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Dedication
For Scott, who I’d rather be on the couch watching BBC mysteries with.

Cast of Characters
Misty Sumner – St. Mary's librarian and aspiring author
Paul Romero – Misty's childhood friend
Christian Hyman – St. Mary's new priest
Nina Tetrick – professional writer
Ted – Nina's love
Nina's college friends:
Quin Chase – obstetrician/gynecologist
Robert Lecce – professor
Renee Rew – mother/homemaker
Josh Pratt – accountant
Jack Hackman – comedian

Chapter 1
All Endings Lead to Another Beginning.
 
“I propose a toast.” Dr. Quin Chase lifted his third glass of champagne, his brown eyes sparkling. “To the prettiest writer I know.”
Shadows chased images on the cottage walls. Moonlight pouring in from the French doors backlit a spirited glow over its occupants.
“Happy Birthday, Nina,” the group said in unison, raising their glasses over the four-tiered vanilla cake her friend had made for her birthday party.
Nina Tetrick squeezed her eyes shut, made a wish, and blew. The scent of sulfur floated in the air.
“I always knew you'd make it to the best-seller’s list,” Renee Rew-Pratt said, sipping from her flute of water and tucking a stray blonde hair behind her ear. “Even back in college, while the rest of us were getting drunk, you were in our dorm room, pounding away on your keyboard.”
“It paid off,” Quin said, winking at Nina.
“Did you ever think you'd make it to twenty-eight?” Jack, who was too short for his body weight, pale, and always looked tired, asked in a droll voice from a darkened corner of the room.
“What kind of a question is that?” Quin scowled at his former college friend.
“What do you mean?” Nina laughed at Jack's question. “Why wouldn't I?”
“You know what they say about the age of twenty-eight,” Jack said.
“Four Saturn cycles?” Quin talked over him.
Jack's eyes narrowed on the young doctor. “That all celebrities are either dead or in prison by then.”
“Fortunately, I'm neither,” Nina said.
“You are a celebrity now,” Dr. Robert Lecce said, one arm draped around his much younger English Literature student.
“Hardly.” Nina laughed.
“Think you can handle it alone?” Robert said.
“Who says I'm alone?”
“That's right. I forgot about your beloved Ted,” he said. “Where is he, another jousting tournament?”
“It's fencing and you know it.” Nina narrowed her eyes at him over the rim of her champagne flute, then smiled.
“Why isn't he here?” Quin asked.
“It's an important tournament for him. It might mean a spot on the next Olympic team.”
“And your birthday isn't important?”
“I'll say it is,” Josh Pratt, who stood with his arm around his wife, Renee, said. “You're the same age as the rest of us, and you're the only one of us who's written a best-seller and been interviewed on the Today show.”
Jack glared from his corner. “Television is passé.”
“Where would we be without you, Jack,” Quin said, “and your keen insights? Living in Los Angeles has taught you so many important things. We're lucky to have you.”
“Well said.” Josh raised his glass to Quin. “See, Jack, you're not the only comedian in the group.”
“If being a comedian means being an unmitigated ass,” Quin said.
“It does.” Josh laughed.
Jack's lips thinned to a straight line, and he looked away from the group.
“Anyway, Nina, we're proud of you.” Josh smiled at his wife's former roommate. “Most of us.”
Jack raised his glass from his corner of the living room but said nothing.
“Everyone but Jack then,” Renee said. “Think you'll live?”
“I'm proud of her,” Jack said, glaring at Renee. “But I could kill you, Nina, for making more money than the rest of us combined.”
“Speak for yourself, Jack,” Josh said.
“She just reached her pinnacle before the rest of us.” Quin poured himself another glass of champagne.
“There are others of us who've reached our financial and personal goals.” Josh rubbed Renee's round belly.
The group fell silent as they witnessed the affectionate display.
“You always did know how to liven a party, Josh,” Jack said, rolling his eyes.
“And you always knew how to alienate yourself,” Quin said. “Don't you have to get back to your hole in the wall?”
“Well, I don't know about Jack, but I've got to be up early,” Renee said, one arm wrapped around her middle, “doctor's appointment.”
“That's right. You're my first appointment of the day,” Quin said from the couch as the others got up to go. From his seat, he watched Nina say goodnight to each one of their friends.
A silver knife, covered in butter cream icing, sat on the coffee table next to what was left of the cake. Empty glasses, used paper plates, napkins, and ash trays littered the rest of the table.
She closed the front door and began gathering some of the detritus from around the living room.
From behind her, Quin wrapped his arms around her narrow waist. “You're still so beautiful, Nina.”
She jumped. “Quin, I thought you'd already gone.”
“How can I say goodnight so early on your birthday?”
Nina pulled away and sat down on the couch. “You always have been a good friend.”
Quin settled next to her, a spark in his brown eyes.
