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			WELCOME BACK TO CAPE LIGHT
[image: [chapter-image]]


			HOME. WHAT IMAGE COMES TO MIND WHEN YOU HEAR THAT word? Do you see four walls? An address? Or do you picture a place of refuge, of comfort, and of hope?

			In my paintings, whether the subject is a garden or a city street or a sailboat in the bay, my real subject is always home—the home we all wish for. The place where we feel welcomed and safe. Home is a place like Cape Light.

			It was my great joy to introduce you to Cape Light and to the people who live there in my first Cape Light novel. Now I want to welcome you back.

			Cape Light is still a town where friendships flourish, where people enjoy the warmth of romance, the joy of family life, and the support of the entire community. In Cape Light folks reach out willingly to lend a helping hand. They are together, not alone, yet each heart holds its own unique story and its own secret. Emily Warwick, the poised mayor of the town, still mourns the husband she lost and the daughter she gave up for adoption twenty years ago. She would never guess that her daughter is in Cape Light struggling with her feelings about the mother she never knew. Lucy Bates is following her dream—to go to college. But will her husband be able to accept her choice? Reverend Ben’s gentle advice and special prayers have comforted Emily, Lucy, and nearly everyone in town, but he wonders who will comfort him as he tries to heal the hurt that wounds his own family.

			Many of you have written to say that you see yourself in the people of Cape Light. I can see myself in them, too. They are like us—seekers who are searching for their own path to find lasting love and to face each day with grace and faith in God.

			Come with me and meet again the people of Cape Light. Step into a place that sings out the joy of coming home. Come join the home song of Cape Light—you know it by heart.

			 

			—Thomas Kinkade

			



	
		
			CHAPTER ONE
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			THE HOUSE WAS DARK, DESERTED LOOKING, EXCEPT for a small square of light in an upstairs window. Her mother’s bedroom.

			So she’s taken to her bed. Pulling out all the stops tonight, isn’t she? Emily Warwick unlocked the door, then clicked on the lights in the foyer. Her mother kept the house so dark, it was a wonder she didn’t fall and break a hip.

			“Emily, is that you?” Lillian called from upstairs.

			“Yes, Mother. Who else would it be?” Emily climbed the stairs to the second floor and headed for the master bedroom.

			“No reason to be snide,” Lillian scolded.

			“Sorry, I didn’t mean to be.” Emily entered the room, then paused at the foot of her mother’s bed.

			The scene was just as she’d pictured it: her mother propped up on pillows, wearing her satin-trimmed bed jacket and a dismal expression. Despite her height and large frame, Lillian looked small and frail. The mahogany four-poster was actually too large for the room, as was most of her mother’s furniture. The pieces, taken from Lilac Hall when their family was forced to leave, were better suited to grander surroundings.

			As was her mother, Emily reflected.

			“Did you bring the pills?”

			“Right here.” Emily showed her the white bag from the pharmacy. “But the doctor said to take them only if you definitely had a migraine. The medication is very strong.”

			Lillian shifted against the pillows. “Of course it’s a migraine. I ought to know after all these years.”

			Emily studied her. Maybe this wasn’t an act after all, a convenient emergency designed to make Emily miss her sister’s engagement party. Maybe the strain of opposing Jessica’s choice in a husband was finally getting to her.

			“You’re all dressed up tonight. Am I keeping you from something?” Lillian said.

			“You know where I’m going.” Emily glanced at her watch as she sat on the edge of the bed. “And I’m nearly an hour late already. Jessica must be wondering what happened to me.”

			“Oh, yes. The happy couple is celebrating their engagement.” Lillian drew out the last word on a sour note. “I’d almost forgotten.”

			“Yes, I’m sure you did.” Emily cast her a doubtful look.

			“Your sister is throwing her life away, you know. All she’s achieved so far, all she could achieve. She could marry anyone. But no, she picks out some muscle-bound, empty-headed laborer—”

			“That’s enough,” Emily cut in. “You don’t even know Sam Morgan. He’s a good man.”

			“Good for someone else’s daughter. Not mine! Not after what I went through to raise both of you. To give you every opportunity to rise above the rest of the world’s mediocrity.”

			
			Lillian’s voice trembled on a sharp, high note, and her cheeks grew flushed.

			“Calm down, Mother. I already know how you feel about it—”

			“Don’t you tell me to calm down. I know you played a part in this love match, Emily. I know you encouraged your sister to marry him, so don’t deny it.”

			Yes, she had encouraged Jessica, sometimes feeling as if she were in a mortal battle for her sister’s soul—or for Jessica’s future happiness, at the very least. Bitter experience had taught Emily the cost of giving in to their mother’s imperious will. She knew she couldn’t change the past, but she hoped and prayed that Jessica wouldn’t make the same mistake she had, giving up the one thing that mattered to her most in the world.

			“Why would I deny it?” Emily replied, unfazed. “Jessica and Sam love each other and belong together.”

			“Please, spare me. You sound like the back cover of a novel.” Lillian looked disgusted.

			Emily bit back a retort. What was the point of arguing? There was no winning this round. Besides, she reminded herself, the Lord asks us to have patience, even when it isn’t easy. Especially when it isn’t.

			“Let’s just drop it, Mother. This conversation isn’t going anywhere.”

			“You know I’m right. You just won’t admit it,” Lillian challenged her, unwilling to back down. “Do you think it was easy for me after your father died? Salvaging what I could? Making a new life for you and your sister? And finally, old and sick and looking to my daughters for some comfort, this is the thanks I get. Mrs. Sam Morgan,” she concluded bitterly. “I could almost laugh if I didn’t feel like crying.”

			An idle threat, Emily thought. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d seen her mother cry. But clearly her mother was overwrought; her blood pressure was probably shooting up to a dangerous height.

			“I’ll get you some water for these pills,” Emily said, getting to her feet. She returned a few moments later with a glass of water.

			
			Lillian took the medication, then sank back into the pillows with a deep sigh.

			“Can I get you anything else? Something to eat maybe?” Emily offered.

			“I’m not hungry. In fact, my stomach is quite upset. I couldn’t eat a thing. I thought you said this prescription was strong. I don’t feel a thing.”

			“It should take effect soon.” Emily sat on the edge of the bed again. Lillian’s eyes slowly closed, and her breathing became slow and deep. Emily thought she had drifted off when her mother suddenly said, “How is your campaign coming along? I don’t hear much about it.”

			“It’s only September. Things won’t really heat up for another month or so. Most people think I’ve done a pretty good job, and Charlie Bates doesn’t have much to run on.”

			Emily had been elected mayor of Cape Light three years ago, which was still a source of great pride for her mother. If she didn’t win again, Emily knew her mother would be very disappointed. Maybe even more than she would be.

			“Well, don’t rest on your laurels,” Lillian advised. “Charlie Bates is despicable. But there are plenty of fools in this village who will vote for him, just to spite our family.”

			“I think Charlie appeals to a certain group of voters in town,” Emily allowed. “But I don’t think it has much to do with our family. That’s ancient history, Mother. Nobody thinks about it anymore.”

