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We embark on a journey shrouded in gripping mystery and heart-pounding suspense. A life teetering on the edge of a precipice, yet where there's a will, a path emerges.

Is love meant to be for everyone? Life is a mystery. With this latest romance novel, I have filled in some background stories for my characters so you don’t wonder what’s happening if you haven’t read the first two novels. This story follows A Miracle or Two for Christmas, and A Win – Win: The Story That Follows a Miracle of Two for Christmas.

Destiny weaves its intricate threads throughout this narrative, entwining mystery, suspense, danger, twists, chaos, and love. What’s a romance novel without an adventurous, literal and metaphorical journey where hope and love bloom. Who do you root for? Will fate, once more, unite two souls through a shared destiny, leaving you spellbound?

❖

Enjoy this adventure and journey.

Will love win again?

Why is there always a price to be paid.

❖

He used a pseudonym to protect his identity after being thrust into a secret world he felt he couldn’t escape from.

Eventually, he was able to carve out a different path, or so he believed. His heart ached for the life he once knew and to find true love. Fortunately, fate tipped its hand. He fell for her from a single photograph that had the power to alter his world. With adventures on the horizon, some secrets could drive wedges between individuals.

Is it possible for a new beginning, a feeling of belonging, even though a villain is intent on destroying his life? And another villain determined to shatter a marriage.
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The short, rickety boat dock, or what remained, resembled ancient shiplap tied together with heavy twine. Swells crashed against the waterlogged planks as the wind intensified, and the dock groaned. Rather than climbing onto the decrepit jetty, he waded onto the sandy shore, tripping over driftwood pieces with bare feet. Somewhere out there, he had lost his tennis shoes.

The scoundrels who dumped him at sea in the dark of night were likely still celebrating on their trawler. They didn’t check to see whether their precarious passenger was dead or alive.

A sliver of moonlight cast a long shadow toward a single boat's keel, where he could hunker down and feel somewhat safe. With soaked clothes, his body smelled of fish, his lips tasted of salt, and his whole body hurt from the beating. He was shivering and exhausted. His legs and arms were beyond tired and sore from swimming against ruthless waves, and he was scared to death.

He had no idea where he was. This could have ended with his family never seeing or knowing what had happened to him. For now, he needed to stay put. Given his knowledge of past events, it’s apparent someone wanted him dead. The whole thing pissed him off.

Besides the waves crashing against the dock, he listened for a boat engine or voices. But all he heard was his heartbeat getting louder in his ears. It would be a surefire signal pinpointing his location. It seemed like hours had passed, and he wanted to go home and hide.

He grinned as he thought, I’m just grateful I’m a strong swimmer. I made it back to land in one piece, pain and all. Being on a high school swim team paid off, even if it was a long time ago . . .

A chirp sounded, then another. The annoying sound dragged his consciousness to the surface. The alarm kept chirping, and he woke up foggy. Looking around, the blanket that covered him was kicked off, and the T-shirt he wore to bed now lay on the floor. His forehead, chest, and armpits were sweaty. He moaned as he got up and headed for the shower.
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When Bill and Jean Porter (Jason’s grandparents) married in the 1950s, they learned they could buy a home with minimal or no money down. They thought they would have a large family, so they bought their four-bedroom, three-bathroom house on a third of an acre of land. There was plenty of space to grow and no neighbors close enough to see into their windows or vice versa. Over the years, if weather permitted, family and friends gathered in the large backyard.

Bill had cleared a long, curvy path through the grass about ten feet from the property line and laid a basket-weave brick pattern of dusty rose and black that led to a gravel area beneath a wood double glider swing with a matching canopy.

The swing, which comfortably seated four adults, became a place of solitude where one could sit, glide back and forth, and simply listen. Birds sang cheerfully, squirrels chattered away, crickets chirped, and even the occasional frog was heard in the distance. If you paid attention, you might notice wild turkeys and deer near the cornfield's edge.

Bill eventually added a bird bath for the birds to splash in and drink water along with bees that became thirsty. Jean worked on the flower and vegetable garden she had always envisioned. She loved flowers and had chosen various plants to share space in the large yard.

Jean brought those fresh flowers (Gardenia, Orange Blossom, and Hyacinth) into different rooms to permeate them with their unique fragrant smells. She loved to cook and bake with produce and a variety of berries. Garden-grown always tasted better.

The back of the property was adorned with many lilac bushes in various hues of purple, which also served as a colorful barrier along with pink peony bushes that lined the lawn’s perimeter.

Walking out, sitting on the swing, and breathing in that sweet, fragrant lilac scent was a joy. When Jeff, their only child, was a boy, Jean loved watching him spend time on that swing, relishing the peace it offered.
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Sunday, March 8

The fashion show video had arrived earlier in the week. Talia and Jason got together with Grandma Jean to set a date to watch it with her friends, including all the photos of everything they saw while in Seattle.

That day was finally here. They headed over early to set everything up. Grandma Jean was excited as she paced the floor, waiting for her guests to arrive.

After welcoming their guests, Talia told them food and beverages would be in the dining room for them after the video and before the Seattle photo slideshow.

When the video and slideshow finished, everyone clapped. There were many fun and interesting questions. It was a full afternoon and evening. Grandma Jean’s friends apologized for being unkind when she’d told them she had designed an outfit and would wear it on a runway. They were jealous of her. Despite being the oldest among her friends, Grandma Jean demonstrated to them that life should be enjoyed to the fullest, regardless of age.

After cleaning up, with chairs returned to where they belonged, Talia and Jason gathered their things and prepared to leave.

Grandma Jean asked Talia and Jason if they could stay as well as Esther and Lily, her best friends.

“Grandma, is everything OK?” Jason asked, as they sat down in the living room.

“Yes. Everything will be fine. The girls and I have talked about this for some time, and now is the right time.”

Jason looked at his grandmother with concern. “What’s the right time?” as he hunched forward in his chair.

“In this big house, I’m alone. I don’t use most of the rooms, particularly upstairs, and I get lonely, especially during the winter months—”

“Grandma, I’m sorry, I’ve wanted to stop by more often, but my job—”

“Jason, it’s all right.” With a smile, she put her hand up to quiet him. “Esther, Lily, and I have discussed my moving to Esther’s home. It’s more spacious than mine, and their spouses have passed away like your grandfather did. Lily’s home was small, and she moved to Esther’s months ago. It made sense for her to do that. It saves money because they split expenses, have companionship, and are close friends. So, after the three of us talked, I told Esther I would take her up on her offer.”

