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December

“Look, Dad!” Bobby Morrison yelled from the living room.

Holding a mug of coffee, the boy’s father, Cal, strolled into the room and peered out the window.

“Someone’s moving in,” Cal said.

“Look! A big truck,” exclaimed the boy.

Cal chuckled and rubbed his son’s head as they watched the men unloading furniture and carting it into the house.

“Go get dressed. School today.” Cal shooed Bobby away.

Curiosity riveted the older Morrison to the window. A woman appeared at the door to the small house. Her short, dark hair and the way she moved caught his eye.

“What’s she doing here? She’s not moving into that house, is she?” he said to himself.

A frown drew the corners of his mouth down. His brows knitted, and anger tightened his chest. Hadn’t Giselle Davenport done enough harm? She didn’t belong here anymore. Why had she come back? It sure wasn’t because of him. Why hadn’t she stayed in Europe, where she belonged?

He had a life in Pine Grove now. Her return would spoil things. He’d been over Giselle since the moment she left, or at least that was what he told himself. He’d found someone else, married, and had a child. So, why didn’t Giselle stay in another corner of the world?

Drawn to her against his will, he stood there, transfixed, as the burly men hauled tables, chairs, and boxes inside.

“She can’t own the place. No. She must be renting. Probably only a brief stop on her way to Timbuktu for another fancy job,” he muttered to himself. And maybe breaking another heart? At least this time, it wouldn’t be his.

He watched her cling to the wrought iron bannister on the front steps. Frost from the night before made the concrete stairs slippery. Dressed in a short jacket, she wrapped her free arm around her waist.

“She never did know how to dress for winter,” he mumbled to himself.

In his head, he listed a dozen things he should be doing, but Cal couldn’t break his fascination with the scene unfolding across the street. He’d heard through the grapevine—the grapevine being his mother—Giselle had sold her family’s enormous Victorian home. He wondered how she’d get a giant house full of furniture into the tiny two-bedroom job.

Anger grew to bitterness. Why did Giselle have to come back? He’d been doing fine without her for the past six years. He had a life—almost a life. He had his son, their cozy little house, perfect for the two of them, and work with his father. He had everything he needed, right?

Wrong. Since his wife drowned in the Delaware, Cal hadn’t had a woman in his life. Jane had been reckless, ignoring his warning about the treacherous river. She’d been swept away by the strong current and smashed into a large rock. Unconscious, she’d fallen below the water and drowned before Cal could get to her.

Since then, his life had been laid out for him—work and taking care of his son. His parents helped out. Every week, Cal and Bobby shared Sunday dinner with his folks. Bobby looked forward to playing with Grandpa, and Cal enjoyed his mother’s cooking.

He’d settled into a comfortable routine, and now this—Giselle Davenport moving in across the street. The last thing he needed was her waltzing back into his life. Sure, he’d been crazy in love with her when she left to have a year working abroad. “A once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Only for a year,” she’d assured him. Baloney! He knew different. Once she got a taste of Europe, she’d never come home.

They had agreed to date others during the year. Giselle had frowned when he’d suggested it but went along anyway. Who knew he’d be the first to find someone else? In his mind, Jane had only been a temporary fix. Things between them progressed faster than he’d wanted, and Jane became pregnant. So they married.

The night before his wedding, pain had stabbed Cal’s heart. While he did care for Jane, he still loved Giselle. Cal stepped up and did the responsible thing. While his marriage never satisfied him, deep inside, it had worked, more or less. Though he’d lost Jane, he had Bobby, an energetic, curious, exuberant force in his life. Cal adored his son, grateful to have him.

He rubbed his chin as he stared at her place. What did Giselle think? That they’d simply patch things up and start dating again? No way! She was a spider who’d hurt him beyond anything he could have imagined. She’d be lucky to get the time of day from him.

“Come on, Dad,” Bobby said, standing by the front door.

Leaving his reminiscences behind, Cal threw on a jacket and took his son by the hand. Their snug house was two streets away from Pine Grove Elementary. They’d bought the house because it was an easy walk to Bobby’s school. Having spent yesterday shoveling, Cal made sure their walkway was snow and ice-free, safe for his son.

As they strolled along, Bobby sang “Jingle Bells.” Cal shot one glance over his shoulder before turning down the street.

“You like the big truck, too?” his son asked.

“Yeah. It sure is huge,” Cal lied, quietly chastising himself for not telling the truth. No reason to tell Bobby anything about Giselle.

