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      Turning into my lengthy driveway, I slow the car down to a crawl as I take in the marvelous two-story cabin ahead of us. A rustic ranch style wooden fence surrounds the property. I’m feeling a pinch me moment taking in the fall leaves adorning the trees in our yard. This could be in a magazine.

      “Look kids, this is our forever home.”

      “Whoa.” Lilly grabs the back of my seat pulling herself forward for a better look. “We actually get to live here?”

      Smiling in the rearview mirror at her and her brother, Ty, I say, “We sure do and it’s all ours. No more renting and moving all over the world.”

      Noticing my son stretching upward in his booster seat with his mouth hanging open, I ask him, “What do you think bud?”

      “It’s so big. But what if I get lost inside?”

      Me and Lilly giggle before I reassure him. “You won’t get lost. You may have to turn around and go a different way to find your way out of a room, but we’ll be close by. Besides, by the time we unpack all of our stuff you’ll probably know where everything is.”

      “Look Mom, the front steps go up to a big screened in porch that goes around to the side, and there’s two fire places! That’s so cool.”  My girl beams as I put the car in park on the right side of the house with Sophie and Liam pulling in behind me.

      “I knew you’d like it. It looks even better than when I first saw it. The previous owners took a bit longer to move out since they did the moving themselves. Once they were gone, I had a few things fixed before the movers delivered the boxes full of our stuff. That’s why I wanted you kids to wait and see it when we move in.”

      After getting Ty out of his seat and putting his feet on the ground, he runs to Sophie yelling. “Ms. Sophie, this is our house! Look how big it is.”

      Laughing, she exclaims, “It is sooo big and I love it, don’t you?”

      “I do, I do.” He jumps up and down before running to his sister grabbing her hand. “Come on Lilly, let’s go inside.”

      Breathing in the chilly air I try catching up to them. “Slow down kids. I have the key so wait for me. We’re going in the front door since you’ve never been here, but most of the time we’ll enter from the side door because it will be closer to the car.”

      As they run to the front door, my heart fills with joy witnessing their excitement. I can’t help wondering if their father is watching us from heaven. If so, there’s no doubt he’s grinning from ear to ear.

      Wiggling the key in the double door locks, I unlock them and push both doors wide open so they can get a clear view. As Lilly and Ty scurry through the large foyer, their heads are on a swivel. They roll from side to side studying the spacious open dining room to the left next to the den. The large family room is across from the dining room and faces the back yard.

      Lilly peeks at me all wide eyed and I know what’s going through her mind. “Okay, go ahead and look around, but you need to watch out for your brother and keep him close to you. And be careful walking around with all the boxes scattered everywhere. When you get to your rooms, I want you to start taking things out of those boxes, okay?”

      “We will.” She says grabbing Ty’s hand while they slowly walk around taking in everything.

      “I can’t believe we’re finally moving into our forever home.” A smile tickles my lips as I look next to me at Sophie, but it suddenly fades with a fleeting thought running around my head.

      Her smile disappears when I sigh and admit my worst fear since losing Mitch. “You know… when my husband died in that horrific ambush, I didn’t think the kids and I could be happy anywhere without him, but you know what?”

      “What?” Sophie asks.

      Scanning the lower level as we walk to the back of the house, I look out the wall of windows in the family room. Entering the room, it appears as if the lake is part of our yard until you move further in and get a glimpse of the deck. I release a long peaceful breath.

      “If there’s any place in the world where it’s possible, it’s here in Twinkle Falls. I still can’t believe I was lucky enough to get a cabin in your neighborhood, and just around the bend from you, Liam and the kids.”

      Trying to maintain composure, I mindlessly start unpacking one of the small boxes next to me, setting the items on a nearby coffee table.

      My best friend scoots closer while reaching for my hand. “We’re so blessed to have you and the kids living on our street.” We share a smile as she continues.

      “I know I wasn’t lucky enough to meet Mitch, but from everything I’ve heard about your husband and how crazy he was about you, I know without a doubt he’s smiling from heaven at you and the kids.”