Jason leaned back, looking at his grandmother, Esther, and Lily.

“Jason,” Esther began. “The three of us have been great friends for a long time, and we care about each other. We enjoy each other’s company, and we won’t be alone. We enjoy cooking, playing cards, reading, doing puzzles, watching TV, and whatever movies we want to watch.” Esther stood up. “Lily and I will leave now.”

She turned and looked at Jean, then Jason helped them with their coats, and they left. Sitting beside Talia on the sofa, he put his arm around behind her as he looked at his grandmother.

“This is a positive thing, Jay.” His grandmother’s nickname for Jason was Jay, and everyone knew that. “But we aren’t finished here. I’ve made an appointment with my attorney and would like you to join me. Do you remember when I texted you, ‘Change is inevitable?’”

“Was this the change you were talking about?” Talia asked as she leaned forward.

“It’s one of them,” Grandma Jean said, smiling and reaching for Talia’s hand.

“When is your appointment?”

“This Tuesday, at four-thirty.”

“Is it the same attorney you’ve always had?” Jason asked, and she nodded.

He sat still for several moments, observing her, and said, “OK. I guess we’ll see you Tuesday afternoon.”

Jason and Talia stood up. He leaned down and kissed his grandma’s cheek, telling her he loved her and wishing her sweet dreams. Then they headed home.

❖

After hanging up their coats, Talia heated water for hot cocoa. With a half-grin, she held up the French vanilla and caramel cocoa packets for Jason to consider. He pointed to the vanilla packet and sat at the dinette table.

“So, what are you thinking?” she asked, watching him cross his arms on the table.

Shaking his head, he said, “Just wondering what’s going on. I never considered Grandma moving in with Esther and Lily. I assumed she would remain in her house until she passed away. She doesn’t seem that old to me. Having friends around would be beneficial to her. But what is she planning to do with the house and furniture? She loves that house and the backyard.”

He stared out the window, not getting answers.

The teapot whistled, and Talia poured the hot water into their mugs. She came around the counter with them and sat at the table, sliding his mug toward him. She closed her eyes, taking in the smell and taste of caramel sliding down her throat.

Looking at Jason, Talia said, “She would be safe with a few more people around, and like Esther said, they can do more things together.” She took another sip, appreciating the sweetness that reminded her of caramel apples at Halloween.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


Tuesday, March 10

After Talia and Jason arrived at Milo Janson’s office, they sat at the small conference table, and introductions were made. Mr. Janson pulled the large brown expandable folder toward him, pulling out a blue file.

“Mr. Porter, I have been your grandparents’ attorney for a long time. Jean and I have spoken over the years since your grandfather’s passing. She has kept me up to date with her family.” He looked down at the file, flipped through several documents, and then saw Jason’s look. He intended to get to the point soon. “If and when an estate needs to be opened for Jean, the executor is your dad, Jeff.”

Jason nodded and looked across the table at his grandmother with a furrowed brow.

Mr. Janson continued. “Our last conversation was about her home and future plans. When Jean and William bought the house, both names were listed on the warranty deed and filed with the recorder’s office. After your grandfather passed away, the property was legally transferred to Jean.

“I know your sister, Amy, passed away when she was five. I’m sorry for your loss. I have a letter in my file written by William and Jean that if anything happened to either of them, the house and property would be sold. But, a modification has been made recently. We examined and verified that there are no liens against her house or property. It is completely debt free. So, I’ll get to the point. You are Jean’s only living grandchild. It is her wish to deed the house and property to you and your wife.”

Jason sat quietly, staring at the attorney with eyes wide and mouth open. He looked at Talia, whose eyes got big, and back to his grandmother with a perplexed look.

Jason started to stammer, “Grandma, wha, what . . .”

“Jason, I’ve been thinking about this for a while. The timing wasn’t right until you and Talia got married. And now you have a little one on the way, my great-grandchild. You have a life together and need a place to expand your family.”

Seeing the look on his face, she knew what he was thinking. She reached across the table and held his hand. With a silly grin, she said, “I plan to be around for at least a few more years, and this is what I want to do. So, Jay, listen to Mr. Janson.”

The attorney continued explaining the legal jargon as Jason and Talia looked at it. There it was in black and white, with the full legal description, the parcel number, and the grantor and grantees. All it needed was their three signatures and dates. The attorney’s legal assistant would notarize it and get it recorded. It would be a done deal.

“Grandma, are you sure about this?” Jason asked, looking at the document in disbelief.

“Yes. I am certain, without a doubt, that I intended for you and Talia to have this as your home. I don’t want anyone else to have it. You’re my only grandson, and I love you very much. If you decide to move or get a different house, that decision will be yours.”

Jason looked at the deed, trying to absorb what his grandmother had given them. He kissed Talia’s hand and saw tears trickling down her cheeks.

“Grandma, I’m blown away,” Jason said, looking back at his grandmother and shaking his head. “I don’t even know what to say. I didn’t know why you wanted us to come here, and I was worried and scared . . .”

“You have given me more than you will ever know. The timing is right. We can discuss the other details later. But if it’s all right with you, I’d like us to sign this document so it can get recorded.” She looked lovingly into his eyes and gave him her grandmotherly smile.

“Before we sign, do Mom and Dad know about this?” he asked quietly.

“Yes, they do.”

She nodded at the attorney, who buzzed his assistant to bring in her notary stamp. The three signed and dated the deed, with the assistant watching and notarizing it. She’d file it in the morning as the recorder’s office is closed now, and they’d pick it up after it was recorded.

Mr. Janson told them a safe place to keep the deed was in a bank security box. They all got up and shook hands, and the attorney left the room.

Talia gave Grandma Jean a big hug and thanked her. Jason stood before his grandmother, looking at her and thanking her deeply with a big hug and a kiss on her forehead.

“So, what are you doing for dinner this evening?” Grandma Jean asked with raised eyebrows and a closed smile.

