out, that Jackie. Shy, quiet, reserved, and yet efficient and able to handle anything that was thrown her way. He wondered what her story was. With a shake of his head, he acknowledged he probably wouldn't be around long enough to find out. Besides, he had more important things to figure out – like how he was going to save his marriage.
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The house was quiet as usual when Jackie got home. Shuffling through the stack of mail, she closed the front door with her foot, then turned to lock it. A couple of bills, a catalog advertising holiday gifts, donation solicitations. Jackie sighed. Just once it would be nice to get a piece of mail that got her heart racing: a letter from a secret admirer, perhaps, or a gift from a stranger. Something exciting. Something other than bills and junk mail. But she supposed it was just her mind wishing she lived in a novel again.

Jackie's efficiency didn't stop at work, and she went through the motions of getting dinner ready. Once a month she prepared meals for herself, then divided them into individual servings and froze them in little containers. When it came time to eat, all she had to do was preheat the oven or toss the container in the microwave, and voilá . Dinner. Today's menu included lasagna, and Jackie decided to splurge by making some garlic bread to go with it. As the oven preheated, she sliced open a roll and prepared it, then slid it into her toaster oven.

While waiting for her dinner to be ready, Jackie sighed again. What was with her lately? Her life was routine, yes, but she was usually somewhat content. She didn't often get melancholy or restless. But ever since she had read the letter from Dr. Collins, it was as though everything she was unhappy with in her life was brought to the surface. It was as if she knew her life was going to be thrown into upheaval, and she wondered if she should just throw caution to the wind and change everything while she was at it.

Jackie's heart quickened. It was a terrifying thought, as most thoughts about change were for her. But perhaps she had already gotten a piece of mail that would make her heart start racing. Perhaps the letter from the doctor was her call to arms, her kick in the butt, to make her life more exciting, more challenging – more interesting. What would it be like? What would it feel like to just change everything all at once? Scary, yes. But she couldn’t deny that part of her was excited at the thought. Maybe it wasn't just fear that was getting her heart pumping. Maybe it was the idea that she could really turn her life around.

The oven timer dinged, and Jackie jumped. As she went through the motions of serving and eating her meal, her mind continued to whir. Tomorrow was book club, and she was going to talk to Mary. A lot had changed in Mary's life – as evidenced by the wedding ring and growing belly – and Jackie could use a little advice. This time, though, she would actually do something about it. This time she wouldn't just talk about making changes. She would actually make some changes.

Jackie's heart started racing again. It was scary. But she was 35 years old. If she didn't make changes now, when would she? Would she be alone, stuck in the same routine for the rest of her life? The thought was depressing, and it gave her just enough added motivation to make her mind up. It was time to make some changes. And this time, she would be the one deciding what would change.

Jackie was the first one at book club, as usual. She hoped Mary would be on time. Mary usually came straight from school to browse the library stacks, so she tended to be early, too. As Jackie waited, she couldn't keep her foot from tapping. She had been so fidgety lately. She was usually the calm, quiet one. Now she could barely keep still. And part of her wanted to yell "fire!" in a crowded room. The thought made her giggle.

Mary entered the room after a few minutes, and, with a smile at Jackie, proceeded to the refreshment table to get a couple of cookies before sitting at the empty chair beside Jackie.

"Hey, Jackie, how's it going?"

Jackie nearly breathed a sigh of relief. At last, someone she could talk to. "Different."

Mary looked up at her with arched eyebrows. "Different?"

Jackie closed her eyes. "Remember how I said last year that I wanted to make some changes in my life?"

"Of course. But you never told me how that went."

"It didn't. I was too scared to change much."

"I can understand that. You get comfortable with a certain way of life, even if you're not quite happy."

"Exactly. But now I'm not comfortable."

"Did something happen?"

"Kind of." Jackie enlightened Mary about the letter from her boss, and the frightening, heart-pounding revelations she had come to the previous evening.

Mary laughed.

It wasn't the response Jackie had been expecting, and she didn't know how to react.

