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      There is a time for risky love. There is a time for extravagant gestures. There is a time to pour out your affections on one you love. And when the time comes - seize it, don't miss it.

      
        
         

        -Max Lucado, And the Angels Were Silent
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      Her pants vibrated. Right on time. Jeanine Phelps loved cell phone use among children because that little vibration meant they were safe. She refocused on the man in front of her and shoved a stiff rectangle between his teeth before flooding his jaw with electromagnetic radiation.

      “You’re all set, Steve.” She stuck her gloved fingers back into his mouth to retrieve the film. That was the worst part of her job—the retrieving. Even from nice patients like Steve Edwards.

      After informing the doctor that Steve was ready, Jeanine slipped into the hallway next to the break room. She pressed her throbbing lower back against the wall and pulled the cell out of her pocket.

      The text read: Here. Short and sweet, much like her children.

      The older two were responsible for getting the youngest to school each morning. Every morning without extra drama felt like a miracle.

      “Jeanine?”

      Her ears perked at her name being said in the break room. She pressed send on her standard reply to the kids—Luv you. Have a gr8 day—and turned in the direction of the room.

      “I feel bad even saying this, but maybe hold off on an invite until you get to know her better. Don’t get me wrong, she’s nice, but she’s all about her kids and books and schedules. You would not believe this woman and her lists. I swear she’s got every part of her life dictated by some chart. Everything organized down to the minute.” The voice belonged to Rachel.

      A tingling sensation crept up the base of Jeanine’s spine and flared out across her face. She peeked her head around the doorway. Lauren and Rachel stood in the far corner, fixing their coffees.

      “All the more reason we should get her to come and loosen up.” Lauren chucked her wooden stick in the trash.

      Rachel shrugged. “Sure. It’s your party, but I’m telling you she’ll either say no—because it’s not part of her five-year plan—or she’ll spend the entire time telling us stories about her kids.”

      Jeanine spun on her heel before they could see her and headed straight for the only place she could be alone—the bathroom. She flipped the lock and paced across the tiled room. After a five-second inhale through her nose, she pulled her shoulders back because she would not cry.

      Rachel was wrong.

      There was more to her than kids and books and schedules. She took time for herself. Daily walks, a semi-healthy diet—if you didn’t count the dark chocolate with chili pepper flecks that complemented her nightly glass of red wine—and book club meetings were reserved for “me-time.” In fact, maybe she should go back there and give Rachel a piece of her mind. But she also knew if she tried, tears would surface.

      She’d been nice to Rachel for the past two years. It was one thing to discover just how much Rachel disliked her, but an entirely different matter to realize that Rachel convinced others not to be her friend.

      She turned on the faucet and focused her attention on the cold water running over her fingertips, hoping the distraction would calm her. Rachel was not worth eye drops or another mascara application and definitely not worth messing up her day. Besides, Doc probably already wondered why she wasn’t back at her station.

      The mirror reflected the hurt in her eyes so she tightened her thick, chestnut ponytail, and plastered on a fake smile. Back to work. This happened to be the stage of life she was in, so what right did they have to judge her, anyway? An exhausting but satisfying life was—hopefully—right in front of her.

      Not literally, though, because Mrs. Chang took that spot.

      Five hours later, Jeanine deserved an award for how well she let the incident go. She never cried, and for the most part, it didn’t affect the rest of the day, unless you counted applying raspberry fluoride instead of mint to Mr. Davis’ teeth. In her defense, the raspberry really did have a pleasant smell.

      Accidentally pulling off Ms. Henderson’s dangling turquoise earring with the suction tube was a little harder to explain.

      Work ended at four in the afternoon, but the clock ticked slowly to spite her. As she cleaned up her station for the last time that day, Rachel stuck her head in with a smug smile. “Doc Evans wants to see you.”

       “Fine.” She couldn’t be a counterfeit, happy hygienist anymore today, especially to Rachel. She gave her a curt nod and crossed the hallway into his office.

      Doc waved her in without so much as a glance, his eyes focused on a document in front of him. She took a seat in the leather chair opposite his desk and waited for him to look up.

      He didn’t. But he finally spoke. “Jeanine, I’d like you to pass most of your regulars to Rachel and take the younger patients from now on.”

      Her stomach twisted into a knot. She shifted forward in her seat. Was he staring at a blank piece of paper? She clamped her hands together to stay calm. “Can I ask what prompted this decision?”