“Uh, we don’t know. We hadn’t thought that far ahead,” Talia said with a shrug.

“Well, we need to celebrate; I’d like to return to my favorite Italian restaurant, and then you can take me home.”

––––––––
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Friday, March 13

Even after Jason and Talia helped Grandma Jean pack and move her things to Esther’s, she still left a fair amount in her home. The three discussed what was left behind and why.

Esther’s home had been a bed-and-breakfast that she and her husband Joseph had bought and run for a long time until his death. It had become too much for Esther to handle by herself. Her only daughter was married and lived with her family in northeast Iowa.

When Esther decided to close the B&B, she didn’t want to give it up. Inviting people she knew and cared about who would move in and share the expenses was the way to go.

All of Grandma Jean’s family photos, right up through the trip to Seattle, would come with her so she could look at them at any time she wanted and share with others. Those were her most precious and beloved possessions. Everything else was just stuff. She also knew that whenever she wanted to visit Talia and Jason, it would never be a problem, especially with a great-grandchild on the way.
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He woke to watch the waves lap the shore and roll back out to the deep blue sea, only to roll back toward the shore and the dilapidated dock as he stared at the sea’s endless repetition. It was mesmerizing and, in a way, music to his ears. For a moment, he felt calm and peaceful.

He was still sitting against the boat’s keel, where he must have finally fallen asleep from pure exhaustion. The sun had concealed itself behind clouds resembling a car’s dirty air filter, just floating along. Looking around, he didn’t see anyone or any vessels. Just all that water.

He felt alone and chilled again, shivering. He said out loud. “Where’s my jacket?” Looking around he didn’t see it. Then he thought, I liked that one. Do those scumbags on the boat have it? Was I wearing it before they grabbed and shoved me onto that rocking, stinking vessel?

Struggling to stand, he had a surge of pain in his chest and leg, and then eased himself back down. He pressed his hand on his left rib cage, trying to take a deep breath while cringing and coughing.

With his legs stretched out, he saw his left pant leg above his knee and a large tear showing the red-soaked fabric.

“Ah, shit,” he said out loud and started shaking.

Pulling the fabric gently away from his skin to look, he noted a three-inch gash. He felt sick to his stomach, and goosebumps rose on his arms. He felt like he could pass out.

He stared out over the water, watching several seagulls in the distance. He envied their skill to hover on the ocean’s air current and wondered what that felt like and what they were thinking.

Still feeling queasy, he took another slow, deep breath and lowered his head as he leaned back against the keel. He closed his eyes, drifting to sleep, listening to the lapping waves.

❖

“What were you doing out there all by yourself?”

“Did you know there was a boat behind you and hoomans on it?”

“What made you think you could go it alone?”

“Didn’t you see those big fish following you? We tried to get your attention.”

Opening his eyes, he looked around to see who was talking to him. He saw a handful of seagulls fixated on him, their beady eyes gleaming. One used its foot to scratch its head and stepped toward him, and he leaned back.

“You have a name?” the seagull seemed to ask, with its head cocked sideways, looking at him.

He muttered out loud, OK, I’m hallucinating. There’s no one here but me and you five birds.

Then, two other seagulls joined them, one dropping a tennis shoe on the ground.

Again, he muttered out loud, Did I die? I have to get out of here.

He grimaced in pain as he slowly stood and leaned against the boat, feeling unsteady on his feet. The seagulls turned, with a couple taking flight and the others walking away. Behind the birds was his other tennis shoe. He thought to himself, How in the hell?

The familiar, droning chirps started then, drawing him out of the dream.

“All right, I’m getting up. Stop chirping at me,” he said loudly, looking at his clock and staring at the ceiling. “When are these god-awful dreams gonna stop!”
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Thursday, March 19

For Jason and his partner, Jim, the fire station was quiet for their overnight shift. Their other firefighter partner, Cole, missed out because he had to be elsewhere for several days. Before leaving the station, Jason received a call from an overseas friend and was eager to tell Talia about it after dinner.

When he arrived home, Jim’s wife, Nadine, was helping Talia pack. By the weekend, Jason and Talia would be settled into their first home. It still felt unreal that Grandma Jean had deeded her house to them. Talia walked out of the bathroom with a box of towels and toiletries, setting them on the sofa.

With a sheepish grin and looking at her husband, Talia said, “We didn’t get as far packing as we thought we would. Nadine and I took a short walk, and when we came in from the cold, we had some hot cocoa.”

“So, you preempted the packing and lollygagged instead,” he said with a whimsical smile and winked at Talia, kissing her on her cheek. He then looked at Nadine.

“Something like that,” Nadine replied with a half-grin. “Talia, I’ll come back tomorrow after lunch, and we’ll try to accomplish more.” Hugging Talia, Nadine then put her coat on. “You two have a good night.”

“I’m sorry we didn’t get more packed. Nadine gave me tips on pregnancy and stories about her experiences, her kids, and Jim.”

“That was thoughtful of her. I have something wonderful to tell you, but why don’t we fix dinner first? I’m getting hungry.”

“Tell me first, and then we’ll eat,” she said with a playful grin, not wanting to wait. She loved surprises, no matter how big or small.

“I’m going to change while you start dinner, then I’ll help you and tell you. Deal?” He walked into the bedroom.

“Fine.” She gave him a pouty look as her bottom lip curled down. She started dinner, and soon Jason walked out in his comfy jeans and a very old white football jersey. He set the table and helped her finish the food.

Sitting down, Jason told her about the phone call. “So, I received a call after lunch from our favorite Frenchman.”

Talia beamed, leaning forward. “And?”

“He checked in to see how you were doing and if we gave any thought to heading across that massive pond. We would have to go before the little bambino makes traveling impossible. He asked when your next doctor’s appointment was, so I told him. He knew you would need to receive a letter from your doctor to travel overseas.

“He also wanted to provide a travel letter you could carry with you. It would state who he is, that he knows you, and that he would be your overseas doctor should anything happen.” Jason continued eating his sweet peas which he mixed with his mac and creamy cheddar cheese.

“Oh, that would be awesome if he could do that,” she said as she took another bite of her mac and cheese. “Sounds like he’s pretty sure we’re heading over. What else did he say?”