Mary rested a hand on Jackie's arm. "Please don't think I'm laughing at you. I just understand all-too-well how scary and yet exhilarating it can be to decide to make changes in your life. And if the deer-in-headlights look in your eyes is any indication, you don't even know where to start. I've been there."

Jackie eased back in her chair. "So what do I do?"

"Well, you have to decide what you want. What do you want to be? To do? Do you want to change careers? Do you want to find someone and be in a relationship? Do you want to take up new hobbies? Do you want to move somewhere new?"

Jackie sighed. "I have no idea."

"Then that’s where I would start. For me, I was lonely. I wanted to be in a relationship with a man who respected me for me, and I wanted to start a family." Mary rested a hand on her slightly-round belly. "I've been successful, but a lot of that was luck, too. And fate. Timing. Whatever you want to call it. But I had to put myself out there, acknowledge what I wanted and who I wanted to be. I never would have met Bryan if I hadn't decided to go out and meet people, go dancing and take a chance. Sometimes you have to take a leap of faith."

Paul lay on the bed in his uncle's guest room, arms tucked behind his head, staring at the ceiling. He had been struggling with insomnia since he had arrived, but it hadn't started bothering him too much yet. It was a great opportunity to think, to process his uncle's advice without Bill trying to convince him to move nearby and take over the medical practice. The gentle sounds of nature at night soothed his senses and helped him admit, if only to himself, how he really felt about everything.

His marriage had been disintegrating for a while now. He could acknowledge that. But they had been married ten years. Every relationship had its weak points, didn't it? He figured they could work through their problems and push through. Heck, he had even agreed to see a couples' therapist. That had to count for something, didn't it?

But Pam had said it was too late. She wasn't in love with him anymore. She didn't want to try and save their marriage. She cared about him, yes, but it wasn't enough. Not anymore. That was when she said she wanted a divorce. He had been struck dumb. But he lived in denial for a couple of weeks, until Pam had issued her ultimatum. Get out or be thrown out. Not much of a choice. What could he do?

The question now was: did he want to fight for her? They shared a past, and he did love her. But what she had said, about not being in love with him – it really struck a chord. Was that how he felt, too? Was he holding on to a shell of a marriage because of a mutual history? Because of a feeling of obligation? Did he love Pam, but had fallen out of love with her?

Paul rubbed a hand down his face. He was exhausted. It had been a long day, filled with patients. He was grateful for the distraction, for the activity to keep him occupied, but he couldn't live in denial forever. He had to make some decisions. He had been with his uncle almost a week already. That meant only one more week to figure out if he was going home to fight, or if he was walking away. It wasn't an easy decision, especially when he couldn't even describe how he was feeling. Pam deserved to be happy. He did, too. Would walking away from their marriage make them happy? Or would fixing what had gone wrong make them happy? Could it be fixed? Was it worth fixing?

What a mess. Then, of course, there was his uncle to consider. He had asked for advice, and Uncle Bill had been more than accommodating. But the subtle, or not-so-subtle, pressure to take over the practice had been more effective than Paul cared to admit. The idea held appeal. What would it be like to own his own practice, to answer to only himself? And the kids – the kids were great. He had never been interested in pediatrics, but the more time he spent with the kids, the more he found he enjoyed it.

He and Pam had never had a desire to start their own family, and he had never felt like he was missing out. He just figured he wasn't a kid person. Some were cut out to be parents; he and Pam weren't. But spending time with his new patients tugged a bit on his heartstrings. He wondered if he would have been so bad at it. Of course, he wasn't getting any younger, nor was Pam. And Pam had always been more interested in her career than in being a mother. But even if they got back together, and decided to start a family, it would be a lot harder now. They were both pushing 40. Not impossible, but less likely. But if he took over the practice, he would get to know these kids, care for these kids and fill that little hole in his heart that he hadn't known existed until recently.

But if he and Pam got back together, the commute would be too much. An hour each way was doable, but it held no appeal, especially after a long, busy day. Which meant something would have to give. 