      Doc shrugged and leaned back in his chair but still avoided eye contact. He held up his hands. “Your work is excellent. No complaints. Rachel, though, has a way with words. She’s a real talker, always upbeat, and seems to get the patients relaxed with her stories. She’s really good at encouraging them to leave reviews online. And you—” he pointed “—have a million stories about your children! So, you can probably relate better to the kiddos. I think it’ll be a better match for everyone involved.”

      She held her breath for a moment. Was this a polite way of telling her she was boring? Yes, she loved her children, but she didn’t love everyone else’s kids. Had Rachel started a full-blown “Jeanine is all kids and books” campaign? What had she ever done to these people except act ridiculously kind and friendly?

      “Okay.” She stood. “I’ve got to go.”

       Doc Evans frowned at her terse response, but Jeanine couldn’t muster up the energy to care.
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      “Ma! I have to go shopping to-day.” Marie had a new habit of emphasizing every syllable of the last word or two in each sentence. Jeanine had no idea where she picked up the habit.

      “Hello to you, too.” She continued to chop the onions.

      Marie rolled her eyes, threw her backpack on the couch, and gave Jeanine a side hug before invading the pantry. “I’m star-ving.”

      “How was your day?”

      Marie spun toward her and jutted out her hip as she chomped down on a granola bar. “So, get this—my teacher says I have to throw away all my jeans.”

      Jeanine set down her knife and faced her. “Excuse me?”

      “She said I defaced school property. Unless I want to be fined, I have to get new jeans.”

      “We just bought those yesterday. I don’t think so.” Thanks to Marie’s growth spurt, her previous skinny jeans had transformed into too-tight capris.

      “I know, but…” Marie spun to show off her backside. “You know how we all sit down on top of the desks and talk before the bell rings? Well, I did that, and when I went to slide into my chair, the bling scratched up the desk.”

      Mark chose that lovely moment to stomp through the front door. “Gross! What are you doing?”

      Marie shrugged. “Showing her my butt bling.”

      Jeanine gave Marie a little push out of the kitchen. “Well, for heaven’s sake, don’t sit on my furniture. Go change and get the tags. We’re taking them all back.”

      “But I threw the tags in my trash-can.”

      A nod should have been sufficient, but Marie continued her one-sided debate for two more minutes on the cruelty of having to sift in the trash before she finally stomped off to her room. Jeanine spent the next ten minutes helping Mark with his chemistry assignment before Maddie entered, ready to give hugs and stories of her day.

      Maddie was her surprise child. Her wonderful, surprise child. She loved to snuggle and say things like “Mommy, today felt like cupcakes with sprinkles on top.” With two teens in the house, Jeanine knew enough to shut out the rest of the world, join her on the couch, and soak in every tender smile and gaze.

      Brad entered from the garage and started his routine: He inhaled deeply because each day Jeanine threw a pat of butter and some chopped onions into the skillet right before he arrived home. It made the house smell delicious and suddenly he’d develop the desire to cook. She planned to patent it as a secret to a lasting marriage.

      “Feel like making chicken fried rice?” she asked.

      “Sure.” He set down his bag, disappeared long enough to change his clothes, and began cutting up chicken. She knew enough to let him do this alone. As long as she had the menu planned and the ingredients ready, cooking helped him unwind from his day of dealing with drama as an academic advisor at Boise State. It also got him out of helping the kids with their homework and chores.

      Speaking of which, it was time to start her Thursday night housecleaning and laundry schedule.

      Schedule.

      The word kept her pinned to the couch with her arms around Maddie for a minute longer. Okay, maybe her life was meticulously planned, but it was the only way to keep a household of five running smoothly. Wasn’t it?
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      After a delicious dinner, Jeanine set to cleaning the kitchen, while Brad sat on the stool at the counter, studying the Sudoku board on his smartphone. “Want to tell me about your day?” he asked.

      She craned her neck to look at the living room clock. 6:15pm.

      The exact time he had asked her that question yesterday and the day before. Maybe every weekday for years.

      When had their interactions become so predictable? Brad didn’t look up from his phone.

       Usually, she kept her answer short. After eighteen years of marriage, she knew his eyes would glaze over after exactly three and a half minutes. He listened to people all day at his job, but today, she had no filter. Today she burst.

      And as her voice rose, Brad set the phone down, propped his elbows on the granite, and gave her his full attention. He didn’t nod, he didn’t interrupt; he just listened to Jeanine rake both Doc Evans and Rachel over the coals.

      “They’re idiots.”