“He’s headed up to Stuttgart to work with the guys for a few days before heading home. He told them about possible visitors and asked if they had room for overnight guests. He also told them you were pregnant, and then they razzed me. I wasn’t even there to defend myself.” Jason chuckled as he finished his dinner.

Taking the last bites of her dinner, she grinned, “Just hearing this makes me eager to leave as soon as possible.”

“I told him we’d let him know when your doctor cleared you. But first things first, there’s still packing to do. And some wives asked when they’d get to see the fashion show video and our Seattle photos.” He put their dishes in the dishwasher. “I’ll tell them soon.”

“Maybe, once we get into the house, we could combine an afternoon showtime and a birthday celebration?” She looked mischievously at him. He didn’t always get to celebrate his birthday, and she wanted his friends to share it. “Where is Cole?”

“I’m not sure. He gave no details, just saying he had to be away for a while. No one has heard from him, and he seemed off before leaving. I hope he’s OK.” Jason said.

“Did you text him?”

Something didn’t feel right to Jason. It almost felt mysterious. “I did. Two days ago, but no response.”

After dessert, the two of them started reading through their packing checklist. It was getting late, and they would head to bed shortly. Talia yawned, and then her phone rang; it was Skye. Taking a seat on the sofa, she chatted with her.

Jason yelled, “Hello, Skye,” as he headed to the bedroom to continue with another box. Talia shrieked out loud, and he dashed out to see a stream of tears on her face.

“Talia, what’s going on? Are you all right?” Bending down on one knee and seeing tears stream down her cheeks, he took hold of her hand. “Are you cramping? Where do you hurt?”

“No, I’m OK.” She took a deep breath. “I just got emotional. These are happy tears.”

“But are you all right?” Placing his hand on her stomach, he looked at her with concern.

“Yes. Everything is fine. It’s Skye.”

“What about Skye? Is she OK?” The phone conversation had been brief.

With a big, happy smile, Talia said, “Skye is coming home.”

With a raised eyebrow, he wondered whether Skye would actually leave Seattle. “Coming home for a visit or to stay?”

Looking into his eyes, she said. “To stay.” He leaned in, kissing her, knowing how much she wanted this to happen. “Skye said she thought a lot about this and talked with her mom and dad, who told her she needed to do what was right for her. She felt the timing was right, a sign she needed this change even though she’s not sure what her future holds once she moves back.”

Moving onto the sofa, he put his arm around her shoulder, caressing it. Knowing how much she missed her best friend after their paths crossed at Acres of Clams, he felt relieved.

They had spent less than forty-eight hours with Skye in Seattle before flying home, but it had spurred his wife into action. The purpose was for her best friend to embrace the idea of moving back to the place where she’d spent her childhood. Talia had told Skye how much she missed her. And that was the truth.

“When will this move happen?”

“She didn’t mention that, and I didn’t think to ask.” After a moment or two, her eyes lit up. “What if she rented our apartment since we’re moving anyway?”

He saw the sparkle in her eyes, thinking she’d helped Skye with a place to live if she was open to it. And why wouldn’t she be unless she had already found a place to live.

He kissed her cheek and said, “If Skye didn’t have to worry about that, that should take a load off her mind.”

Talia picked up her phone. “I need to call her back and let her know.”

He stood up and turned to help her up. “It’s late.”

“Late for us, but not for her.” Talia pressed the redial button for Skye’s number. The phone rang and rang, but Skye didn’t answer. Talia left a message asking for a call in the morning.

––––––––
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Friday, March 20

At the station, the crew met before lunch with Captain Robins in the lounge. After the meeting, the captain asked Jim and Jason to wait.

“Cole called and said he would return on Monday,” the captain said.

Jason asked, “Any idea where he’s been?”

“No, he said it wasn’t anybody’s business and left it at that.”

This got Jason’s curiosity up.

Jim and Jason would work the weekend shift. Jason would work half a day on Monday. Despite Jim being out of the military, he continued to contribute by assisting with enlistments and paperwork at the recruiter’s office. This Monday was his turn, a testament to his dedication and loyalty.

––––––––
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Skye called back and had a long conversation with Talia. She was relieved, knowing she had a place to call home, since she hadn’t quite gotten her ducks in a row. This just made her life easier. Talia said she would send photos showing the apartment size. She asked Skye again when she would arrive, and she thought probably the following Sunday.

Nadine came over and helped with more packing, this time getting further. When Jason and Talia were ready to move, they would have plenty of people who were willing and able to help. Since they would have Grandma Jean’s sofa and one of her comfy chairs, they would leave theirs for Skye. They would also have Grandma Jean’s dining room table and leave their dinette set until Skye found her own. And this was the first time Skye would have her own laundry room, which she loved.

❖

Saturday, March 21

Talia’s Saturday appointment with her landlord, Mark Neuman, went well. He trusted Talia and Jason, so knowing someone they trusted would be in the apartment was a relief. He wouldn’t have to go through the interview process with potential renters and have to wait. Talia told him Skye would arrive the following weekend. She’d also have lots of help cleaning the apartment so he could do a walk-through.
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Chapter 4
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Monday, March 23

While waiting for her doctor’s appointment, Talia and Jason discussed when Skye would arrive.

“Skye said it would be a good three-day drive. Her brother, Matt, would hook up the trailer, help load it, and discuss the details about pulling it,” Talia said as she looked at another pregnant mom-to-be.

Talia continued. “Matt volunteered to drive, but Skye said no. She needed time alone but would keep in contact with him. Skye must be close with Matt because she felt like she was abandoning him. Matt assured her he would be fine. He had his girlfriend and they loved each other.”

Talia still couldn’t believe Skye was moving back. Until she saw her in person, she didn’t think it would be real.

Dr. Shera’s nurse, Adriann, asked Talia and Jason to follow her. Talia went through the usual pre-exam things that nurses do for patients. Then once in the exam room, Adriann entered notes on the computer. It was only a short time before Dr. Shera walked in.

“Good afternoon. I hope all is well with you two.” Dr. Shera said, as she logged onto the computer.

“Yup, it is for me,” Jason said with a grin and winked at his wife. “But I’m not the one carrying this baby around and going through all that my wife has to, like peeing in a cup.”