When he looked over, their eyes met. She lowered hers first and turned away. Be embarrassed. You’ve got plenty to feel guilty about, Ms. Davenport. So, she couldn’t meet his stare? Well, good. It simply meant he wouldn’t have to bother with her.

“Come on, Dad. Sing. It’s almost Christmas.”

Cal joined in. Bobby’s ebullience raised his spirits. The child had no idea how many times his cheerfulness had saved Cal’s mood. The boy had been depressed for months after his mother’s death. At two, he didn’t understand and had adapted to having only his father and grandparents. Cal’s mother, Betty, stood in for Jane as much as possible.

There were times when Cal’s patience stretched from New York to California. The boy’s energy never seemed to give out, except five minutes before bedtime. Between being mother and father to his son and working in the tree and lawn business with his dad, Cal ended up exhausted by the end of the day. Consequently, his celibate lifestyle didn’t present much of a problem.

Now that Bobby had entered kindergarten, Cal admitted the time had come to find a new wife. While he and Jane hadn’t always gotten along, he missed living with a woman, sharing a bed, meals, and decisions about Bobby.

However, in a small town, there weren’t many options, and with a child...well, being a father closed him off to women who didn’t want the burden. With the arrival of winter, the tree and lawn business ground to a halt. Both Cal and his father had more free time than they could fill. Cal planned to make a list of indoor projects to accomplish while the weather was too rough to work outside.

He kissed his son goodbye and ambled toward home. At Giselle’s, there were only a few boxes left. The back of the truck was closed. Cal watched.

A man approached her with a piece of paper and a pen. She brought the paper right up to her face before scribbling something. Hmm, he didn’t remember her being so nearsighted. She must have left her glasses inside. But he didn’t recollect her wearing glasses, either. He shrugged it off. Things changed over time, he figured.

As he got to the place where their paths paralleled each other, he stopped. After the massive truck pulled out of her driveway, he faced her.

“You’re back?” he called out, narrowing his eyes.

She gave him a half smile and made her way down the walk. Halfway there, she stepped on an icy patch, slid, and fell hard on her butt.

“Ouch!” she blurted out.

Cal was by her side in a second. He grabbed her elbow and yanked her to her feet.

“You hurt?” He raised his hand to clean off her bottom but stopped in the nick of time.

Brushing off her pants, she shook her head. “Thanks.” She moved out of his grasp.

“What are you doing here?” Cal struggled to keep belligerence out of his voice but failed.

“In Pine Grove? It’s my hometown. I’ve always lived here.”

“Okay, then. On Pond Road? Right across the street from me?” His folded his arms across his chest.

“It wasn’t intentional. I needed a ranch. Small. Julia picked it out for me before I got back.”

“Oh? Julia? And she didn’t know I lived here?”

“I guess not. I think it was the only small ranch on the market.”

“What do you need a ranch for? What’s wrong with your father’s Victorian?”

“None of your business.” She pushed by him. “Thanks for the neighborly welcome,” she sniffed.

“I did help you up,” he said.

“And I thanked you. I could have gotten up by myself.”

“But you didn’t need to, did you?”

She whirled around and faced him. “What do you want? A medal? Should I call the newspaper? You did something neighborly and nice, but don’t ask me to give you a Purple Heart.” Giselle raised her chin for a second then turned and continued on her way.

He stood, frozen in place, watching her walk away. She still had that haughty sway, the I’m-better-than-you swing of her hips he’d so admired six years ago. Today, it simply appeared condescending and stuck-up.

At the stairs, she slipped again and went right down on the step. From where he stood, it appeared her shin landed right on the edge of the flagstone. She uttered a cry of pain and stopped. Her shoulders heaved once.

“Well, I suppose you can get up from that one on your own,” he said, his tone meaner than he’d intended.

“Damn right,” she called over her shoulder. But, for several minutes, she clutched the railing with one hand, and her leg with the other.

Cal gave in, strode over, and slid his hand under her elbow.

“I’ve got it.” She attempted to wiggle out of his grasp.

“No, you don’t. Why don’t you shut up and let me help you?” He eased her to her feet. She leaned against him for a moment.

“Thanks. I’ve got it,” she choked out, staring straight ahead and gripping the bannister.