      Flicking a tear from my cheek, I hug Sophie. “I appreciate that. He really would’ve loved it here, especially living in this house overlooking the lake with a glimpse of the falls in the distance.”

      My best friend states, “It was definitely a selling point for us while deciding which house we wanted to live in when we moved here from Florida. And when Liam came over the first time, he was mesmerized by the views.”

      “I can picture Mitch being the same way. He would have had so much fun playing outdoors with the kids and taking them out on the lake. He loved being on the water. He said it made him feel at peace swimming in it, being near it, or on top of it in a boat.”

      “Where Liam and Mitch lived in North Carolina as teenagers, Liam said they’d go out on the lake without his mom knowing where he was. One time she was worried to death until she called Mitch’s parents to see if they knew where he was and found out the boys were out on the water. Needless to say, he was grounded for a week.” We giggle while she helps me unpack another box.

      “The two of them used to crack me up when they shared their stories while home on leave and we managed to get together.”

      Sophie laughs. “Oh yes, my husband was quite the rebel in his early teens, and will be the first to admit it. He’ll also give praise to Mitch and the McQuinn family for helping him see the evil of his ways.”

      “You’re right about that. Dad, my father-in-law, said he knew from the first time he met Liam he had too much time on his hands. He said he was the type of kid that needed to stay busy to keep from getting into trouble, and boy was he right.”

      “Hey, were you ladies talking about me again?” Liam asks while shuffling into the family room.

      “Of course we were.” I wink at Sophie as we continue unloading the box on the coffee table.

      He approaches his wife and gives her a peck on the cheek. “I’m sure it was an interesting conversation then.”

      “Isn’t it always?” Sophie smirks before placing the base of a lamp on the end table by the sectional.

      “Oh—I was just telling your wife how Mitch filled me in on some of the mischief you got away with before his parents helped you see the error of your ways.”

      “Hey, hey, don’t be giving away all my secrets.”

      Sophie winks at me before raising an eyebrow at him. “But honey, after I caught you texting some good-looking woman a few years ago, you assured me there would be no more secrets between us.” She slaps his backside while passing by him.

      “Ow.” He rubs where she hit. “You’re right, but that text wasn’t what you imagined, and the mischief you speak of was just harmless teenage pranks.”

      “Mom, we’re hungry.” Lilly and Ty shout from the bottom of the stairs before rounding the corner into the family room.

      “Did you get anything unpacked yet Lilly?”

      “Yeah, about half of a medium sized box.”

      I look at Ty. “What about you?”

      He shrugs rather sheepishly. “I don’t know. I grabbed some stuff out of one and put them on the floor. I don’t know where they go.”

      Lightly shaking my head, I rustle his hair and make my way to the kitchen with him tailing me. “Okay, well after you eat lunch, I’ll show you where to put everything. Sound good?”

      “Alright.” He mutters as Lilly follows us into the kitchen located on the opposite side of the foyer from the dining room.

      Crossing the threshold to one of my favorite parts of this house my insides do a happy dance. Clearly my favorite part of it is the view, followed by the mixed wood accents.

      An eight-foot-wide window behind the sink immediately greets you with a partial view of the back deck and the mountains in the background. On the opposite end of the open-air kitchen—beyond the large island—you get a glimpse of the back portion of the family room with an even bigger window overlooking the lake. It really is breathtaking.

      “Here, let me help you throw something together while Liam entertains the kids.” Sophie tells me while nudging her husband when I open the refrigerator.

      He leans into Sophie. “I got this.” Liam winks at me while approaching Ty and Lilly. “Hey kids, who wants to play hide-and-seek?”

      “I do!” Ty yells while jumping up and down.

      Lilly’s mouth droops and her eyes turn sad as I step in front of her. I’m pretty sure I know what it is, though I caress her arm and ask. “What is it sweetie?”

      Sheepishly cutting her eyes up at me, she answers. “Daddy used to do that with us when you were busy.” Her frown remains, so I pull her in for a hug.