“Throughout some pregnancies, some dads-to-be experience what their wives do, minus peeing in a cup. So, Talia, how have you been since our last appointment?”

“Good, except hungrier than usual. Maybe some indigestion and more bathroom breaks.”

Talia looked at Jason, who told Dr. Shera he had to remind her to take her prenatal vitamins and drink water.

Before starting Talia’s exam, Dr. Shera said, “I received an email and a fax this afternoon from Dr. Jéan-Paul Lemaitre from France.” Showing them the two documents, she asked, “How do you know him, and why is he sending these to me?”

“I gave him your information,” Jason said, looking at the papers and back at Dr. Shera. “Jéan-Paul is a French doctor, and he felt a long time ago that he needed to know what happened to his patients before they got to him. So, when he came to the United States to work in an American hospital, it was in Colorado. I lived in Fort Collins and worked at one of the fire stations. That’s where my partner, Jim, and I met him. He wanted to go out on calls with us to get first-hand experience at accident scenes.

“After I moved back to Iowa, Jéan-Paul wanted to follow me and Jim’s family to our new fire station here. He’s been part of the work-abroad program in Germany for several years. My station sent several of us over to work with the Germans. It’s common for Jéan-Paul to devote time in Germany or come here to work when he wants to, and still work at his hospitals in Basel, not living far from them.” Jason continued. “He’s become a trusted friend and mentor. He met Talia last fall and was a groomsman at our wedding.”

Dr. Shera smiled at them and said, “I’m happy to give these to you. I made copies for your file. Dr. Lemaitre sounds sure you’ll be flying over and wants you to have as many certified travel documents as possible for an overseas trip. So, once we get through this appointment, we’ll see how you’re doing.” She entered information into the computer.

When Dr Shera finished the exam, she said, “It looks like we still have a due date of July 6.”

“That’s long,” Talia said, drooping her shoulders and looking at her stomach.

“You have two weeks on either side. So, I’m not seeing anything that might stop you from enjoying a getaway before this baby is born. It should be in the next two weeks if you can. I’ll complete the required paperwork and provide you with a letter and a certificate stating you’ve been examined and are fit to fly overseas.

“Jason, knowing that you’re a paramedic, will always be with Talia, and you have this doctor overseas, makes me more comfortable about your traveling. But if anything happens before you leave, I’ll have to decline your travel request. I want you to contact me before you go.”

“I’ll call you. Thank you so much, Dr. Shera,” Talia said, as Jason said.

“I’ll get the paperwork for you this week,” Dr. Shera said.
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Tuesday, March 24

As the saying goes, “Many hands make light work.” Jason, Jim, and Paul had the day off, and it took the full day to get things moved out of the apartment and into the house, along with help from Nadine, Chloe, and Jana. There was furniture rearranging to be done with the guys doing the heavy lifting.

Grandma Jean’s new bedroom at Esther’s already had a nice bed, so her bedroom set would stay and become Jason’s and Talia’s. Their new master bedroom was larger than their old one. Jason loved his grandmother, but the room needed a makeover and a new mattress.

The baby’s room would be next to theirs, with a window looking south, and Talia’s bed would go into one of the spare bedrooms. They loved the spacious dining room and table, and the tall buffet provided more storage.

By late afternoon, Paul had to head home.

“I’m envious of you right now. I love this sunroom and all those windows,” Nadine said and walked around the room gazing out the door onto the patio. “That backyard is amazing.”

That tinge of envy was in her eyes, but she tried not to show it. Jim came up behind his wife, put his arms around her, and smiled at what she saw: an awesome backyard.

“I think we might need to persuade these two to have some barbeques back here,” Jim said, a lighthearted glint in his eye. Jason watched them, smiling.

“That is very doable, although my barbeque skills are nothing like yours. I know you can make a mean brisket, ribs, and hamburgers. We’ve devoured them at the station a time or three.”

Jason grinned, licking his lips all but tasting those delicious meat flavors, remembering the rich, smoky aroma of hickory wafting through the air, the meat, tender and succulent, filling their mouths with a burst of flavor. The guys couldn’t help but make appreciative food noises as they ate, their enjoyment most evident. And Jim, the master of the grill, wasn’t about to share his secret ingredients for that special sauce.

“What’s that building?” Jim asked, pointing to the large shed.

“It’s a woodshed my grandfather built,” Jason said, smiling at his new man’s shop. “There isn’t much in it except shelves, a work table, and his lawnmower. I think I’ll use most of it for my wood shop, and I have a project I plan on working on. Jim, let’s go take a look.” They were already strategizing about something.

Chloe and Jana stayed at the apartment to clean it so it would be fresh when Skye came on Sunday. They were excited to meet her after hearing about her growing up in the Midwest before moving to the Pacific Northwest.

Even with Talia’s drafting table in the parlor, there was so much room, with a closet and windows. A daybed sat in the corner, with a small dresser nearby. Talia also had room to set up one of her expandable garment racks and got Nadine’s help with it.

“I’m so excited for you, Talia. This is a beautiful house with so much space,” Nadine said as they walked to the kitchen.

“I know. We’re still amazed at what Grandma Jean did, but also grateful. I talked with her yesterday. She is so happy living at Esther’s, which makes me happy.”

Nadine looked around again. “This is truly a gift. Someday, I’d like to meet her.”

“I think we can work that out,” Talia said. “How about we venture to the basement?”

It wasn’t long before Jim and Nadine left. They had kids to feed and homework that needed to be done. Talia then called Chloe to tell them to come over when they finished cleaning, and pizza would be ordered. That was an easy enticement to finish up.
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He couldn’t shake what had happened to him. He was in unfamiliar territory, but with the help of strangers he got back to where he was supposed to meet Agent.

It was late afternoon as he looked around, thirsty, hungry, and tired. Because of the gash and pain in his left leg and banged-up ribs, he walked with difficulty toward the old warehouse. He saw light through the dirty honey-colored windows. The gray siding showed graffiti and rusty bullet holes, and the roof was in awful condition. One vehicle sat outside, and he knew the man who used it.

This was one of the few places they could meet secretly down south. But why didn’t Agent look for him? Some choice words for Agent would soon be vocalized because he was supposed to be there and protect him. He wanted out. He never asked to be a part of this but got coerced into a situation he never thought he would be in. People’s lives, especially his, were in danger, and it wouldn’t end until the guilty ones were arrested and put behind bars forever.