			“Of course they do. You just don’t want to see it, Emily. You’ve always been that way. You never want to think badly of people. Just like your father.”

			Unlike you, Mother. You never miss an opportunity. Emily let out a long breath, gathering her patience again.

			“What about church tomorrow? Will you be up to it?” Emily asked.

			“I don’t know. I’ll have to see how I feel.” Lillian sat up and adjusted the covers. “Sara Franklin said she might stop by. She picked up a book I had on reserve at the library.”

			
			“Very thoughtful of her.”

			“She’s a thoughtful girl. Full of opinions, though, especially when it comes to books. She’ll argue with me until the cows come home.”

			“Yes, I’ve noticed. Good for her,” Emily said with a small smile.

			She liked Sara very much and was grateful for the attention the young woman showed to her mother. It was an unexpected friendship, but somehow, it worked. Seemingly shy, Sara was not the least bit cowed by Lillian’s formidable personality.

			Emily stole a secret glance at her watch and nearly gasped when she noticed the time. Poor Jessica. She’ll think I’ve forgotten her.

			“Is there anything else you need?” she asked, standing up. “I really have to get over to the party. It’s getting late.” When her mother didn’t reply, Emily added, “I promised Jessica. She’ll be very disappointed if I don’t come.”

			“Yes, of course. We don’t dare disappoint Jessica.” Lillian glared at Emily, then turned her face away. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll survive,” she added in a tight voice.

			Emily knew she was being manipulated but still felt a twinge of guilt at her mother’s wounded expression. “I’ll stop by on my way home.”

			“Don’t bother. You’ll only wake me, probably give me cardiac arrest from the shock. I’ll think a burglar is breaking in.”

			“Oh, Mother, really.” Emily shook her head with a small smile. “I can’t remember the last time anyone was robbed around here. You couldn’t be safer.”

			“Of course you’d say that. You’re the mayor,” Lillian retorted. “I’m just an old woman, an invalid practically, all alone in a big house. Which reminds me, I need you to take my pearl necklace back to the bank. You know I don’t like to keep good jewelry at home. It’s in the bottom drawer of my dresser.”

			“Oh . . . all right.” Emily stepped over to the dresser and found the jewelry case tucked under a pile of slips and nightgowns. The scent of lavender sachet—her mother’s scent—floated up and surrounded her for a moment.

			With the dark blue velvet box in hand, she turned to face her mother again. “Why don’t you ask Jessica to take it back? She’s at the bank every day.”

			“Because I asked you. If you’re too busy to do it, simply say so and I’ll ask someone else.”

			The necklace was among her mother’s most treasured possessions, a family heirloom that had first belonged to her great-grandmother. Lillian had always promised her daughters that they would each wear the pearl necklace on their wedding day, and eventually one of them would inherit it to pass it down to her children.

			Now the family tradition was taking an ironic twist, Emily realized. For, in fact, her mother had not worn the pearls on her wedding day because she had married against her parents’ wishes. When the pearls had eventually come into her possession, Lillian had held them out to her daughters like the ultimate prize, the prize she had been denied.

			And now the family history was about to repeat itself.

			“You’re not going to let Jessica wear the necklace at her wedding, are you?” Emily asked her mother.

			“No, I will not. If she doesn’t need my approval or my blessing to be married, so be it. I won’t be attending the event, and I see no reason why she should wear the pearls.”

			Of course, it was a punishment, Emily realized. She was punishing Jessica the same way she had been punished by her parents.

			“But she does want your approval and your blessings, Mother,” Emily assured her. “You know she does.”

			“She has an odd way of showing it, then. Very odd, if you ask me.” Her mother met Emily’s gaze with a hard, determined stare, then turned back to her book again. “If you’re going, Emily, just go. You’ve badgered me enough for one evening.”

			
			Emily felt so frustrated, she could hardly speak. Only Lillian Warwick could be so completely impossible and yet manage to cast herself as the injured party.

			“All right, good night, then,” Emily said, keeping her voice level. She put the jewelry case in her purse and slipped the strap over her shoulder. “If you need me, call the cell phone number. I’ll have it in my purse.”

			“How up-to-date of you,” her mother remarked in a dry tone. She did not say good night.

			 

			EMILY DROVE DOWN PROVIDENCE STREET, THEN THROUGH THE BACK streets of the village until she emerged on the Beach Road. As she headed toward Sam Morgan’s house, her mother’s harsh vow echoed in her thoughts. Would she really ignore Jessica’s wedding? That would be extreme, even for Lillian; and it would hurt Jessica terribly. Although Jessica had never said it outright, Emily knew her sister was counting on her to help wear down Lillian’s objections—at the very least, to persuade their mother to attend the ceremony.

			I didn’t do so well tonight, did I? I’ll have to have more patience the next time. Jessica and Sam haven’t even set the date yet. Mother will come around in time, I hope. . . .

			Emily took a quick, sharp turn onto the narrow dirt road that led to Sam’s house—that “rundown shack in the woods” her mother had once called it. It was actually a lovely old house on a beautiful piece of land, near a pond. It was abandoned when Sam bought it from the bank at auction a few years ago. Most people would have knocked it down and built something new on the property. But Sam saw its potential and had the know-how and skill to restore it.

			Now she felt her spirits lift at the sight of the charming old house. Every window was glowing with light, the large downstairs rooms filled with movement and life. The doors were open to the cool autumn night, and the sounds of happy voices, laughter, and music floated out to embrace her like a warm, familiar hug.

			Emily stepped inside and found that the rooms to either side of the small entrance were crowded with guests, most of them familiar faces. Carolyn Lewis, the Reverend Ben’s wife, was standing nearby, talking with Grace Hegman, owner of the Bramble Shop, an antique store in town.

			Emily was about to join them when she spotted her sister across the room, talking with the Reverend Ben. Jessica’s fiancé, Sam, stood close by, his arm loosely draped around Jessica’s shoulders. When Jessica spoke, Sam turned and glanced down at her, his dark eyes shining, as if Jessica was the most precious and amazing treasure in the world. There was clearly so much love between them, it made Emily’s heart ache.

			Her sister looked beautiful tonight in a sapphire blue satin top and loose black pants. Her long curly hair hung loose past her shoulders, one side pushed back by a glittering clip. Although Jessica was fairly tall, she looked almost petite standing beside Sam, whose dark good looks seemed a perfect contrast to Jessica’s reddish-brown hair and fair complexion. They looked so happy, so right together. How could anyone object to that match? Emily wondered.

			Jessica suddenly turned and caught sight of Emily. She smiled, her blue eyes wide with relief, and quickly moved through the crowd toward her.

			“Sorry I’m so late. I got hung up at Mother’s,” Emily explained as she greeted Jessica with a hug.

			“I thought it was something like that. Is she all right?” Jessica asked, taking Emily’s coat.

			“Just a headache. I brought her some pills. She seemed fine when I left.”