“Then I’ll mosey on home.” He moved away from her property, his gaze glued to her back. Slowing his pace, he waited for her to move. Finally, she limped up the steps and fiddled around at the lock. Boy, she’d sure gotten clumsy since he’d last seen her. He shook his head and continued on his way home.

* * * *
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GISELLE OPENED THE lock and fell into the house. She dragged her injured leg across the threshold and slammed the door before nosy Cal Morrison could snoop around. The pain was excruciating. She lay on the floor, hugging her leg to her chest. She felt along the shin bone. A bump was forming and something was wet. Blood. Crap! She’d cut herself.

Within a minute, shock set in and the pain subsided. She pushed to her feet, clinging to the doorjamb. Tears stung behind her eyes and wouldn’t be stopped.

“Damn it.” Anger gathered in her chest. “Stop feeling sorry for yourself,” she ordered. Sniffling, she limped over to the coffee table, banged into it, cursed, and found the tissue box. Plopping down on the sofa, she grabbed a flashlight from the coffee table and rolled up her pants leg. After examining the gash, she returned the flashlight to the table and hobbled to the bathroom. Giselle kept flashlights, magnifying glasses, and binocs in every room so she didn’t have to hunt for them.

Boxes got in her way, especially small ones hiding in the shadows. She bumped into furniture not yet put in place. Negotiating a chaotic house challenged Giselle.

After washing her cut and dressing it, she headed to the living room. Holding the binoculars, Giselle stood at the window. She could make out the Christmas tree in the house across the street. Her poor vision prevented her from distinguishing who moved around. She guessed it was Cal. She had watched him and his son make their way through the snowy streets to school. Pain had pierced her heart. The boy should have been her son with him. She sighed.

“You’d think after dealing with this crap for three years, I’d be used to it by now,” she said to herself. Early onset macular degeneration had disrupted her life, robbed her of her profession, and forced her to sell her family home. Her central vision, while not completely gone, had settled in as fuzzy. If she magnified things to huge and the light was right, she could read. Doctors treating her with vitamins and a special diet had arrested the disease, stabilizing her sight.

Giselle couldn’t read a regular book without intense concentration, magnification, and bright light. She’d given up on the television and turned her leisure time to the radio.

She made her way to the kitchen and plugged in the electric kettle. The beauty of it was it stopped boiling and kept the water hot with no open fire or hot burner. With help from her aunt, she’d laid out the kitchen and memorized it before the movers arrived.

Find the tea? Easy peasy, she went right to the correct cabinet. Sugar? Milk? Giselle pulled things together for a hot cuppa to chase the winter chill away.

Aunt Julia had picked out this house, a two-bedroom ranch. Though her worsening vision seemed to have plateaued, Giselle couldn’t handle stairs. Had Julia known this house was across the street from Cal’s? Maybe not.

Whether she wanted it or not, there would be no reunion. Between their anger and her disability, the gap between them was as wide as the Atlantic Ocean. Giselle’s plate was full to overflowing, simply figuring out the next steps in her life. Living on her savings, disability, and the money from the sale of her family’s home would do for now, but she needed a steady income.

She had instructed her aunt to tell no one about her condition, especially not Cal Morrison. She could take his hostility but never his pity.

Julia said rumor had it, he’d never forgiven Giselle for taking the job in Europe. She’d thought she told him it was only for a year but guessed he hadn’t listened. Within nine months of her leaving, he’d married. Devastated, Giselle had cried for weeks, moping around her lovely flat in Paris. To this day, she didn’t understand. If Cal had loved her as much as he had professed, he wouldn’t have married someone else. And surely not so fast?

After her tears abated, anger and resentment grew in her chest. Cal had been lying all along, hadn’t he? He’d never loved her, not really. The moment she was gone, he’d found another woman and didn’t waste a second before tying the knot. He wasn’t exactly crying his eyes out over her, was he?

She sat on the sofa with her cup of tea. Julia would be by later this afternoon to help her arrange the furniture. In the meantime, Giselle picked up her phone, shone the small, bright flashlight she kept in her pocket on it, and turned on an audio book. She stretched out on the couch, resting her head on one end and her feet on the other, and listened to a romance novel. She loved the happy endings. The mellifluous voice of the narrator soothed her, and soon she’d fallen asleep.

* * * *
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CAL PULLED BACK THE drapes. Since she had no curtains yet, he looked right inside Giselle’s house. Watching her bump into things and limp across the room, Cal rubbed his face. She’d never been a big drinker, yet she appeared drunk. He wondered for a moment, shrugged, and then checked his watch.