He should have listened to his intuition rather than take that particular travel adventure. It had gotten him into a situation that had him up to his eyeballs, knowing and seeing too much, and now trying to save his own hide. He was told not to get the authorities involved, which had ticked him off. Agent said this had to be done with no intervention from authorities if they were to complete the job. But he didn’t say why there could be no intervention.

So, shit can happen when you want to impress the opposite sex on a second date. He showed up at the wrong place but at the right time and then couldn’t contact her to explain what had happened. And then, seeing a guy who’d been beaten sprawled on the floor, he didn’t want any part of this.

Jolting him out of his deep thoughts, Agent asked with irritation. “What the hell happened to you, LD? And where have you been the last day and a half? “You weren’t—”

“I followed your instructions to the T, and it nearly got me killed. I waited,” LD said, his nostrils flaring. He glared at Agent. “There was no truck anywhere. Several thugs found me, took me on a joy ride up the coast, and then out on their boat. They took me out to sea in the dark, beat me, and dumped me. Who knows where I may have ended up if it wasn’t for the lighthouse. I want out now! You get some other chump to help you. I don’t want any part of this anymore.” He was angry and fed up, and his heart pounded.

“You’re injured. We need to take care of that now. Let’s go,” Agent said, seeing LD’s leg.

The alarm chirped louder as he sat up in a cold sweat. Sitting at the end of his bed, holding his head in his hands, he wondered when these crappy dreams would end.

––––––––
[image: ]


Saturday, March 28

Jason’s birthday was the next day, March 29th, and he wanted to spend it alone with his wife and not do anything. So, combining his birthday with the video show and photo slideshow from Seattle would happen today. Whoever was available from the station and their spouses or partners could come.

Even though the guys had teased Jason at the time about heading to a fashion show, they had stopped teasing when he told them he’d be surrounded by women. That intrigued his firefighter buddies, including his captain.

It would be especially enjoyable watching it on the 50” TV screen they had bought for Jason and Talia as a housewarming/birthday gift.

Some crew members had brought it over last night, and it was quite a surprise. With Jason and Talia’s permission, they found the perfect spot to set it up for viewing. Talia’s TV was moved and set up in the sunroom.

Right before lunch, Chloe, Jana, and Nadine helped set up birthday decorations. Jim and Nadine brought chairs from home to put in the living room. Several chairs from the dining room were moved through the large archway into the living room. Chinese food was ordered for the six of them for lunch, and Jason and Jim left to get it. After lunch, the girls prepared a variety of food to serve between the video and the photo slideshow.

❖

People arrived before 2:00 p.m., and Jason introduced them to Chloe and Jana. Soon Captain Robins and his wife, Eileen, came, with Cole close behind.

It wasn’t long before everyone found a seat, and the video started. Watching everyone’s faces and hearing opinions about an outfit and a male fashion designer were entertaining.

The gals liked several outfits they might wear. However, the show stopper most admired was the outfit worn by Chloe, which was Talia’s wedding gown. The music, with its enchanting melody by a famous Black female artist, played a significant role in making this moment even more romantic and memorable.

Eileen Robins loved Grandma Jean’s outfit and decided to ask Talia if she would make something similar for her. As the video ended, Talia received congratulations for winning first prize and having an interview published in a fashion magazine.

She blushed at the attention given to her, telling them all, “Thank you.” The guys didn’t even mind watching the video, which surprised Jason.

Jana, Chloe, and Nadine arranged the food on the dining room table using sturdy birthday paper plates, silverware, cups, and glasses. It appeared a tad silly for adults, but it was fun. A big birthday cake had been ordered and delivered that morning and was sitting in the middle of the dining room table.

After eating and before enjoying the birthday cake, everyone sang “Happy Birthday” to Jason, who made his wish and blew out his candles.

The photo show began with many questions and comments like “Wow, love it, I want to visit and see that!” Jason glanced toward Cole when pictures showed Skye and Talia, and he knew Cole already liked Skye from the pictures he’d sent while in Seattle.

As the last picture ended, the doorbell rang. Everyone was talking, and Jason got up, walked to the door, and opened it. “Talia, could you come here, please.” Jason stated as he raised his voice to be heard over the guests who were talking.
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Chapter 5
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Getting up from her chair, Talia walked down the hallway toward Jason. Opening the door farther, Talia shrieked. Several people in the living room got up, with a few heading toward the door, but Jason blocked their view.

“You’re here!” Talia exclaimed, her voice filled with delight as she stepped toward Skye, and they embraced. Talia gestured for her to come in, and after closing the door, Jason hugged Skye.

“I am,” Skye replied, so happy to see her best friend.

“Skye, it’s good to see you again. Welcome home,” Jason said, stepping back.

Talia kept looking at her, grinning, and said, “I didn’t think you would be here until tomorrow afternoon.”

“After Matt helped with the loading, we spent some time together, and then he told me to head out a day early to surprise you,” Skye said.

“Yes, you did. I’m so happy you’re here. Come in and meet everyone,” Talia said, wanting to show off her best friend.

“Wait, what? No, no, what do you mean meet everyone?” Skye shook her head, taking a step back.

“We decided to combine Jason’s birthday, which is tomorrow, and video/photo time with some of the crew he works with and their wives,” Talia said. She took Skye’s hand and led her into the spacious living room, with Jason grinning as he followed.

Everyone turned toward Talia, who was beaming, and said, “I want to introduce you to my dearest, best friend from childhood. We lost contact until recently. Everybody, this is Skye Chaundler from Seattle.” Skye gave a brief wave, saying hello, overwhelmed by everyone staring at her.

Jason glanced at Cole, who stared at Skye as if he had just seen a famous actress walk in and hoped to meet her.

Nadine was the first to approach Skye and introduce herself, shaking Skye’s hand. She pointed to her handsome husband, Jim, who walked toward Skye and shook her hand.

Chloe and Jana didn’t want to be the last ones, so they introduced themselves, telling Skye they worked for Talia. Jana shook Skye’s hand, and Chloe hugged her, telling her it was a pleasure to meet her.