      Her shoulders relaxed for the first time that day. He understood. “That’s what I thought, too, but you have no idea how much I needed to hear it from someone else.”

      “They’re also right, but who cares? It’s our choice.” He picked his phone back up off the counter.

      She squeezed the kitchen rag in her hands and stared at him. Her stomach tightened. “What do you mean they’re right?”

      Brad shrugged. “We work our butts off, we barely pay the bills, and only get a couple minutes each day to finish a sentence. If we’re lucky. We’re in survival mode. So who cares if we’re boring? We’re doing the right thing. That’s what matters.”

      “Survival mode?” Her voice cracked. The lists, the charts, the plans…all of it should have kept them from ever feeling that way, but something resonated in his words. “I don’t want to spend our entire lives in survival mode.” Her eyes stung.

      Brad shook his head. “I don’t know what to tell you. I’m doing the best I can. If you’re not happy with that—”

      “I’m not asking you to do something.” She stared at her husband, a man she had thought was satisfied with his life. Her eyes widened. And he thought she blamed him? “I just—I just wanted you to tell me she was an idiot.”

      His head fell in a defeated gesture that hurt her heart. He stood, took a deep breath, and walked around the counter. He put his hands on her shoulders, and his brown eyes stared right into hers. “She’s an idiot.” He pulled her into a hug. “I have to take Mark to his trumpet lesson.”

      Five minutes later, she hadn’t moved from behind the counter. She stared at their backs as they walked out the door.

      She’s the nicest person you’ll meet, but she’s all about kids and books.

      Maddie rushed into the room and bombarded her with tales of the “stuffed animals club” she’d started at school. Jeanine watched her daughter’s animated face but couldn’t focus on her words. Instead, she reflected on the hectic pace of the day and the ever-accumulating to-do list for the week.

      She was already behind, and everything on the list revolved around family and book club. Essentially, Rachel was right. “Ugh!”

      Maddie’s face turned up, alarmed.

      “Not you, sweetie. I forgot I have book club tonight.”

      She frowned. “Your eyes are red.”

      “I guess I don’t feel so good.”

      “Then you need a hug.” Maddie pressed her little arms around Jeanine’s waist. Thank God she had reminders like this. This was why she kept her life organized. To guarantee she wouldn’t miss these moments.

      She bent down to return the hug, but Maddie bounced away. Apparently, it was time to prepare an initiation speech for the new animals joining the club.

      She headed for the makeshift office area. After book club discussion, it would be her turn to name the next book they would read. Problem was, she hadn’t picked it yet. Her favorite website, BooksandClubs, loaded on the monitor. She usually consulted the top ten on the site’s list and picked one of them—her secret method for always choosing a good read for the group.

      The left-hand column caught her eye: “Book Clubs: An A-to-Z Challenge.” The challenge involved choosing twenty-six books whose titles each started with a different letter of the alphabet.

      “That sounds fun,” she said aloud before realizing that no one was around to hear or care.

      And that, she realized, was the reason Rachel’s snide comment continued to rattle her. She was blessed for crying out loud.

      Yet, who celebrated with her? Her husband was in survival mode. Their life had pretty much operated in same way for over a decade. Had he felt like that all this time? Had she?

      The office chair supported her slumped posture. When was the last time she shared full-throttle with someone and didn’t need to stop after three minutes?

      When was the last time she shared coffee or chocolate and wine or all three, while laughing and feeling like someone else understood? Was that really so much to ask?

      Her father-in-law often said, “Go ahead and have a pity party, but don’t let it sink the ship.” Sure, she made fun of him for mixing metaphors, but nonetheless, it resonated. She straightened and returned to her goal of finding a book. Her eyes drifted to the A-Z challenge again.

      A bold, out-of-the box, crazy idea formed.

      The kind of idea that might get her kicked out of book club.
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      The moment Brad returned from dropping off Mark, Jeanine kissed Maddie, told Marie that if she couldn’t find the jean tags then she’d need to start seam-ripping the bling off all her pants, and headed across the street.

      Yes, her book club was made up of neighbors. Some might look at it as pathetic—that her only ‘me-time’ event was going across the street—or they could look at it as terribly convenient.

      Jeanine saw it as both.

      She pulled her long-sleeve black wrap tight around her petite form. While it was February in the Treasure Valley, it wasn’t cold enough to warrant a coat. Kate, Paula, and Anne were already gathered in the driveway, discussing the latest Kristin Hannah book.