			“Oh . . . well, that’s good.” Jessica met Emily’s gaze, then looked away. Emily knew Jessica had hoped that their mother would change her mind at the last minute and come to the party.

			
			Emily handed her the two gift boxes she was carrying. “Some presents. This one is for you and Sam, for your engagement, and this is for your new house.”

			Jessica’s smile brightened again as she took both boxes in her arms. “Emily, you didn’t have to get us anything.”

			“Of course I did, silly. I bought both at the Bramble, so you can exchange them if they aren’t right.”

			“I’m sure they’ll be perfect,” Jessica said. “Let me put these down, and I’ll get you something to drink.”

			“Oh, I can help myself. You must have things to do. I’ll find you later,” Emily promised.

			“The drinks and hors d’oeuvres are over there.” Jessica nodded toward a long table against the windows. She turned and headed in the opposite direction. “If you see Sam around, tell him he needs to come help.”

			“I’ll tell him,” Emily answered, thinking with amusement that Jessica already sounded very married.

			“There you are, Em. I knew you’d make it sooner or later.” Emily turned to see her good friend, Betty Bowman. “Let me guess,” Betty said. “Your mother called with a last-minute emergency?”

			“Of course. What else?” Emily replied with a grin. “Lillian is nothing if not reliable.”

			“At least you got here. I think Jessica was starting to worry,” Betty confided. She smiled at Emily with an appraising glance. “That color looks great on you. New dress?”

			“Yes, it is. Thanks.”

			The plum-colored wrap dress wasn’t Emily’s usual style, but the saleswoman had pressed her to try it. The simple lines suited her slim figure, and the rich color brought out her blue eyes and short, reddish-brown hair.

			“I found a great sale up in Newburyport,” Emily told her. “At that boutique at the end of Lowell Street.”

			“They’ve got great stuff,” Betty agreed. “And you probably need things for the campaign now, with all the appearances and socializing, I mean. How’s it going so far?”

			“It’s a bit early to tell. As well as can be expected, I guess.”

			“I know you’ll win it, Emily, but I’m thinking of joining your reelection committee. I’d like to help if I can.”

			Emily was touched by the offer. “Thanks, Betty. Are you sure you can spare the time?”

			“I always manage. Besides, you know how I feel about Charlie Bates,” she added quietly. “So I consider it a good investment of time.”

			Every inch a businesswoman, that was Betty, Emily realized. Time was a valuable commodity to be invested carefully for a good return.

			“We’ll be lucky to have you. Warren Oakes is the chairperson this year. I’ll let him know you’re joining up.”

			“Have him call me at the office, and I’ll get up to speed. Oh . . . there’s Dan.” Betty’s gaze suddenly shifted across the room and settled on Dan Forbes. “I need to speak with him about something. I’ll catch you later, Em.”

			As Betty crossed the room, Emily noticed that her friend looked terrific in a slim-fitting red wool suit and black heels, her blond hair barely brushing her shoulders in a smart blunt cut. Betty was a hometown girl, who had left New England for many years before recently returning with her teenage son. But she’d never lost the aura of the most popular girl in high school—head cheerleader, even class president their senior year.

			Was Betty dating Dan? Emily wondered. Betty hadn’t mentioned it, but as she watched them now, talking intently, she wondered. Tall, with dark blond hair gone partly gray, Dan was attractive, Emily had to admit. Jogging and sailing kept him lean and fit. His work as owner and editor in chief of the Messenger, the town’s local newspaper, kept his wit sharp, his conversation lively and challenging. Emily could see why Betty would like him, why most single women her age would, herself included.

			But I’m not included, Emily chided herself. If there was one thing she was sure of, it was that relationships just didn’t work out for her. Long ago she’d given up even trying. She had too much baggage, too much unfinished business, too many regrets that quickly smothered the spark of anything new.

			Deliberately turning away from Betty and Dan, Emily went over to the table of appetizers and began making a careful selection.

			“No stuffed mushrooms, dear?” Sophie Potter asked, appearing at Emily’s side. “I made them myself.”

			“In that case, I’ll take two.” Emily added the mushrooms to her plate, then smiled at Sophie as she took a bite. “Delicious, as usual.”

			“Thank you, dear. I added a little something different this time. Not that I can tell you what, mind you,” she warned.

			“Of course not. I wouldn’t dream of asking,” Emily replied around a mouthful.

			Sophie Potter was the finest cook for miles around, certainly in the village of Cape Light. Notoriously secretive about her recipes, she claimed she was writing a cookbook, though Emily had heard Sophie say that ever since she was a little girl. Emily had a soft spot for Sophie. She and her husband, Gus, had gone out of their way to show kindness and sympathy to the Warwicks during their trouble, Emily recalled, unlike many others in town who seemed almost pleased to see her father disgraced and their prominent family brought down. While her mother had never really acknowledged Sophie’s generous spirit, Emily considered her a dear old friend.

			“I’m glad your sister finally came to her senses and decided to marry Sam Morgan,” Sophie confided. “If it’s meant to be, it’s meant to be. You can’t fight love, no matter how you try. Like Gus and me,” she added, nodding sagely.

			“Where is Gus?” Emily asked, gazing around.

			“Oh, didn’t you hear? Gus is sick. Doctor says it’s bronchitis now.” Sophie shook her head.

			
			“That’s too bad. I’m so sorry. How is he feeling?”

			“Not his best. But it’s his spirits being low as much as anything. He feels his age finally catching up, I guess.” Sophie sighed, her mouth set in a thin, tight line. “I’m just praying to get through the picking season and then the winter. When the spring comes, we’ll have to see what we’re going to do, I guess.”

			Emily knew she meant that they might give up the orchard. It was such a sad prospect, it was hard to say outright. For Emily it was impossible to imagine the village without Potter Orchard. But it was doubtful that the Potters would find a buyer for the place who would keep it unchanged. Emily knew that Betty often got calls from developers who had their eye on the land.

			“Well, a lot can happen between now and spring,” Emily said encouragingly.

			“Quite so, dear,” Sophie agreed, her expression a bit brighter. “And none of us knows what the good Lord has in store for us, do we?”

			“That’s the one thing that seems certain,” Emily agreed wryly. She could never have imagined the course her own life had taken, so different from her dreams and plans.

			Just then Jessica came toward them, carrying a platter of poached salmon. “I guess this can fit here,” she said to Sam’s sister, Molly Willoughby, who followed close behind carrying a platter of ham.

			“I’ll put the ham here, then,” Molly said.

			“I’ll put the turkey on the end,” Joe Morgan, Sam’s father, added as he brushed by with another huge platter.

			His wife, Marie, a small dark-haired woman with Sam’s dark eyes, marched past with a large bowl of green salad and smiled a greeting at Emily.

			“Can I help?” Emily asked.

			“I think we’ve got it covered,” Jessica replied. She looked back at the table and seemed to be checking off a list in her mind. “Roasted potatoes . . . I must have left them in the oven.”