With the arrival of winter, work for Morrison’s Tree and Lawn Care switched from trees to snowplowing. He and his dad had invested in a plow attachment for their pickup, and it had paid off. Cal had plowed at least a dozen driveways already this week. Although no fan of the icy wind that whipped through Pine Grove every winter, he welcomed the work that came with snow. Sure beat being idle.

Bobby would be in school for another hour. Cal had time to breeze over to The Cozy Café and pick up a cup of their fine coffee and a cinnamon bun, and maybe a little gossip, too. He pulled out of the driveway and headed for tiny downtown Pine Grove.

“Howdy, Cal,” Laura Dailey said as she wiped down the counter with a damp rag.

“Hey, Laura.”

“Coffee and a hot cinnamon bun?”

“How’d you guess?” He grinned.

Laura headed for the coffeepot. “Newspaper, too?”

“Nope. Any local news?” He hoped he wasn’t being too obvious.

“Can’t think of anything. Oh! Wait. Yeah. Jess and Stryker are having a kids’ Christmas party at the inn.”

“Nice. That’s all?” he prodded.

“Gonna bring Bobby?”

“Might. Nothing else?”

Laura set down his mug and stopped. “Can’t think of anything,” she said, scooping his sweet bun out of the oven.

“I hear Giselle Davenport’s come back,” he said, hiding his exasperation.

“Oh yeah. But that’s not new.” Laura put the warm bun in front of him. “Butter?”

He nodded. “Not new?” His mouth watered in anticipation of the luscious pastry.

“Nope. Rumor had it she’d be returning six months ago.”

“But she’s just arrived?”

“Nope. Been stayin’ with her aunt Julia.”

“Six months? Really?”

“Yep.”

“How come I haven’t seen her?” he asked.

Laura narrowed her eyes and shot a shrewd glance his way. “Maybe because she didn’t want you to.”

He gulped a mouthful of coffee and contemplated her answer.

“She’s been working in that dilapidated thrift place, too. She fixed it up some. Had it open for a day or two a week.”

“Really? I had no idea.”

“Take your head outta your behind, Cal, and you might know what’s going on.”

“What did she come back for?” he asked, unable to stop himself.

“Probably not to see you. I dunno. Sold her folks’ house. Bought a new place in the flats somewhere, I heard.”

“Yeah, across the street from me,” Cal volunteered.

“Oh really?” Laura’s eyebrows shot up. “Interesting.”

“That’s why I’m askin’.”

“Wouldn’t have expected she’d land there,” Laura said.

“Me, neither.”

“Aren’t you the lucky one? To have such a nice, pretty lady right across the street. Mighty convenient, I’d say,” Laura said with a laugh.

Cal raised his palm. “Wait a minute. I didn’t ask her to move there. And I’m not happy about it.”

“Why not? Giselle is a sweetheart.” Laura carted menus to new patrons and took their orders.

Sure, Giselle used to be a sweetheart, until she left. Cal’s mind dialed back to the last week of the summer. He and Giselle had taken a midnight swim in Cedar Lake. They sat on the dock, dangling their feet in the water. He heard their conversation in his head as if it were yesterday.

“When you comin’ back?” he’d asked.

“I haven’t even left yet!”

“I know. But I’ll be crossing off the days until you get back. So how many days do I have to x off?” he’d asked.

“The contract is only for a year.”

“Really? Can they renew?”

“I don’t know. It’s a long way off. I figure a year in Europe’ll be plenty.”

“You’ll be here next summer?”

She’d reached over and combed his hair out of his eyes. Gazing directly at him, she’d smiled that gentle smile of hers. “I’ll miss you every hour of every day, Cal.”

The air had stilled around them. Cal leaned over to kiss her. He cupped her cheek and ran his thumb over the outline of her upper lip. “No, you won’t. You’ll have all of France at your feet. Those Frenchmen. Ooh la la!”

She’d laughed. “Don’t be silly. You’re the one I want. The only one.”

“Yeah? Tell them that.”

“There won’t be any ‘them.’ Only you. Can you wait?”

“I can. The question is, can you?”

She’d clasped his jaw in her hand and held him still while she kissed him. “I can wait forever for you, Cal Morrison.”

“I wish. If I had the money, I’d go over there and bring you home myself.”

“More coffee?” Laura asked, breaking into his reverie.

He smiled. “Sure. Thanks.”