Paul rolled onto his side. It was no wonder he had insomnia, with all this running through his head. There were too many decisions to make, and not enough time to make them in. How could he decide the entire course of his life in one week? Did he just have to jump in and hope he would swim? That he wouldn't fall apart and drown? But where would he jump? When? How? With a sigh Paul closed his eyes and decided to count sheep instead.
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The office was surprisingly quiet Thursday morning. The phones were still, the waiting room nearly empty. Usually on mornings like this Jackie would take out a book and quietly read at the desk, waiting for the bell above the front door to jingle. Or she would catch up on office tasks: fill up the copier, make sure there weren't any supplies that needed ordering. Or she would take care of the filing that began to accumulate once in a while.

But the tasks were done, and she was too restless to read. She found herself staring out the window at one side of the waiting room, watching the puffy clouds roll by. It was a beautiful fall day. It made her want to go out and pick apples or something. Maybe carve a pumpkin.

With a sigh Jackie looked down at the pad of paper by her hand. She had spent the past five minutes tapping a pencil on the desk, trying to get her brain to cooperate. She had been trying to do what Mary had suggested: figure out what it was she wanted. What did she want to change? What about her life made her unhappy? But she wasn't getting anywhere. It was almost as if she didn't want to admit how unhappy she was. She didn't want to acknowledge that she had made some bad choices, or been a coward, or taken the path of least resistance. Would changing who she was take away all that she had been?

With a deep breath for courage, Jackie put pencil to paper. What could she start with that wouldn't be too scary? Okay. Get more hobbies. She wrote that down. She had way too much free time, and while she enjoyed reading, she really needed something more worthwhile to do, too. Maybe she would get back into volunteering. She wrote that down, too.

Jackie sat, deep in thought, until a noise startled her out of her reverie. She turned to find Dr. Casey standing by her right shoulder.

"Whatcha doing?" He glanced at the paper in front of Jackie. Almost protectively, Jackie slid her hand over the elegant lettering.

"Nothing." She blushed.

Dr. Casey grinned. "Doesn't look like nothing. It looked like you were making a list."

"I'm sorry. I'll get back to work." Jackie scrambled to her feet, flipping over the notepad in the process.

Dr. Casey put a hand on her shoulder. "Relax. I was just making conversation. It's not as if it's hopping in here. You're allowed to take a breather. Have a seat."

Jackie fell back into the chair. Dr. Casey propped himself on the counter a couple of feet away.

"How long have you been working here, Jackie?"

"Um. It'll be ten years in November."

"Wow. You like it here?"

Jackie nodded. "I do. I love working with the kids, and Dr. Collins is a great boss."

"I'm glad to hear it."

"What kind of work do you usually do?"

"I work in a pretty big office. I studied internal medicine, but the office handles all kinds of cases. General PCP-type stuff."

"Do you like it?"

Dr. Casey shrugged. "It's all right. Some of the patients crack me up. They come in for every little thing. And then you get the patients who have something seriously wrong with them, and they avoid the doctor like the plague."

"Sometimes it's easier to live in denial than to do something about it."

"You sound as if you're speaking from experience."

It was Jackie's turn to shrug. "It's easy to get complacent. And even if you suspect there may be something wrong, it can be hard to face that fact."

Dr. Casey looked down and scraped a toe at the carpet. "I know that feeling all too well."

Jackie looked down to where Dr. Casey's foot was making circles on the carpet. She wasn't one to pry, but she suspected Dr. Casey had some things on his mind, too. But how could she ask?

He looked up and smiled, and the moment passed. "So what do you do in your spare time, Jackie?'

Jackie took a deep breath and attempted a smile. "Read mostly. Not much else."

"Are you married?"

"No."

"I'm sorry. I probably shouldn't have asked that."

"It's okay. Are you married?"

Dr. Casey nodded. "Yeah. But we're separated at the moment. That's why I'm hanging out with Uncle Bill." He grinned again, but the smile didn't quite reach his eyes.

"I'm sorry."

"It is what it is, I guess. She wants out. But enough about my problems. There's no reason for us to get depressed at work. Especially when I'm supposed to be on vacation."

"Some vacation." Jackie risked a grin. He grinned back.

"Tell me about it."

They sat in companionable silence for a moment. Jackie looked at the upside down notepad and sighed.

"So what kind of list were you making? Grocery list?"