The remaining couples introduced themselves, welcoming Skye back. They then gathered their coats and said it was time to leave. They told Jason happy birthday again, congratulated Talia on her fantastic win, and said they looked forward to reading the magazine story. The remaining people were Captain Robins, his wife, and Cole.

“Welcome back to Iowa,” Captain Robins said, shaking Skye’s hand like Eileen had. “Jason mentioned how the three of you met in Seattle, but he didn’t mention how pretty you are.” Eileen nudged him with a grin. “And we can see how happy Talia is that you’re here and safe. We wish you all the best.” The captain and Eileen left, leaving Cole to look at her.

Jason said, “Cole, this is Skye, with an ‘e,’ one of the gals who emailed you about places in Seattle for us to see. And Skye, this is Cole Thomas, one of our volunteer firefighters and a travel agent like you.”

“Oh, nice to meet you in person, Cole,” Skye reached out her hand. She noted his handsome face, brown hair, brown eyes, clear skin, short stubble beard, and his build.

Cole took a step toward her, took her hand, and kissed it. “My mother always told me to be polite when there’s a lovely lady in the room and kiss her hand.” There was a teasing grin on his face as he gazed into her eyes.

Skye continued to look at him and stepped back. Talia watched their interaction, hoping for some interest from Skye, but there was none that she could tell.

Chloe and Jana cleaned the kitchen, storing the leftovers in the refrigerator, but they left the cake on the dining room table. Heading to the living room, they told Talia they were leaving. They wished Jason a happy birthday again and said they had fun today. After hugging Jason and Talia, they put their coats on and turned to Skye, telling her they were glad she’d made it safely, and they said good night.

It was the four of them now. Jason motioned for Skye and Cole to sit. Cole chose the large, overstuffed chair while Skye and Talia settled on the sofa, and Jason sat in the rocking chair.

Looking at Skye, Cole asked, “You were born here in Des Moines?”

“No, Carroll. A town northwest of here,” Skye said, noting his soft, deep voice. She shifted slightly in her seat, a habit she had when she was nervous.

“Are you from here?” Skye asked.

“Marietta, Ohio,” he said, gazing at her.

She stared at him like he was from another country.

In an amused tone, he replied, “You know, the state that lies between Indiana and Pennsylvania and is surrounded by Michigan, Kentucky, and West Virginia.”

She thought he was being snobbish as she said brusquely, “I realize I may not look like the sharpest person in the room, but I studied geography in school like everyone else, and I passed with flying colors.” Cole just looked at her with a raised eyebrow.

After a moment, her shoulders drooped. “I’m sorry; that was rude of me. I’m hungry and tired. It’s been a long haul, literally.”

“Skye, what can I get you to eat? I can make you a sandwich or a salad, and we have my birthday cake.” Jason could see she was tired.

“Oh, I don’t want to bother you. I can wait until morning,” Skye said, her voice tinged with politeness and exhaustion, covering her mouth to yawn.

“You need to eat something, even if it’s a small amount.” Standing up, he was ready to head to the kitchen.

Talia said, taking hold of Skye’s hand. “You’ll stay here tonight since we have a spare bedroom already set up.”

Jason’s phone rang. Jim was on the line and told him he and Nadine would stop by and help unload the trailer tomorrow.

“Cole, would you be available tomorrow to help unload Skye’s trailer? Jim and Nadine are coming to help. Besides, I don’t want my lovely wife picking up heavy objects.”

“I’m more than happy to help. What time?” Cole asked, sitting straight in his chair as he smiled on the inside, hoping to be close to Skye as he glanced her way.

“Skye, you’ve got to be exhausted. In the morning, you can sleep in, we can have lunch, and then we’ll have plenty of hands to unload. How does that sound?” Talia asked, placing her hand on Skye’s arm.

“Thank you. That sounds good. Jason, if could give me a small salad and a piece of your birthday cake.”

“I’ll get a plate for you.”

Standing up, Skye said, “I’d like to bring something in from my car. I’ll go get it.”

“Do you need help?” Cole asked and stood up.

“No, I’m fine, thank you. Be back in a few moments.” Skye headed for the door.

Jason walked into the kitchen to prepare a plate for her. Talia watched as Cole watched Skye leave. He looked at Talia with a goofy grin, saying, “I think you know I like Skye. Jason let it slip that he had told you about the photos he sent me. And then Jim caught me looking at my phone . . . a lot.”

“He told me,” Talia said. “She’s self-reliant, loving, kind-hearted, and very giving, and has been through a lot in the last few years. And right now, she’s got to be exhausted. I’m not sure I could have traveled such a distance pulling a trailer alone.”

Jason set a place at the table for Skye. He asked Talia and Cole if they wanted to join her so she didn’t feel alone. Cole headed into the dining room while Talia waited for Skye to return.

Skye walked into the living room, set down her overnight bag and a tote, but held onto the large canvas bag. Jason and Cole walked back to the living room.

“When you were in Seattle, and we visited all those places, I took a lot of pictures of you. And when we drove down to Kubota Garden, one of my favorite places, I took some more pictures. I knew I wanted to do something special for you.”

She unzipped the large canvas bag while they watched. She pulled out a beautifully crafted 18x24 rustic gray wood frame with a finished back and wire for hanging and turned it around. The pictures were beautiful within the layered gray and white matte. Among them were four 5x7s. Two photos were from Kubota Garden, where Jason and Talia had stood on the Heart Bridge. They were embracing each other in one photo. In the next, they were sharing a tender kiss. The soft earth tones in the two photos were accented by the red railing.

The next two 5x7 pictures were of Jason and Talia standing inside the Changing Form black structure at Kerry Park. In one photo, they had their arms around each other, and their backdrop was the Space Needle at dusk or civil twilight. In the one next to it, the sun’s glow on the horizon showed their silhouette with the ocean in the distance as Jason kissed the top of Talia's head.

“Oh, Skye, this is so beautiful. Thank you, thank you,” Talia said, her eyes misting.

She turned to Skye, hugging her, while Cole watched. He wanted to wrap his arms around her and hold her close. Maybe someday.

Skye propped the large picture against the sofa seat cushion and removed a photo album from the tote with all the other pictures she had taken. She gave it to Talia, who peeked inside, with Jason looking over her shoulder and then back at the large picture frame.