She leaned over to kiss his cheek, but as she did, his right hand slid behind her neck, trapping her mouth in a kiss. As his left hand reached up to cup her breast, she pushed his hand away.
She could see that his eyes were bloodshot. “Up early at the hospital this morning?”
He looked away from her, shaking his head. “I had the day off.”
“That explains why it's nine thirty and you're still awake.”
He reached for his glass of champagne from the coffee table. The rolled-up sleeve of his dress shirt revealed the crook of his elbow and the bruises there.
Nina cleared her throat and stood. “I'd better get back to work on my book. One best seller means a deadline for the next.”
“Isn't there anything else to your life anymore?”
“I'm happy when I'm writing.”
“Why shouldn't you be? But don't you want anything else?”
“When it comes along, I suppose I will.”
“I'm still here.” His voice was gentle as he patted the seat cushion next to him. “I've always wanted to be closer to you.”
“Quin, we're friends.” Nina sat on the furthest end of the couch. “You know that if we tried to be more than that, it would ruin what's already a terrific friendship.”
“How do we know if we don't try?”
“There are some things I don't have to try to know I won't like them.”
His chin jutted out. “It's Ted, isn't it?”
Nina busied herself collecting a few paper napkins from the coffee table.
“You're meeting him tonight. He's coming here. That's why you want me to go.”
Nina looked Quin in the eye. “I hope you're sober enough to hear this once and for all. Ted is my boyfriend. We have feelings for each other.”
“Why didn't the slime come over here with the rest of your friends?”
“Maybe because of what you just called him. Maybe he knows you don't like him.”
“I never said I didn't like him.”
“You didn't have to. The man has a brain.”
Nina started to get up, but Quin's hand stopped her. “If he has a brain, then he'll leave you alone.”
“I don't want him to.” She tried to wriggle free.
Quin scoffed, still holding onto her forearm. “He's got nothing to offer a woman like you.”
“True,” Nina's upper lip curled, “he's no doctor.” With her free hand, she shoved the fabric of his dress shirt up, the track marks clearly visible now.
Quin pulled away as if burned. He got up and went straight for the door. As he opened it, Ted's car topped St. Francis Hill.
The engine of his '67 Chevy Camaro roared to a stop in front of Nina's cottage.
“He's still restoring that piece, I see.”
Nina sighed. “Don't say anything to him, Quin. Just go.”
Quin turned to her and smirked. “Have fun.”
The men didn't pass each other. While Quin headed straight for his brand-new S-class Mercedes coupe, shining under the moonlight in her driveway, Ted avoided him by walking through the grass to Nina's front door.
As the silver Mercedes pulled out of view, Nina waited for Ted on the doorstep, a smile on her face.
Broad shoulders and a narrow waist were silhouetted by the moonlight as he approached. Taller than she by a foot, he dipped his dark-haired head as he passed through the doorway.
“There's the prettiest girl in the whole town.” Ted paused just before their lips touched, frowning. “Is there something going on between the two of you I should know about?”
His deep voice sent needles of awareness thrumming through her body.
“I'm the only one here you should know about.” She let the deep-scooped neckline of her blouse slide down one shoulder.
“Oh, baby,” he said, pressing himself against her and lifting her in his arms. He carried her into the foyer, where he put her back on her feet.
Her back against the coat closet, she looked up into his deep brown eyes. “I wish you had been here tonight to celebrate.”
“Your friends don't want me here.” He kissed her cheek. “This was more than a birthday party; it was a reunion.” He kissed her neck. “And I didn't even go to college with you.” He kissed her lips.
“I happen to like younger men.”
“Is that right?” He grabbed her bottom with both hands and drew her close.
“Do you know what I wished for tonight when I blew out my candles?”
“If you tell me it won't come true.”
“I'm not worried. I wished that you and I would live happily ever after.”
“Be careful what you wish for.”
He rested his left hand against the wall behind her and lowered his head to hers. He lifted her chin with his right hand and took her lips in a possessive kiss that ended with both of them breathless. Opening his eyes, he pulled back. She watched him. “You know you've got the prettiest blue eyes I've ever seen.”
“How was your tournament?” she said, smiling and leading him by the hand into the living room.
“I don't want to talk about fencing right now. The only thing I want to know is what you're wearing under those pants.”
A smile spread across Nina's face. “Why don't you find out?” She backed away from him, laughing.
He caught her, his hands wrapped around her wrists, pulling her close. He slid one hand down her back and pressed their bodies together. Lifting her slight frame so that she straddled him, her legs wrapped around his waist, he walked down the hallway to her bedroom, never taking his lips from hers.
 