He’d repeated her line over and over again in his head. “I can wait forever for you, Cal Morrison.” Shame flooded him. He hadn’t waited, had he? Had she waited? She wasn’t married, though he’d heard through the grapevine she’d dated European guys. He guessed maybe she had waited. Waited until she found out he was married. Of course, he’d never promised to wait forever. And it was not like he’d intended to marry Jane. Stuff kind of happened, and then he had to do the right thing.

Here he was feeling guilty when, probably, she could care less. By now, he figured she’d had at least a dozen affairs with guys ten times as smart as Cal with a thousand times as much money. She sure didn’t give him a warm greeting today, either. It was obvious she was through with him. Who could blame her? He’d been married. And if Jane had listened to Cal, she’d still be here, and he wouldn’t be wondering about Giselle Davenport.

Nah. He had to be honest with himself. Even if Jane had lived, Cal would still be wondering about Giselle. Not that he’d do anything about it, then or now. But he’d wonder, always wonder what life would have been like if he’d waited or she’d stayed.

“Almost time to pick up Bobby,” Laura said.

Cal checked his watch, wolfed down the rest of his food, and pushed to his feet. Nothing to be gained with the what-ifs in life. He had his hands full dealing with reality. Cal pushed through the door, climbed into his truck, and headed for Pine Grove Elementary.
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Chapter Two
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Giselle stood by the sink after filling up the kettle, when the doorbell rang.

“Come in!” she called, feeling the wall for the plug.

Julia Davenport joined her in the kitchen. “I have the baked goods,” she said, placing a bag on the countertop.

“Great. I put the hot water on a minute ago. What kind of tea do you want?”

“Got any vanilla?”

“I do.” Giselle headed for the cabinet. She lifted out a round cannister, opened it, and sniffed a few tea bags until she found the right ones.

“I found a place online that sells a talking microwave,” Julia said, taking off her coat.

“I don’t need a microwave.”

“Why not? Everyone has one.”

“I bet it’s expensive.”

“It is. At least five hundred bucks. But I’m sure it’s worth it.”

“People prepared food long before the microwave.”

“Can I buy it for you for Christmas?”

Giselle turned away, sensing heat in her cheeks. She hated charity.

“It’s okay, Julia. I’d much rather have some audiobooks.”

“We can get those from the library. We could drive over there after the grocery store.”

“Fine. I’m going to have to make some steady arrangement for driving.”

“I bet there’s a mom who would love to have a little part-time work one morning a week. Why don’t you call the Pine Grove Elementary principal?”

“Great idea! I’ll do it tomorrow.”

“Now, let’s get this house set up.”

“I don’t know if you’re strong enough to move furniture,” Giselle said.

“I’m a moose. That’s what Bill always said. Let’s give it a go.”

Giselle plucked a notebook out of her purse. “I have the plans for where everything should go here.” She handed the book to Julia.

Together, the women got the furniture where it belonged and dragged the boxes into the appropriate rooms. Then, they made the bed. Giselle sorted lingerie and socks for the bureau while Julia hung up dresses, jackets, and pants in the closet.

When Julia left for a dental appointment, Giselle lay down on the bed for a nap. Exhaustion took over, and the next thing she heard was the front door opening. Panic set in.

“Who’s there?” she cried out in anguish.

“I’m so sorry. I should have knocked, but I didn’t want to disturb you.” Julia entered her niece’s house, carrying a shopping bag.

Giselle gave her aunt a hug. “You’re right on time for tea. I’ll put the kettle on.”

“You’re so self-sufficient. It’s amazing.”

“I’ve had a few years to adjust.”

“Can’t I be impressed?”

“Life goes on, Julia. No matter what.”

“True.”

“Chamomile or Vanilla Chai?” Giselle asked, on her way to the kitchen.

“Vanilla, please. I brought you some Christmas decorations.”

“I’m not going to have a tree. No point.”

“Can we put these up in the window, then?” Julia asked.

“Sure. I don’t want people to think I’m a Scrooge.”

Giselle took down mugs and pulled the vanilla tea from the cannister.

Julia joined her niece. “Do you need help?”

“Say ‘when,’ will you?”

“Sure.”

“I brought some of Laura Dailey’s scones.” She rummaged through the shopping bag.

“Are you going to do Santa’s Thrift Shop?”

“Me? No. That was Mom’s thing. Not mine.” Giselle put a piece of the confection in her mouth.