			
			“Don’t worry, I’ll get them,” Molly offered, turning back toward the kitchen with a rueful shake of her head. “Crisp-but-not-forgotten potatoes, I guess we’ll call them,” Emily heard her mutter under her breath.

			Emily noticed Marie step up to her husband and pat his shoulder as he hovered over the platters. A professional chef, Joe couldn’t resist arranging each tray just so. “Come on, Joe,” Marie said. “Everything looks beautiful. Let the people have their dinner.”

			“All right. I give up.” Joe turned to his wife and future daughter-in-law, his hands lifted in surrender. “Let them at it.”

			“Everything does look great,” Jessica praised. “Thank you both so much,” she added, turning to Joe and then Marie. “I could never have done this alone.”

			It was true, too, Emily knew. It was nice to see that Sam’s family had gotten so involved. Whatever reservations they might have had about the match—and Emily knew even Sam’s warmhearted parents had harbored a few—the Morgans seemed to accept Jessica as part of the family simply because Sam loved her so much.

			How different they were from her mother, Emily reflected unhappily.

			“Everything looks perfect, Jessica,” Emily assured her. “The food, the flowers, the candles all around. Too bad—” Too bad Mother didn’t come, she was about to say. Then caught herself. She didn’t want to bring down Jessica’s buoyant mood.

			“Too bad . . . what?” Jessica stared at her, questioning.

			“Too bad I couldn’t get here sooner, to help you. Why don’t you show me the house?” Emily said, wanting to distract her. “I haven’t been here for weeks, and you two have obviously done a lot of work since then.”

			“Sure, let’s go upstairs first,” Jessica said, leading the way through her guests.

			Emily followed her up the L-shaped staircase. “This banister is gorgeous,” Emily commented, running her hand along the smooth polished wood.

			
			“Thanks, but it’s only halfway done, see?” Jessica pointed out the spot where the finished wood ended. “There are still so many bigger things to work on, I get distracted.”

			“It may take years before you’re really finished renovating this house,” Emily remarked as they reached the top of the staircase.

			“Please. Don’t remind me,” Jessica said with a laugh. “Sometimes I worry that Sam and I will be married, and we’ll still be living in our own apartments because this place will still be a complete mess.”

			Emily met her sister’s eye and smiled. She knew how organized and particular her sister could be, her efficient personality well suited to working in a bank. Moving into this work-in-progress was a stretch for her. But that’s part of getting married, Emily reflected, being willing to stretch your boundaries for the sake of the one you love.

			“Sounds like I should have gotten you a framed copy of The Serenity Prayer,” Emily teased as she followed Jessica to the center hall at the top of the stairs.

			“Believe me, I already know it by heart.” Jessica opened a nearby door and turned on the light, a bare bulb that hung by some wires from the ceiling.

			“We haven’t done much with this spare room. Just built a big closet on that wall. It could be a guest room, we thought . . . or a nursery,” she added, glancing quickly at her sister.

			The image of her own child rose in Emily’s mind, the baby she’d been forced to give up for adoption more than twenty years ago. The memory brought a stab of pain, and she forced it away.

			“Our bedroom is just about done,” Jessica said, leading the way toward a larger room at the front of the house. “All we have to do to it is paint—if we can ever agree on the color.”

			“This is great.” Emily gazed around, admiring the large room. The woodwork and floors were beautifully refinished, and a set of large French doors in the center of one wall lent an elegant, graceful touch.

			
			“Sam finally fixed the balcony,” Jessica added, opening the doors and stepping outside. “Here, take a look.”

			Emily gazed out at the surrounding woods, then up at the starry sky, and took a deep breath. The September night air was pleasantly cool and smelled like fallen leaves and wood smoke. “Oh, this is fantastic. I bet you’ll love sitting out here, just looking at the stars.”

			“We already do,” Jessica confided with a small smile.

			Emily could just imagine it. She felt happy for her sister. Truly happy. But she felt a pang of sadness for herself as well.

			She was alone and would always be, it seemed. Taking care of her mother, carrying on in her job, going to church—those duties filled her life. There was no husband or children in her future. The role of adoring aunt is the best I can hope for now, Emily told herself as she followed Jessica back inside.

			“What about those other rooms across the hall?” Emily asked, shrugging off her dark thoughts.

			“Oh, there’s not much to see yet. I’m going to turn one into an office for myself, I think. But that’s last on our list right now. We just want to get the main rooms ready in time. Oh, for goodness’ sake. I never told you.” Jessica pressed her hand to her cheek, her eyes wide. “We finally settled on our date. It’s November nineteenth,” she announced excitedly. “We found a really nice inn in Southport. It’s right on the water, and even Sam’s father approves of the food.”

			“But that’s just ten weeks away,” Emily said, a little startled.

			“I know. That’s the only date they had free for the next six months, so we grabbed it. Luckily Reverend Ben had the date open, too. Maybe you can go over there with me next week and take a look, help me figure things out? They have so many questions. . . . I was pretty overwhelmed,” Jessica confessed. “And Sam doesn’t have much interest in the small details.”

			“Of course I can go. I’d love to help plan the party,” Emily gave Jessica’s hand a squeeze.

			
			Jessica had already asked her to be the maid of honor, and while Emily wanted to do anything she could to help her sister, they both knew that planning the reception was something Jessica should be doing with their mother.

			“We don’t have much time to pick out bridesmaid dresses, either,” Jessica added. “But I think I found one on the Net.”

			Internet bridesmaid dresses? It sounded dreadful, but Emily wanted to be supportive. “You have great taste,” she assured Jessica. “I’m sure you’ll find something nice.”

			“There’s just so much to do. And the house, too,” Jessica said. “Sometimes I don’t know how I’ll ever get it all done.”

			“Oh, you will,” Emily assured her. “One way or another.” Jessica sounded worried, but happily so. These were good problems. The kind you want.

			



	
		
			CHAPTER TWO
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			BACK DOWNSTAIRS JESSICA CHECKED IN ON THE kitchen while Emily wandered over to the buffet table set against a large bay window. She picked up a dish and silverware and got in line, then realized Dr. Ezra Elliot was standing in front of her.

			“Hello, Ezra,” Emily greeted. “I didn’t know you were here tonight.”

			“I don’t usually go to parties. But I didn’t want to disappoint your sister.”

			As usual, Dr. Elliot looked dapper, in a gray wool suit and vest, a pale blue button-down shirt, and a red-and-blue striped bow tie. He had been their family doctor for as long as Emily could remember and more than that, a trusted family friend. So much like family, in fact, that Jessica had asked him to give her away at the wedding. He was among the few in town still close to their mother and practically her only company since her stroke had kept her mostly housebound. They enjoyed their verbal sparring matches, Emily knew. Furthermore, Ezra seemed to be the only one who could challenge her mother and win.

			“At my age it’s good to get out and be in company,” he added, glancing around. “Even if it feels like an effort lately.”

			Something in his tone prickled Emily’s intuition. “How is your retirement going? Enjoying it?”