 
 
At three a.m., the bedside table lamp clicked on.
Ted stirred under the sheets beside Nina but didn't awaken.
Nina sat up, holding her head in her hands. She slid from the bed without a sound.
As she passed the living room, her brain barely registered the missing knife, cake, and party trash.
She hadn't cleaned up—Ted must have.
Stumbling into the kitchen, her head hurt so badly, she did not dare turn on the overhead light. She couldn't find a thing. Her hands fumbled around in the dark cabinet above the coffee maker.
Footsteps fell behind her in the hall.
“Ted, you can go back to bed. I'm just looking for the aspirin.”
Silence met her ears, in the dark, even more pronounced.
“I guess I had more champagne than I realized.”
Still no reply came, just the sound of breathing.
“Found it.” Her hand wrapped around the aspirin bottle. “I'm sorry I woke you.”
Without a sound, the dark figure behind her raised an arm.
Searing pain ripped through her back between her shoulder blades, causing her legs to give way where she stood. The aspirin bottle shattered against the floor; five hundred white pills skittered across the tile. She hit the floor with a sickening thud. Her mind told her to reach for the counter to lift herself, but her arms would not budge.
She lay there in a crumpled heap on the floor, unable to move. She could feel the cold terracotta against her cheek, but the rest of her had grown warm. There was no more pain. She opened her eyes once more. A man's shape stood over her.
She heard a deep-throated chuckle, then all went black.
At her desk, Misty Sumner closed her laptop and stretched her arms over her head. A complete scene in a single writing session, not bad for one morning. She peered through the frost covering her window and listened to the silence of the still darkness outside. She yawned. The sun, peeking over the horizon soon, the beginning of what promised to be a great day, could wait for her. She still had time for a little cat nap before heading out to work.
As she stretched out on her floral sofa, she smiled. The scene had just come to her, as if given to her by a divine force. She closed her eyes. Her confidence had soared since joining the writing class. This piece was the one.
 
“I knew you when you were in college.” Four-year-old Paul Romero sat across the table from Misty Sumner. The pair colored photocopied coloring book pictures of St. Thomas. “I loved you,” he said.
“We haven't been to college yet, silly.” Misty put the finishing touches on St. Thomas' robe. Setting aside her crayon, she opened her Kindergarten primer to read about the cat that sat. “And Sister Olivia says we can't go until we finish high school. But you have to be eighteen before they'll let you.”
“I was there.” Paul's voice was insistent but low as not to attract the attention of Sister Terri. “You were too. You were the prettiest girl in the whole town.” He smiled at her. “And you wrote books.”
Misty giggled. “What did you do?”
“I was a knight.”
She sighed. “There's no such thing as knights anymore. They lived when there were princesses and castles. Not now.”
“I was.” He nodded. “I wore a mask. I carried a sword. I poked them in the chest like this.” Little Paul parried and thrust his crayon at Misty.
“Stop that!” She giggled again. “You'll get in trouble.”
“I don't care.” Paul put his crayon down and gazed across the table into her blue eyes. His chin in his hand, he took in her silky brown hair pulled back into a neat ponytail that curled at the end.
She looked away from his eyes, much older than their four years, just as Sister Terri collected their drawings.
“I remember you,” he whispered when the sister was out of earshot. “Don't you remember me, Misty?”
Misty awoke with a start, her phone ringing. As she reached for it with an arm numb from just having been slept on, she smiled at the dream she'd just had. She hadn't thought of her childhood friend Paul in almost twenty-four years.
“Misty, I'm afraid you'll have to manage without me today.” Sister Olivia's voice was soft but hoarse. The older woman held her phone away from her mouth and coughed. “I'm too sick to make it in.”
“Oh, my gosh! I didn't realize how late it was.” Misty smoothed back into place her brown hair in its neat ponytail, her hand skating over the curl at the end. She jumped up, smoothing the raucous red lipstick from her skirt pocket over her full lips. “Feel better, Sister, and don't worry—I'll take care of everything at the library.”
Her royal blue bicycle waited for her in the garden shed behind her cottage. She pushed the kickstand with her brown and white oxfords and hopped on, her full calf-length skirt flying backwards as she glided down the hill.