“But you always helped out.”

“When I had perfect vision. But now? No.”

“I’ll help. I’m sure we can find others.”

“There’s probably a ton of dust and mold growing in the back room. Ugh. I’ve been afraid to dig too deep in there.”

Julia patted Giselle’s arm. “The children look forward to it. And when I told people you were moving home, everyone asked me if you were going to do it.”

“And what did you say?”

“Said I didn’t know. Had to talk to you first.”

“If everything was normal, well, maybe. But the way things are...”

“People will pitch in.”

“I don’t want that. I don’t want help. I don’t want pity. I just want to be left alone.” Giselle pushed to her feet and stomped to the bay window.

Through the fuzziness, she made out a snowball fight happening across the street. Her heart squeezed. Of course, it would be Cal. She recalled the many times he’d rifled one at her bottom with amazing accuracy.

She sighed and turned away. No sense torturing herself. Cal had a new life, a child, and probably a girlfriend. Julia came up behind her, laying a hand on her shoulder.

“It’s time for you to get a life.”

* * * *
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STANDING AT THE WINDOW, staring at Giselle’s house, Cal answered the phone. “Why didn’t you tell me Giselle was moving across the street?”

“Because I didn’t know,” his mother, Betty, said.

“Like I believe that. You know everything going on in Pine Grove.”

“I did know she’d moved back a while ago. She moved in with Julia Davenport in late June, I think.”

“June?” he asked, his eyebrows shooting up. “When were you going to tell me?”

“Didn’t think you’d want to know. You two are old news.”

“Yeah, well, old is new now that she’s across the street.”

“Oh?” Betty said, her tone warming. “Really? You’re seeing her again?”

“What? No! Not really even speaking to her.”

“Too bad.”

“You always liked her, didn’t you?”

“What’s not to like? She’s a sweet, charming girl.”

“Oh? Not so sweet and charming when she left me with an engagement ring in my pocket to move to Europe, was she?”

“You had an engagement ring?”

“I thought you knew, Ma.”

“That makes it worse, doesn’t it?”

“It was what it was. It’s over. Has been for a long time now.” He shifted his weight but didn’t take his gaze from Giselle’s property.

“I’m sorry, Cal. You were so happy with her.”

“Ancient history. What’s she doing back here? And why is she living across the street?”

“Why are you asking me? She’s a stone’s throw away. Why don’t you ask her?”

“You’d love that, wouldn’t you?”

“It’s not about me, Son. It’s about you. You have no life outside of Bobby. Why don’t you go over there? Talk to her. Maybe you two can patch things up?”

“No way, Ma. No way.” He shook his head.

“Not with a bad attitude.”

“She’s been gone a long time. I’m surprised she isn’t married. It wouldn’t be the same.”

“You never know. It might be better.”

“Yeah, right. I doubt she’s interested in me, either. With all those European men. Besides, I’ve been married, have a son. Most women don’t want men with kids.”

“You never know until you try.”

“You know everyone. Find out why she bought the house across the street. Okay?”

“I’ll do my best.”

“I gotta go,” he said. “Love you.” And hung up. Not that he had anything scheduled. It being a cold, windy day, there would be no tree work. He focused on Giselle’s house again. He remembered the family who had lived there before her. They’d had one child, a girl, who’d played with Bobby. Then the woman got pregnant, so they moved.

Why would a woman without kids want to live so close to a school? The house needed repairs. From his window, he could see the front steps were uneven and chipped on the corners. He remembered there was a cracked window in the basement.

He hadn’t seen a car. Did Giselle own a sleek European model, or did she buy American? He guessed she’d prefer European in cars, same as she did in men. The car must be in the garage. But there were no tire tracks in the snow. Maybe she was waiting for a delivery.

Questions about Giselle Davenport clouded his mind. He turned to face his living room. The carpet needed vacuuming, and Bobby had left toys strewn throughout. Damn, he’d have to teach that boy to pick up after himself. Cal was alone. He didn’t have a woman to help with the chores.

After putting Bobby’s toys in a pile, he called him into the room.

“Bring these back to your room, Bobby. You can’t leave toys all over the house. It’s okay to play with them in here, but then you have to take them back to your room. I need to vacuum and I can’t do it with your stuff in the way.”

“Sorry, Dad,” the boy responded, picking up as many trucks as his little arms could carry.

Cal grinned and scooped up the rest.

“Why don
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