			He looked over the platters of food, then lifted a few slices of turkey to his plate. “Frankly, it’s starting to wear on my nerves. All this free time with no appointments and nobody calling me in the middle of the night. I don’t even have to worry about the cottages anymore, since I sold the property to McAllister.”

			“How is Luke McAllister doing? I understand he’s living out there now,” Emily said.

			“I drop by from time to time, to say hello. It’s hard to say what he’s up to.” Ezra shrugged. “He doesn’t seem to have any plans, far as I can see.”

			Suddenly Betty appeared beside them. “Sorry to butt in, but I just heard you mention Luke McAllister. Somebody told me they heard he was planning to renovate. Maybe build more cottages or even a motel unit?”

			“Really? Where did you hear that?” Emily asked her friend.

			Betty shrugged. “Just around, you know,” she replied, unwilling to say. “Is it true?”

			“He never mentioned anything like that to me,” Dr. Elliot said. “Though I can’t say I’m exactly close friends with him.”

			“I don’t think anyone in town knows him very well,” Betty noted. “Which seems to be the way he likes it.”

			“He’s an odd one, all right.” Harry Reilly stood behind Betty and now leaned over to join the conversation. “I heard he was going to sell the land again, just bought it to turn over.” Harry owned a boatyard near the harbor and knew nearly everyone in town. He was a taciturn man, usually not the gossiping type. “This McAllister fellow is sort of shady, if you ask me. You know what they say about him—kicked off the police force in Boston. Who knows what he’s been involved in or what he’s up to.”

			“I heard he was shot in the line of duty and then quit due to injuries,” Emily offered. Tucker Tulley, a local police officer, had been spreading that version of Luke’s past, relaying information he had from friends on the Boston police force.

			“That’s what I heard, too,” Betty agreed. “And that he had some sort of drinking problem. But when I dealt with him during the sale, he told me he wanted the land for . . . well, sentimental reasons. He said he spent the summers here as a boy, at Dr. Elliot’s cottages.”

			“Said the same to me,” Dr. Elliot added. “Of course, it could be a lot of reasons. He could have an attachment to the property and still turn it into some tacky roadside attraction.”

			“Or sell it to a developer,” Harry added gruffly.

			“I think I’ll just call him and ask if he plans to sell again,” Betty said, picking up a dish and silverware. “That’s one way to find out.”

			“Yes, it is,” Emily replied. She hoped Luke didn’t plan on selling the land. Not until the election was over, at any rate. When Dr. Elliot had first put the land up for sale a few months ago, Charlie Bates had worked the entire town into a lather about the situation, filling people’s heads with exaggerated half-truths and paranoid fears.

			If Luke put the land up for sale again, Charlie would have his hot issue for the campaign.

			Emily and Dr. Elliot found empty seats at a table nearby and sat down together. “By the way, where is your mother tonight?” Dr. Elliot asked. “I expected to see her here, brightening my evening with her sparkling wit.”

			“She wasn’t feeling well,” Emily told him.

			“Oh? Nothing serious, I hope,” he said with concern.

			
			“Just a headache. I’m not even sure if she really had one, to tell you the truth.”

			“Lillian still doesn’t approve of Sam?”

			Emily nodded.

			“Your mother is an extraordinary woman,” Dr. Elliot went on. “But she can also be the most stubborn, narrow-minded creature on earth.”

			“Yes, I know,” Emily said, biting back a smile.

			“I’ll stop by to see her this week, badger her a bit about missing a fine party. It will give me something to do,” he noted with a sly grin.

			“She’ll like that.” Emily smiled at him. “By the way, she has a meeting of the Historical Society this week. Maybe you should join her.”

			“Maybe I could shoot myself in the head first, dear,” Dr. Elliot replied. “I can just imagine it. A hearty portion of gossip served up with some little cucumber sandwiches and tea. Can you honestly see me sitting with that bunch?”

			Emily didn’t mean to laugh, but she couldn’t help it. “I suppose not,” she admitted.

			Ezra put his fork down and picked up his dish. “I think I’ll get more of that baked ham. Not high on the health-food list but very tasty. That’s important, too, you know.”

			“Absolutely,” Emily agreed.

			After politely asking if he could get her anything, Ezra left her alone at the table. But she soon looked up to find Dan Forbes smiling down at her, a plate of food in hand.

			“Hello, Emily. May I join you?”

			“Of course, have a seat.” Emily quickly dabbed her mouth with her napkin, then realized she’d wiped off all her lipstick. That would never happen to Betty, she thought wryly. Betty’s lipstick seems to stay on perfectly for days on end.

			“So, how’s the campaign going?” Dan asked.

			“I’m sorry, but is there a sign on my back that says, ‘Ask her about the campaign’?” Emily gave him a weary grin. “Sorry to sound touchy, but I was really hoping for a night off.”

			“Now that you mention it, I need a night off, too,” Dan said agreeably. “Besides, I don’t think there’s too much to say either way so far.”

			“Pretty dull for you, I guess. No big headlines for the paper.”

			“True. But I’m sure Charlie will come up with something to make things more interesting for you, Mayor. Maybe at the debate.”

			She couldn’t help smiling back. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Meanwhile, I’m hoping for the most boring reelection race in town history.”

			“Sorry, that’s just not going to happen. You’re a fighter, Emily. You don’t like folks to see you that way, but it’s true,” he insisted, his eyes still sparkling at her.

			His casual comment sounded a lot like a compliment, and it made her feel surprisingly good.

			“So, what have you been up to?” she asked. “Besides the newspaper, I mean.”

			“The paper is so short-staffed lately, I haven’t had much time for anything else. But I’m trying to sell the house I had with Claire and the kids. I don’t need all that space just for myself.” He shrugged.

			Dan had been divorced a little more than three years now, Emily recalled. His wife, Claire, left Cape Light for a teaching position at a university in the Midwest. Emily wasn’t sure why the marriage had failed, but they seemed to have parted on amicable terms. Their two children, Lindsay and Wyatt, were both in their mid-twenties and living their own lives.

			“Where will you move? Have you found a place yet?” Emily asked.

			“Not quite,” he admitted. “I hope to find something smaller here in town. Betty is looking around for me.”

			So maybe Dan and Betty were just talking over real estate tonight, Emily thought. Of course, that didn’t mean they weren’t interested in each other. . . .

			“—She thinks she’s found a couple who want my place, so I’d better find somewhere to go. Or I might end up moving everything into the office.”

			“You’re there all night pretty often, from what I can see. It shouldn’t be too big a change for you,” Emily teased him.

			“True enough.” He smiled slightly. “I guess I could live on my boat. That would make me less of a workaholic, sort of a carefree beachcomber type. Women like that, right?”

			Dan spent too much time at work. But so did she. Though his tone was light, she heard an edge of defensiveness and wondered if his dedication to the paper had been an issue in his marriage.

			“Well, I’ve never been on your boat. But I somehow suspect you have a laptop or a typewriter stashed away in the cabin, just in case.”