Chapter 2
Annihilation Is Nothing to Dread, Indifference Is.
 
Misty picked up the flyer from the circulation desk and walked to the breezeway at the front entrance to St. Mary's Library. Yellow daffodils bloomed, and mockingbirds sang right outside the door, ready for spring on such a sunny February day.
Several yards away in St. Mary's Church, Father Christian Hyman read aloud. “Him that overcometh will I make a pillar in the temple of my God, and he shall go no more out.” He raised his arms by his sides. “Go in the peace of Christ.”
“Thanks be to God,” the congregation said in unison.
He closed his Bible and nodded to Mother Terri. The nun's voices filled the small chapel, lifted to heaven in response to the message.
Misty smiled to herself as she unlocked the glass cabinet. The distant sound of the nun's songs always had that effect on her. With a pushpin, she stabbed a flyer to the corkboard. Writer's Club Tuesdays at 7.
She'd be there, as usual.
The new book she'd begun writing this morning might be the one that got picked up by a publisher. Though she was beginning to lose hope, watching younger members of the group become successful before her. It was like seeing the finish line but feeling her legs stiffen and not being able to run anymore.
If something didn't happen soon, she'd never become a successful writer.
As she worked, removing the old flyers from the board, a dog wandered inside through the open door, unseen. It sat behind her now, gazing up at her. She turned at the sound of its panting.
“What are you doing here?” Misty said, tilting her head to one side and looking down. “This is a library. I'm afraid you can't come in.”
The dog looked on with eager blue eyes and winked.
Misty got the feeling that the dog wanted something from her. She squatted down in the breezeway, her calf-length blue gingham full skirt drifting to the floor, covering her lower half. She lifted the tag dangling from the dog's collar.
“Pollyanna.” She patted the dog's head. “I'm going to call you Polly.”
A beige Labrador, with a few other breeds thrown into the mix, was clean enough and seemed to insist on coming inside.
“Are you thirsty?”
Polly panted in reply.
The dog trotted alongside her to the backroom, where Misty found an empty bowl she often used for popcorn during her breaks. This time, she filled it with cold water from the tap. She smiled as the dog lapped, slopping water on herself and the floor.
“I'll bet you haven't had your lunch yet.”
Misty dug around the cabinets, searching for something suitable for a dog to eat. The only thing that could pass as dog food was Sister Grace's oatmeal cookies. She ignored them and reached into the refrigerator, finding her own lunch.
“There you go.” She handed the dog half of her own turkey and Swiss sandwich on whole wheat from a brown paper sack.
Polly gobbled it right up.
“Better now?”
The dog winked again.
Misty hesitated. “Can you understand me?”
Polly panted without looking away.
Misty narrowed her eyes at the innocent face. “I have to get back to work. And you have to stay in here until I can find whoever it is you belong to.” Misty dropped her voice to a whisper. “Mother Terri won't have a dog inside the parish.” She smiled at the dog and closed the door, peering back at her through the glass cutout.
Misty trudged up and down the aisles, her cart loaded with returns. She lifted the top book, The Life and Death of Nina Tetrick, by Theodore Wells. She yawned as she turned to the stacks.
“Late night?”
The hardback in her hand slipped from her grasp. Her ponytail whipped her cheek as she turned to see who the voice belonged to.
Father Christian Hyman stood behind her, eyeing the Ancient Persia section with deliberately raised eyebrows. “I'm sorry I startled you.”
“Not a late night, Father. Early morning. I'm writing a novel.”
“The Life and Death of Nina Tetrick.” He leaned down to pick up the book she'd dropped. “I remember the actual events well. Terrible tragedy. Seems like yesterday.”
“It just came out.” Misty said, accepting the book and putting it in its place on the shelf. “I hear it's a very interesting read if you'd like to borrow it.”
“I've got so many other books waiting, I couldn't get to it anytime soon.”
“She was killed right here in Saint Francis Hill back in '88,” she said.
He stared at the book's spine on the shelf. “In the cottage at the top of the hill.”
“You lived here then?”
The handsome priest's broad shoulders stiffened. “I moved back just a month ago, right before Father Laughrin retired.”