      Out of the corner of my eye I notice Liam’s hand lifting to cover his mouth. Tipping my head at him I mouth the words, It’s okay.

      “I understand that it could make you feel a little sad honey, but do you know what your daddy would want you to remember about those times?”

      Looking up at me, she stands straight saying, “No, what?”

      “He would tell you and Ty whenever you play hide-and-seek to smile at all the memories the three of you made together, because he’ll be smiling and laughing along with you from heaven. Daddy wouldn’t want the good times we’ve shared with him to be filled with sadness.”

      Searching my eyes, Lilly gently nods. “I think you’re right. He always told us he loved coming home and making new memories with me and Ty.”

      “That’s right. It was something he looked forward to every time he would leave on his next mission.”

      My daughter glances at her brother before turning to face Liam who’s grinning. “I want to play too.”

      “Alright!” Liam elongates the word. “When I say so, how about you two go hide and I’ll stand in the hallway facing the wall and count to twenty, okay?”

      “Okay.” They both yell, smiling.

      “Ready—set—go!” He yells once he’s facing the wall in the foyer leaning his head on his hands as the kids take off running. Sophie and I smile at each other while gathering ingredients from the refrigerator to make lunch.

      “How are the kids doing with the move?” Sophie asks. “I know they’ve grown more attached to your parents since Mitch passed. I can imagine your mom’s cancer battle affecting them.”

      “Yeah, they really have grown close to Mimi and Pops, which is what they call them. Living with Mommy while Daddy was out of the country on his last deployment brought them even closer together. After Daddy retired and Mommy’s cancer was finally in remission, a huge weight was lifted. The kids sensed it and have been a lot happier. They miss them, but they’ve wanted to move to Twinkle Falls since our extended visit last year. You know they love being around your family.”

      “As you know from our numerous phone conversations and text messages, we’ve all been counting the days for you to get here.” My friend chuckles.

      “I’m also looking forward to spending more time with Bridgette, Kylee, and their families.”

      Sophie tips her head at me asking, “So—have you had any communication with Jesse since you came to town? Does he even know you’re here?”

      Releasing a deep sigh, I admit, “No, not yet. Things have moved so fast since we arrived that I haven’t had a chance to think through what I want to say to him, or what I’m feeling. Once Mommy was diagnosed with breast cancer, it was a lot to handle. I uh… knew I wasn’t in the right frame of mind to entertain any kind of relationship with him, so I felt it was best to let it be for now.”

      “So, he still doesn’t know about your mom?”

      “No. It was hard enough talking to family and close friends about it, so I thought it was best not to say a word. In hindsight I realize I basically ghosted him, he may never want to see me again.”

      Gripping my hand Sophie tells me, “I think you might be surprised.”

      Memories of the time I shared with Jesse last year swirl around my head while my best friend and I make lunch. He’s the only man I’ve felt anything for since my husband died.
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      “Um, uh, Mr.—” I turn to the newest member of the support group I lead at the Twinkle Falls Community Center.

      A year and a half after the car accident that made me an amputee, I started volunteering here and was asked to become a teen support group leader.

      Since I couldn’t perform all the duties of an active police officer due my injuries, I was forced to medically retire. Once I was healed and able to use my prosthetic effectively, the P.D. hired me back as a part-time civilian employee in the Community Involvement Division. Though I loved being a police officer, getting more involved with the community suits me better.

      The shy boy in a wheelchair is holding his hand in the air patiently waiting for my attention.

      Smiling at the blue-eyed towhead teenage kid I say, “Do you have a question, Bobby?”

      Nodding, he answers. “Mr. Jesse, do you think I’ll um, be able to run like you do after my, my leg gets stronger and I get a prosthetic? I see you running all the time and I⁠—.”

      Bobby glances down at his hand mindlessly rubbing the stump still remaining on his right leg.

      He was involved in a four-wheeler accident almost a year ago while riding with some friends in the woods near their houses. He took a turn too fast causing him and the vehicle to tumble out of control. If it wasn’t for one of the boys calling emergency
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