			“I won’t confirm or deny that.” His serious tone was contradicted by the playful light in his eyes. “You ought to come sailing with me sometime, Emily, and see for yourself.”

			Emily was surprised by the invitation, but she didn’t take it seriously. Dan was probably just making polite conversation.

			“Sure, I’d love to go sometime,” she answered. “It’s hard to say when, though, with the election coming up.”

			“And all your other responsibilities,” he added quietly.

			He met her gaze with a knowing look, and Emily wondered what he was thinking. That she spent too much time caring for her mother? That probably was not something he found appealing. Dan seemed to be interested in cutting loose of responsibilities now, not getting involved with more of them.

			Why am I even thinking this way? she asked herself.

			Before she could come up with an answer, Joe Morgan and Molly Willoughby captured everyone’s attention as they carried a large, elaborately decorated cake to the buffet table.

			“Wow, what a cake,” Dan commented. “Where did they get that?”

			“Molly Willoughby made it,” Emily replied.

			
			“That’s right, Molly’s a professional now, isn’t she? I like those muffins she makes for the Beanery,” Dan said.

			Her muffins were wonderful, but the cake was a masterpiece, Emily thought, admiring the pale yellow icing and the real miniature orchids that swirled around its sides. Across the top, written in chocolate icing, was the message Love and happiness on your engagement and always.

			“Your sister and Sam deserve every happiness,” Dan said. “I hope their life together is as sweet and beautiful as that cake.”

			Emily looked up at him in surprise. It was an unusual way to put it, but sincere and original. “I’ll tell Jessica you said that.”

			As the guests gathered around the cake, Sam put an arm around Jessica. “We have a little announcement to make, everyone. We’ve finally set a wedding date,” he said happily. “We’ll be married on November nineteenth at Bible Community Church. Twelve o’clock sharp. And you’re all invited to come.”

			“With a party after, of course,” Jessica chimed in. “And I’m sending out real invitations,” she added hastily.

			“Real invitations or not, we’ll all be there. You can count on it,” Harry Reilly called out, making everyone laugh.

			Digger Hegman came up beside Jessica and Sam and patted the younger man on the back. “Aren’t we supposed to sing or something now, before you cut into that?” he asked them.

			Jessica glanced at Sam with a confused expression. Then Digger started singing in his low seaman’s baritone, “Happy engagement to you. Happy engagement to you. . . .” Before long all the guests joined in.

			Digger stepped back, looking very pleased, Emily noticed. A retired fisherman and clammer, Digger was easily one of the town’s most eccentric citizens. Still, he and Sam were good friends, despite their age difference—and Digger’s oddities. That was something else she liked about her future brother-in-law, the way he accepted people and looked beyond appearances to the spirit within.

			
			After the singing and applause finally died down, Sam said, “Thanks, everyone. We’re happy to have you all with us tonight.”

			“Now for some of this delicious cake.” Jessica cut a slice and handed it to the nearest guest, Digger. “Sam’s sister Molly made it. Isn’t it gorgeous?”

			“Absolutely. Looks almost too pretty to eat,” Digger said.

			“But I’m sure that won’t stop you. You shouldn’t be eating that, Dad,” Grace Hegman said quietly, coming up behind Digger.

			“Oh, come on, Grace. It’s a party. What’s the point of living if you can’t kick up your heels a little?”

			Grace merely glanced at him and shook her head. Harry came up to the table. He was holding a large flat envelope in his hand, Emily noticed.

			“Sam, Jessica, I thought I’d give this to you now, since you’re both finally in one place at the same time.”

			Sam laughed. “What’s this, Harry? One of those free calendars with the tide schedule from the boatyard? I’ve already got one down in my shop.”

			“You’re marrying a real wise guy,” Harry said to Jessica. “I hope you realize that.”

			“Yes, I know.” Jessica grinned at Sam.

			Then Emily watched Sam pull a photo out of the envelope, his eyes widening in astonishment. “It’s the sailboat.” He stared up at Harry. “You dog. You said it was sold.”

			“I didn’t say sold,” Harry corrected him. “I said it was no longer available. As soon as I heard you two were getting married, I put it aside as a present.”

			“Oh, Harry . . . you shouldn’t have.” Jessica leaned over and gave Harry a hug. “Thank you, so much.”

			“Come on, now. It was nothing.” Harry ran his hand across his bristly gray crew cut and looked down at the floor.

			“Thanks, Harry.” Sam leaned over and shook Harry’s hand hard, then slapped him on the shoulder. He glanced at the photo again. “It’s a beautiful little boat. What should we name it, Jess?”

			
			She gazed at the photograph for a moment, then pulled his head down to whisper in his ear.

			“Perfect,” he replied, smiling.

			“Well?” Harry asked. “Now you’ve got us all in suspense.”

			“We’re going to call it Hometown Girl,” Sam answered.

			Emily caught her sister’s eye and nearly laughed out loud. “That is perfect,” she said.

			Emily recalled how Sam had surprised Jessica with the boat as a gift for her birthday last summer—and how Jessica wouldn’t accept it. She still had plans to move back to Boston and wasn’t ready to make such a big commitment to him. Sam got so angry, he jumped in the boat and took off and wouldn’t speak to her for weeks. It seemed as though the relationship was over. Now it was good to see them laughing about it, Emily thought.

			After all of Jessica’s planning and determination to leave her hometown, she’d ended up staying here, after all—and looking perfectly content with the decision. It was funny how life worked out sometimes, no matter how you tried to plan or scheme.

			After the cake and coffee were served, guests began to say their good nights, and the crowd thinned out. Emily stayed on to help clean up. She found a tray in the kitchen and began collecting empty cups and glasses.

			From the front parlor she saw Jessica, Sam, and Reverend Ben talking quietly together in the foyer. Her sister looked distressed, Emily noticed. Moments later the Reverend caught Emily’s gaze and beckoned her over.

			“I was just talking to Reverend Ben about Mother,” Jessica explained. “He’s offered to speak to her.”

			Emily had been thinking of suggesting such a visit herself, and was glad he’d offered. “Mother thinks very highly of you, Reverend. I think she’d take your words to heart.”

			“Well, thanks for the compliment, Emily. But we all know how strong willed your mother is. No one is going to change her mind overnight. I’ll speak to her and hope to plant a seed. Meanwhile, I think we all need to have patience. I know it’s hard, Jessica. I know your feelings are hurt.”

			She nodded, looking on the verge of tears. Emily’s heart went out to her.

			“But there’s plenty of time for her to see reason and change her mind,” the Reverend went on. “A few prayers might help to steer her in the right direction.”

			“We’ve already got that part covered,” Sam assured him. He squeezed Jessica’s shoulder and smiled at her.

			Reverend Ben nodded. His blue eyes sparkled behind his round wire-rim glasses. “Sounds as if we’re doing all we can. Here comes Carolyn. I’ll say good night, then. Thanks again for a lovely evening.”

			He shook Sam’s hand and kissed Jessica on the cheek.