He seemed overly curious, but maybe he was just trying to make conversation. Maybe it would be nice to talk to someone else about it. With a sigh she flipped the paper back over. "I've decided to make some changes in my life. A friend suggested I start by figuring out what it is I want to change. So I've been trying to make a list of things I want to change."

"Huh. So what have you got so far?"

Jackie looked up and met his eyes. The questions were borderline rude, but he seemed sincere. Maybe he was looking for a distraction from his own problems. "Not much. I'm not a big fan of change."

"Then why the decision to make changes?"

"I guess I'm just tired of living in denial." She sighed again. "And Dr. Collins is retiring, so it's not as if I have a say in the matter when it comes to certain things. I figured I might as well do it all at once. Rip the band-aid off fast to save pain in the long run."

"Interesting analogy. Are you expecting it to be a painful experience?"

Jackie shrugged. "Most of the changes I've experienced have been out of my control. Just when I thought I was settled, someone does something that throws my life into upheaval."

"Like Bill retiring."

"Exactly. So the experiences haven't been all that pleasant, because they've been unexpected and disconcerting. I could use some positive change, but I honestly don't know what to expect from this decision."

"I find myself in a similar situation, strange as it may seem."

"Because of your wife?"

Dr. Casey gave her a sad smile. "Yeah. I have some decisions to make, and no matter what I decide, things are going to have to change. The process hasn't been very pleasant, but I'm hoping the outcome will be."

"Exactly."

Dr. Casey stood up. "This conversation has been most enlightening. You've definitely given me a lot to think about."

"Glad I could be of service?"

Dr. Casey grinned. "Maybe we can help each other. We're both trying to figure out what we want. Maybe we can be our own support group. That is, if you don't mind?"

Jackie thought for a moment. It would be nice to have a sounding board. But she barely knew Dr. Casey. Did that make it easier or harder? "I don't mind."

"Great! Then I'll let you get back to your list. I may have a list of my own to make. Maybe we can trade notes later."

"Sure."

He left the office then, and Jackie watched his retreating back. He was a strange man, she decided. Nice, but strange. 

Paul collapsed into the chair behind his desk, then put his head in his hands. What was wrong with him? What was he doing, interrogating the poor receptionist? That had been rude, plain and simple. But curiosity had gotten the better of him. He wanted to know more about her, about what made her tick. And he couldn't make himself regret it. Who would have thought they would be in the same boat? Stuck making changes they didn't know if they were ready to make. Scared to take that giant leap, but scared what would happen if they didn't. Not even sure what that leap really entailed.

He may have bullied her into it, but it would be nice to have someone other than Uncle Bill to talk about this with. Maybe she could give him the woman's perspective on everything, help him see what Pam was feeling. Then again, maybe he was putting too much stock into a simple encounter. Maybe Jackie would want nothing to do with him. 

Paul sighed and leaned back in his chair. Then he took out a pad of paper and a pencil. Maybe it was time to make a list of his own. With determination he wrote at the top of the paper "What I Want." Simple, straightforward. Scribbled in his less-than-neat handwriting, it looked frantic, hurried. Like he was anxious to get this over with. How true that was. 

Okay. Number one. To be happy. Then he erased it. That was too broad, too general. He needed something more tangible. He spent a moment tapping the pencil on the notepad. And tapping some more. Then he threw down the pencil in frustration. He had no idea what he wanted. That was the problem. How was he supposed to figure out what to do if he didn't even know what he wanted?

Paul leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. His thoughts wandered, as they usually did when he was lying in bed awake at night. He hadn't come to any conclusions about Pam, about taking over the office, about anything, really. And it still all boiled down to that one question: what would make him happy? Maybe he should just do what Jackie was doing: throw caution to the wind and change everything all at once. But it wasn't that simple. How could he so nonchalantly throw away ten years of marriage? He didn't think it was possible, and yet Pam seemed willing to do it. And would that make him happy, or would he be as miserable as he was now?

Maybe what he really needed was to take a break from all this over-analyzing. Maybe he needed to spend the remaining week of his "vacation" not thinking about Pam, or their situation, or what to do with his life. Maybe he needed to figure out what he
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