She'd pried, made him feel that she was intruding into his personal life. She'd stick to discussing books.
“You know, Nina Tetrick wrote her own best-seller right there in that cottage,” Misty said. “She's become my inspiration for becoming a writer myself.” She returned another book from the cart to the shelf.
Father Hyman still didn't speak and he kept a few feet of distance between them, but his brown eyes had shifted to a more resigned uneasiness.
“Father, how old were you when it happened, when Nina Tetrick was murdered?”
He chafed strong fingers against his masculine jawline. “I must have been, let's see—twenty.”
“Twenty?” Misty eyed the new priest, her brows raised. “That was almost thirty years ago.”
Father Hyman grinned. “Fifty's not so very old, is it?” He titled his head full of thick, black hair cut short at the back and sides, a few grays showing at the temples.
Misty found herself staring into his familiar brown eyes, drawn to them, then caught herself and looked away. She shrugged. “Not to me. I'm almost twenty-eight. My birthday's in a few days.”
“Is that right?” His voice was soft, sweet as if he really did care that it would be her birthday.
Didn't he realize that it jangled her nerves when a man spoke to her so—so caringly? And he was a priest; he wasn't supposed to be kind to her.
“We'll have to celebrate,” he said, causing another book to slide from her fingers.
He leaned down to pick that one up as well.
Misty's eyes were wide. She'd never had a birthday party before.
“Thank you, Father Hyman,” she whispered as he handed her the book.
“Remember, call me Christian. Since coming back to Saint Francis Hill, it puts me at such a distance when people call me Father.” He grinned, the corners of his brown eyes crinkling. “I want to fit in.”
“Sorry, Father, I mean, Christian. Father Laughrin, our last priest, was more—traditional—I guess you could say, than you. It'll take me a while to get used to calling you by your first name.”
“I'd forgotten,” he said. “You told me when we first met that you grew up at Saint Mary's.”
Misty nodded. “The Children's Home is my home.”
“Then I'll make an exception in your case.”
Misty smiled and returned the next book from her cart to its place on the shelf.
“Who's our visitor back there in the staff kitchen?”
“She just wandered in. Her tag says her name is Pollyanna. But there's no phone number or address.”
“Don't let Mother Terri see her,” he said, leaning in and dropping his voice to a whisper. “She'll have my hide.”
He smiled at her again, causing her insides to flutter, another thing she'd have to get used to, a friendly priest.
“I'll hide her in Sister Olivia's room,” she said. “She likes dogs and she's down right now with a cold. It will cheer her up.”
Father Hyman—Christian—nodded as she spoke. The look on his face could only be described as genuine interest, and it baffled her. No priest had ever taken any time with her except when she'd been a child to be sure she had been behaving for the sisters. Now, as an adult, she didn't know how to behave with him.
“I've heard that you and she are close.”
“Sister Olivia's the closest thing I have to a mother.”
“What's it been like spending your whole life in one place?”
Misty shrugged, looking down at her brown and white lace-up oxfords. “I don't know anything else. Sister Olivia says she found me in the kitchen inside the potato basket when I was a week old. I went to school here in the parish. Haven't left since.”
The corners of Christian's mouth turned down for a moment, then he smiled. “It's a nice place. I found I missed the smell of the nuns’ fresh bread baking the most.”
“Didn't you grow up here too?”
The bell from the church rang. It was noon.
“I'm going for a jog,” he said as if he hadn't heard her. “Healthy body, healthy mind.” He patted his flat stomach. “And it's too nice a day to use the treadmill in my office.”
He winked at her, causing her to rear her head back. Priests had sometimes scowled at her, sometimes scolded her, but they'd never winked.
“If anyone needs me while I'm out, tell them I'll be back,” he looked at his watch, a real one, one of the few Misty still saw, “at 1:30. I don't want to be away too long. I want people to know they can trust me.”
“No problem, Father, ah, Christian.” Her eyes followed him as he walked away, his black cassock flowing around his ankles, running shoes poking out the front.
Her cart empty, Misty went back to the shelf where the copy of Summer's Widow sat. Nina Tetrick's best-selling novel. The library would be dead until school let out. A grin spread across her lips as she cracked its spine.
 