			Emily resumed her cleanup work as the Reverend and Carolyn left. Even though the problem Jessica faced with their mother was distressing, Emily was glad to see how much her sister’s faith had grown in the past few months. Before she met Sam, Jessica hardly ever went to church. Now she had both Sam and her faith to turn to. That, at least, was some comfort.

			 

			EMILY OPENED HER FRONT DOOR AND FUMBLED FOR THE LIGHT. HER TWO cats bounded out of the darkness and wound themselves around her ankles, purring.

			“For goodness’ sake, just let me in the door,” Emily pleaded, laughing.

			She had only had the cats a few weeks and wasn’t quite used to the nightly feline attack. Still, she found it nice to be greeted by something warm and alive, instead of coming home to an empty house.

			The cats followed her to the kitchen, where she shook some food into their bowls, and they settled down to eat. She checked her phone messages and found only one.

			“I’m feeling a bit better, Emily, and I’d like to go to church tomorrow,” Lillian said crisply. “I will expect you at the usual time. I’m going to sleep now, so don’t call back and wake me up.”

			A quick recovery, just as I expected, Emily thought as she set her purse on the dresser. Remembering the jewelry case inside, she opened the purse and took out the velvet box. She had thought of giving the pearls to Jessica to return to the bank, despite her mother’s explicit directions not to. Now she was glad she had forgotten all about them.

			It was just as well if Jessica didn’t think about the pearls right now, Emily decided. She would bring them to the bank sometime this week and put them in the safe-deposit box.

			Leaving the jewelry case on her dresser, she started to get ready for bed. She returned from the bathroom to find the two cats already curled up on her comforter.

			“At least you’ll keep my feet warm when the cold weather sets in,” Emily said to them. One cat narrowly opened her eyes and gave Emily a feline blink of contentment.

			She was about to get into bed herself when the jewelry case caught her eye. Should she hide it, she wondered, the way her mother did? She felt downright silly even thinking about it. Cape Light was as safe as any place could be these days; she often went out without locking her doors.

			But giving in to a cautious impulse, Emily opened the bottom drawer of her dresser, lifted the soft pile of old sweaters and scarves, and slipped the velvet case underneath. Pushing it toward the back of the drawer, she felt something else back there. Something hard and hidden away—a book or album.

			Emily pulled it out and felt a wave of sadness wash over her. It was the journal she kept in her early twenties, when she was married to Tim and living in Maryland. She had written in it every day during their almost two years together. And later, after his death, when their baby was born. And when her mother had persuaded her to give up the child for adoption.

			She didn’t need to open it. She knew what was inside—the heartache, the loss, the empty place that could never be filled, the missing pieces that could never be replaced. They hadn’t changed. All of it was etched inside her heart and soul. All of it she carried inside her every day.

			Lillian believed that when Emily returned to Cape Light, she had resumed her “real” life, but in Emily’s mind her real life had ended long ago, down in Maryland. Despite her outward appearance of success, all these long years in Cape Light had always held a peculiarly unreal feeling for her.

			She studied the book in her hand, feeling its hard edges and smooth black cover. It was all in there. She wrote only a few entries after returning to New England, then put even her ambitions to be a professional writer aside forever. It was the first of many choices she made to deprive herself, knowing that she didn’t deserve to be truly happy.

			Emily tried not to think about her life with Tim if she could help it. But not a day passed when she didn’t think about their daughter and wonder what had happened to her, where she might be right now. Raised by a loving family, she prayed, and old enough by now to have graduated college.

			She had made many efforts to find her, the last time venturing down to Maryland to the agency that had handled the adoption. The adoption was sealed tight; her mother had made sure of that. All Emily could do was sign papers giving her permission to be contacted if her daughter ever tried to find her.

			Putting the journal back in the drawer, she felt angry again with her mother for the way it had all turned out, the way Lillian had pressured her, manipulated her into the decision. Reverend Ben said she and Jessica should forgive their mother for the things she did that were hurtful to them.

			But it was hard. Very hard, Emily thought. She tried, but she didn’t think she ever really could.

			She prayed for help, to find forgiveness in her heart and to someday find her daughter. It was the only thing she really truly wanted out of life.

			
			But first she needed to get through the election and then Jessica’s wedding. After that she would try again.

			This time she wouldn’t give up so easily, Emily vowed as she flicked off the light.

			As her eyes closed she recalled one of her favorite Bible verses: “Ask and it shall be given you; seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it shall be opened unto you.”

			When the time is right, please help me find her, Lord, Emily prayed as she drifted off to sleep.

			



	
		
			CHAPTER THREE
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			THE CLAM BOX BUSTLED WITH THE USUAL MONDAY morning crowd, customers in a rush to gulp down hot coffee, eat breakfast, and settle the check before the diner’s two waitresses, Lucy and Sara, could even get out a “Good morning. What can I get you today?”

			In his usual spot at the counter right behind the grill, Officer Tucker Tulley sat serenely in the middle of the rush. He took a bite of a doughnut and paged through the Messenger while carrying on a fractured conversation with Charlie Bates, who was pouring sizzling rounds of batter and eggs onto the grill.

			“Table seven, two poached on toast—not fried and no home fries.” Lucy Bates slammed down a plate at the order window.

			
			“Here’s your poached,” Charlie replied in a belligerent tone. “You ran off with the order for table nine.”

			“Maybe because you can’t tell the difference between a seven and a nine, and you put it under the wrong ticket. And now they’re ice cold besides,” Lucy said, looking over the eggs. A frown marred her pretty face as she pushed the plate back on the ledge again. “You better do this over.”

			It sounded to Tucker as if Charlie almost growled at her. Then he swiped the dish off the ledge and turned his back.

			“Wow, what was that about?” Tucker said as Lucy grabbed a coffeepot and began refilling mugs.

			“Didn’t you hear? My wife’s a college girl now. She’s got opinions about everything. And she’s always right, too, so don’t bother arguing.” Charlie flipped a row of pancakes with a deft turn of his wrist. “And she doesn’t have a spare minute to help around here or help me with the campaign,” he added gruffly.

			“Well, she’s got a lot going on right now.” Tucker glanced over at Lucy, who was taking an order on the far side of the diner. “She probably needs some time to get used to school. That’s pretty brave of her, going back. I don’t think I could do it.”

			“More like insane, if you ask me. What does she need to go to college for? A woman gets some crazy idea, and a man always ends up paying for it,” he insisted.

			“That is not true.” Lucy stepped up behind Tucker. “Not one tiny bit. I stayed up until two in the morning the other night, stuffing envelopes, hand addressing everything. You tell me, Tucker, does that sound like someone who isn’t helping?”

			Tucker stared at her, feeling a bite of doughnut lodged in his throat. He hated to be stuck in the middle of an argument between a husband and wife. Especially when the husband was his best friend.

			“See what I mean?” Charlie shook his head as Lucy walked off with another order. “I don’t know what got into that woman. One day she’s as sweet as pie. The next she’s snarling like a wet cat.”