“What made you decide to do this?” Jason asked.

Skye looked at them and said, “I saw how happy you were and that you were meant to be together. I wanted to capture those moments and, I guess, wish for that myself someday. Our time together was short, and these pictures made it feel more like home. I realized how much I missed my best friend. You walked through the airport doors, and I was left behind. That made me sad.”

Talia took Skye’s hand, seeing her eyes getting misty.

“After looking through the pictures a bunch of times, I wanted to share them with you, so you could see the joy and happiness I saw. Everything seemed so natural for you.” Skye had a look of ‘Why can’t I have that.’

Pointing to the four 5x7 photos, she stared at them. “These are my favorite pictures. The Heart Bridge, where you walked toward the middle, looking out over the pond. Jason, you wrapped your arms around your wife and kissed her as if you were the only two people in the garden. You were at such peace holding one another, just like inside the Changing Form. All I could think of was that someday, someone special might cross my path.”

This even pulled Cole’s heartstrings, feeling what Skye felt. He knew he was an honorable, gentle, compassionate, and loving man and ached for the same as he gazed at her.

Skye spoke softly. “I was envious of you. Look at my past.”

“Skye, be patient. I’ve told you before someone decent and loving is out there for you.” Talia gave her another hug with a side glance at Cole.

“Skye, I have a plate for you. And, since it’s my birthday cake, I’m happy to have another piece. Talia and Cole, how about you?”

“I think I will, and then I’ll be on my way,” Cole said, waiting for Skye to walk to the dining room.

They enjoyed cake and small talk, and soon after, Cole left. Talia showed Skye the bathroom and then to her room.
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When they’d first crossed paths at a gallery function, she wanted to approach him and start a conversation as if by chance.

She was preoccupied with following and watching him. As she got closer, a server bumped into her, causing a momentary interruption, and she lost sight of him in the crowd. Annoyed by the server, she made an ugly comment while looking at her outfit to see if it was ruined. It had escaped the spilled wine glass.

As she looked around, trying to find him, she turned to see him in front of her. There was no expression on his face as he stood there with his jacket open and one hand in his pants pocket.

“You’ve been watching me. Why?” His eyes scanned her up and down, noting how well she was dressed.

“I wasn’t watching you per se. I was looking at what you were looking at and found it interesting.” She noted his soft voice and how he looked at her.

“Really. And why is that?” He looked at her with his mesmerizing brown eyes.

She was caught off guard and fumbled for an answer. “I just wondered what you thought of the pieces since I know nothing about art.” She hoped it was enough of an answer.

“My name is Claire Remming.” She offered her hand. “And what might your name be?” There was no handshake.

“Leopold,” he said with an indistinct grin.

His name sounded sexy to her and suited his body well. “And does Leopold have a last name?”

Looking her up and down again, he answered before walking away, “He does. Pardon me.”

She didn’t get turned down by handsome men and had to think since she hadn’t received the answer she’d hoped for.

Seeing where he was headed next, Claire meandered that way, keeping an eye on him. Plenty of people were mingling and blocking her path. He moved to the next exhibit around the corner, and she hastened her pace to keep up.

She came close enough that he turned around and stared at her. “Are you following me?” With a slight frown, he asked, feeling like he had a tagalong.

“When I start a conversation with someone, they engage back. They don’t turn and walk away from me,” she huffed.

Staring at her, he said, “Did it occur to you that I prefer not to engage in conversation and that I’m here simply looking at the artwork?”

“It’s rare, if ever, that an attractive man walks away from me. So, what’s your story?” She clutched her handbag.

“No story, just looking. And yes, you are lovely, if that’s what you want to hear.”

“I’m glad you noticed. Have you been to many galleries here in the city?”

“No.”

She was getting impatient with Leopold’s lack of conversation.

She was about to give up, but he surprised her. “There’s a café around the corner. Would you care to join me for a cup of coffee?”

She said yes, and the two headed out the door.

His alarm clock chirped again. At least, this one was a decent dream.
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Sunday, March 29

Lying beside her in bed, Jason couldn’t help but stare at this beautiful woman, who was carrying his child. His love for his wife ran deep. His eyes swept across the soft white cotton top that fit snugly around her protruding baby belly and slightly larger breasts. It wouldn’t be long, and he wouldn’t be the only one to touch and caress their softness; so would their child as he or she nursed.

A glance at the clock revealed it was 7:00 a.m. He leaned over and tenderly kissed Talia’s cheek, placing a hand lightly on her stomach. He whispered to the baby how much he loved him or her. They didn’t want to know the baby’s sex until the birth.

Getting up, he walked over to the large bedroom window looking out. He loved that it faced east and the amazing backyard. Numerous cornfields dotted the distant landscape beyond the city’s edges. A handful of homes emerged, creating a countryside ambiance.

He hoped Talia would sleep for a while. She seemed a tad restless and worried about Skye over the last month and what had happened to her when they were in Seattle. But she was here now and safe. Jason also hoped Skye could sleep more peacefully, knowing she wouldn’t have to look over her shoulder for more Devons who could harm her.

Walking to the bathroom, he showered and got dressed. He loved walking down the stairs, glancing into the living room with those big windows, and walking down the hallway toward the kitchen. Still, it felt strange knowing he was now living in his grandmother’s house, which he often visited.

He loved the large dining room and its three windows, where he and Talia would have their meals with their own family. Friends and family would be invited to different gatherings. And he loved the idea of barbeques, and the glider swing was perfect. Remembering as a boy following the brick pathway like he was walking the yellow brick road to Oz, he sat on the swing feeling peaceful. It felt like he had truly come home.

Jason’s phone buzzed and he saw it was from Grandma Jean. She texted: Happy Birthday, Jay! ♥ ♫ ֍ ☺ Esther didn’t think I could find any fun things to put in this text, so I showed her. Have a beautiful day. I love you!

After making coffee, he couldn’t resist a bite or two of birthday cake before breakfast. Heading to the living room, he looked at the large picture frame, smiling, and then he picked up the photo album and walked to the sunroom.

He couldn’t wait for Talia but was sure she wouldn’t mind him looking at the photos without her
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