 
 
Christian Hyman chose the hill.
Thirty years before, out of necessity, he'd learned to love to run on the red, flat open land of desert highways. He found he could adjust to anything he had to. Flagstaff's never-ending stretches of road had blended into the horizon like a dusty ocean. It was there that he'd been able to escape her memory. The wide open spaces of the desert had allowed him to do just that, run, until one day, he'd had enough running. Taking his vows had given him confidence that it would never happen to him again—he'd never waste another precious second of his life on a woman he couldn't have, to then fight the urgent need to lose himself in a sweeping expanse of wilderness. God's work had become his reason for getting up in the morning. He no longer needed to run from anything. That's why he'd chosen to return to St. Francis Hill.
Though he'd not been an orphan for all those years in Arizona, there had been times when he'd felt like one, away from his home. Today, St. Francis Hill's close sidewalks and narrow brick streets held him close, like a mother's embrace. He needed to know now that someone would always be close by, that at any given time a friend would be there for him and he'd give the same in return. He'd had enough of living on his own.
He ran now to feel alive, his lungs expanding, warmth spreading throughout his limbs as his heart beat a steady rhythm. He was alive, unlike her. His mind conjured her face, so beautiful, but so young to him now. He could still see her eyes, clear liquid pools of blue longing. They'd seen him as the man he'd wanted to be, not as the inexperienced, grease-stained young man he'd been. She'd taken him seriously when no one else had.
“What would I do without you?” she'd said on more than one occasion.
He'd been underneath her car this time, fixing the leaking water from the air conditioner. “You'd get by.”
“There's more to life than getting by,” she'd said, fixing him with her beautiful blue eyes.
He ran faster now, the old habit returning, as if he could outrun her memory somehow—her body, frozen in death, the light from her eyes dimmed. He'd let her down, hadn't been there for her when she'd needed him.
His past was his past, and it must remain hidden from everyone in St. Francis Hill, or he'd lose his position.
He cooled off on the run down the hill back to the parish. The sun had found its way behind clouds, making the air crisp.
School was about to let out for the day for the children of St. Mary's Children's Home. It was time to read to them from another picture book. He had just enough time to change his clothes and back into his cassock.
He smiled as the kindergarteners gathered around him now, he on a small chair, his knees touching his elbows. They sat on the floor in a semi-circle, showing him this piece of macaroni artwork, that drawing of himself to hang in his office. All chattering at once, tugging at his cassock, a battle for his attention, they each received a smile or nod, a pat on the top of the head, or a high-five.
The sisters gathered as well to listen to him read, fascinated by the recent newcomer, some secretly in love with the new priest, most smiling at his every word, and all giggling at his jokes. All of them pretty in their own way, but not like Misty.
It may be self-serving, but he was glad she wasn't a nun.
He squeezed his hands together to rein in his thoughts. But her image remained unbidden in his mind, innocent, pure blue eyes that he recognized as another chance. With God as his guide this time, he would not fail, not let her down, not let himself down.
He would be the man she needed him to be.
 
 
 
Misty tore around the library in shock. The book lay abandoned on a table by the back wall.
How could she have done it? How could it have happened? There was no explanation for it.
Like a laser, she scanned tables for unshelved books as lightning flashed outside, lighting up St. Francis Hill's main street and filling the room with a brilliant white light. The meeting would start soon. With a stack in her arms up to her chin, she checked the clock on the wall. 6:57. Would-be writers were filling the room now, emptying their bags of journals and laptops, setting them on the table to lay their souls bare to a room full of kindred spirits.
The copy of Summer's Widow loomed at her from the back of the library where she'd abandoned it. She wasn't ready to touch it again, to return it to its shelf among the other books. She still couldn't wrap
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