			Tucker glanced at Lucy over his shoulder, making sure she was out of earshot. “Women get . . . moody, Charlie.” He slowly stirred his coffee. “Fran got into a snit like this about a year or so ago. I could barely look at her sideways without an argument. She started redecorating the house, nearly tore the place apart. Then she got a job working for Betty Bowman. That calmed her down real fast. I think Lucy just needs a little time.”

			“I don’t have time, Tucker,” Charlie said. “I’ve only got eight weeks left until the election. I need an issue. I need to drum up votes. I can’t wait until my wife is finished with her book reports or whatever the heck she’s doing every night, when she should be taking over around here.”

			“How’s it going with that storm cleanup issue? Getting much interest there?”

			“Nothing really,” Charlie admitted. “Everybody agrees the storm drains need an upgrade and the firehouse needs a substation. But let’s face it. It’s tough to get people to blame Emily Warwick for the weather.”

			Tucker had lived in town his whole life, but had rarely seen a storm like the one that hit Cape Light shortly after Labor Day. Some villagers were still cleaning up and repairing the damage. He had heard a lot of complaints that the mayor’s office had not responded quickly enough and that the town was not prepared for such emergencies. But not much had come of it. People seemed to forget the crisis quickly.

			“I know what you mean. A storm drain upgrade is not the kind of problem that gets people hot under the collar,” Tucker said.

			“That’s just my point,” Charlie agreed. “I need something bigger. Something that can pull in everyone. Something really—galvanizing,” he said, drawing out the word.

			“Galvanizing.” Tucker chewed thoughtfully. “I like the sound of that.”

			 

			
			SARA TURNED DOWN THE NARROW DRIVE THAT LED TO THE CRANBERRY Cottages, noticing the scent of fall in the chilly night air. She wasn’t used to that, not in the first week of September. Down in Maryland, where she grew up, they were still enjoying summer temperatures. But fall came quickly in New England and winter would be harsh, too, she’d heard. She wondered if she would stay long enough to find out firsthand.

			She parked her car and headed along the footpath toward her cottage. She felt tired from work and half-wished that Lucy wasn’t coming over later that night. But she had offered to help Lucy with an English assignment and didn’t want to let her down.

			Sara heard the sound of wood splitting before she actually saw Luke McAllister. She slowed her steps to watch him work in the fading light.

			Despite the chill in the air, he was wearing just a long-sleeved pullover, open at the neck. He was working hard, and the shirt clung to his shoulders and back, outlining well-defined muscles. He swung the ax down with a clean motion, splitting the log in one chop. The pieces fell away, and he stepped back from the block. Sara noticed how he stood slightly off balance and wondered if the exercise hurt his bad leg.

			He dropped another log on the block and seemed to size it up, his strong features set in a stern expression. His usual expression, she thought. But right before lifting the ax, he spotted her. His gray eyes flashed with recognition, though he didn’t quite smile.

			“Hey, Sara. There’s some mail for you. I’ll bring it over in a minute.”

			“Okay. Just knock,” she called back as she let herself into her cottage. He had caught her watching him, and she felt embarrassed. She dumped her knapsack on the kitchen table and slipped off her denim jacket.

			She felt hungry but had decided not to bring home any food from the diner. She was getting tired of the menu there. Unfortunately, the selection in her cupboard wasn’t much more appetizing. She pulled a can of chicken noodle soup out, opened it, and poured it into a pot on the stove to heat.

			
			A moment later she heard Luke knock and answered the door.

			Luke stood on the steps, his arms filled with wood. “Where do you want this?”

			“Out here is fine.” She pointed to a woodpile next to her door. “I have enough in the house for now.”

			Luke stacked the new wood neatly on top of the pile, then pulled an envelope out of his pocket. “Here’s your mail,” he said. “It was stuck in my box by mistake.”

			Sara glanced at the handwriting and return address—a letter from her parents.

			“Nothing bad I hope?” Luke asked, searching her expression with his cool gray gaze.

			“Just a letter from my folks. I think they’re starting to wonder when I’m coming back.”

			Now, why did I tell him that? she wondered. They weren’t exactly friends, yet somehow they were more than merely acquaintances. He had a quiet way of getting her to reveal herself, even when she didn’t want to.

			“Are you thinking of going back to Maryland?”

			“No, not at all. Not right now anyway,” she added with a shrug. “Don’t worry. I’ll give you plenty of notice.”

			“I wasn’t even thinking about that.” He kept his gaze fixed on her. “I’m going home for a visit myself.”

			“Do you miss the city?” she asked.

			“No, not at all.” He shrugged, looking surprised at his admission. “It’s my father’s birthday. There’s going to be a party for him.”

			Sara sensed the trip was important to him. Important and difficult. She had heard a little about Luke’s past, a pretty dark story about why he left Boston and police work. She had also heard that his father and brothers were all cops there and considered whatever had happened a disgrace—though she wasn’t quite sure how much of that was gossip and how much was true.

			
			“How long has it been since you’ve seen them?” she asked carefully.

			“A few months, I guess. I haven’t been back since I came here in May.”

			He had arrived in town about the same time she had, she realized. They were both still outsiders in a way. “Have you stayed in touch at all?”

			“Just with my mother. She thought my coming up here was a good idea.” Luke jammed his hands down in his pockets. “It will be tougher to see my father.”

			Sara didn’t know what to say. He seemed uneasy but still seemed to want to talk. “Because you left the city?” she asked, really meaning “the police force” but afraid to be that blunt.

			“You might say that.” He leaned back against the porch rail and looked down at her, his gaze narrowed, as if figuring out how much to reveal. “My dad is funny, though. When he sees me, he’ll talk a blue streak. About the weather, the news, and what kind of car I’m driving. That kind of stuff. But I can still see it in his eyes, like if he ever lets the cork out, he’ll explode.”

			She paused and considered his words. “That’s too bad,” she said sympathetically. “Maybe going down there will help.”

			The corner of his mouth lifted in a cynical grin. “I have to go back sooner or later. It seemed as good a time as any.”

			“How long will you be gone?”

			“I’m going in on Wednesday so I can meet up with an old friend of mine. He quit the force, too, a while back. Now he’s doing some kind of counseling or social work. It will be good to catch up with him. The party will be on the weekend, so I should be back by Monday. Are you worried about staying out here alone?” he added, sounding concerned.

			“No, not at all.”

			“That’s good. I’ll leave a phone number, just in case.”

			“Okay, if you want. I’m sure I’ll be fine.” She crossed her arms over her chest. She was cold, but he was gazing at her so intently, she couldn’t quite find the words to excuse herself and go inside.

			
			“I thought I might go into town later. To see a movie,” he said. “There’s a good suspense film playing. Have you seen it?”

			“Uh . . . no, I haven’t.” Was he about to ask her out? She sensed her eyes widen in shock and quickly looked away, hoping he didn’t notice.

			“Would you like to go?” His tone was casual and light, but she could tell the question was difficult for him.

			She didn’t know what to say. Then she suddenly remembered. “I’m sorry, I can’t
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