      Tonight, the plan deviated from their usual living room gathering. They were all on budgets, so it would be a special treat to have book club at a coffee shop. Very little personal chitchat happened on the way there except recounting the kids’ latest antics. Jeanine took her turn and recounted Marie’s pants issues.

      Kate Remley swung her blonde hair over her shoulder. “You could just cover Marie’s bling with duct tape to prevent any more desk scratching.”

      “Thirty bucks for a pair of jeans with duct tape on her backside? I don’t think so.”

      Kate kept busy as a second grade teacher and single mom. She counted the days until the end of the school year, so she could focus more on her house and two boys.

      Paula Shreiner, tall with dark hair cut short, worked part-time at her husband’s printing business downtown and stayed busy with her children’s sports or volunteering at her church.

      Anne Morrison, a stay at home mom to four (yes, four!) children ages four and under was the group’s cheerleader—she loved reading the most. Jeanine marveled at how Anne could possibly find time to read a book club selection with six-month-old twins, a toddler, and a preschooler constantly needing her attention.

      Once drinks were ordered, they answered the preordained book club questions included at the back of the novel. Then they got to the real nitty-gritty: what they felt about the book. Not just liked or not liked, but what emotions the story made them experience.

      Jeanine loved this part of book club but suspected Paula had a timer hidden somewhere, because ten minutes later—right on cue—Paula took a loud sip of her mocha. Her black, pixie-cut hair fit her bold personality. “What are we reading next?”

      “I have an idea,” Jeanine offered. “But it’s not what we usually do.”

      They set down their coffee and smoothie cups (Anne, still nursing, was off caffeine).

      Jeanine took a deep breath. “The thing is…most of the books we read are about strong women leading ordinary lives before they start a quilting club or a margarita club or take a trip to some unusual locale. Maybe, just for once, instead of reading a book about women having experiences and epiphanies maybe we…” She pulled her shoulders back. “Maybe we  do it.”

      Three blank faces stared back at her. Exactly how she feared they would.

      “You want to start a club?” Kate scrunched her nose and flipped her blond hair behind her shoulders. She pointed to the book in front of her. “We’re in a club.”

      Paula held up a hand. “I get what Jeanine means, but there are two problems.” She held up her index finger. Her nails were trimmed and buffed but never long or polished. “First off, none of us is rich and able to pay for these amazing experiences at unusual locales. And secondly, no one here has been given a fatal prognosis.” Her eyes narrowed. “Right?”

      Anne and Kate swiveled their attention toward Jeanine with an intensity of expression that took Jeanine off guard. “What? No, I’m not dying.”

      Paula gave a curt nod. “Okay, so that’s settled. It’s not like we have nothing to lose. We all have time and money to lose.”

       “Well, I don’t get it.” Anne hugged her chest like she missed her babies. “What exactly are you asking us to do?”

       “I haven’t figured it all out, but how do you feel about an A-to-Z challenge? We pick something for each letter—preferably something most of us have never done before—and go try it.”

      “Like?” Anne prodded.

      Jeanine’s gaze drifted across the shop, searching for inspiration. A woman in the far corner wore a plum skirt with a sequined belt. “Like for ‘B,’ an intro to belly dancing. You know, just for a night.”

      Paula snorted. Kate giggled. Anne smiled demurely but said nothing, as if she were holding on to a secret.

      “What?” Jeanine prompted.

       “It’s interesting.” Anne leaned forward on her elbows. “Are we supposed to imagine we’re living out something from one of these books we read? Maybe we have to learn more about each other when we do one of those things, like the mom and the daughters did in the book, Winter Garden?”

      Kate and Paula turned their shocked expressions toward Anne. “Seriously?” Kate asked. “Listen, I’m all for trying new things, but how would we find the time, let alone the money, to do that?”

      “We took over two months to read Jane Eyre,” Anne replied. “We could meet weekly, on Monday nights or the occasional Saturday. And if we pool our creativity and contacts, I bet we wouldn’t have to spend that much.” She winked at Jeanine. “I’m game.”

      “What would ‘A’ be?” Paula asked, her head tilted, and her arms folded across her chest like an umpire.

       Jeanine leaned back in her chair and released her hair from her ponytail, hoping it would free the sudden pressure in her head. She hadn’t planned this far. “I guess if we are truly doing this as a group, everyone should have a say. Right?”

      Kate placed her elbows on the table, leaned forward, and rested her chin on her hands as if waiting for everyone else to answer. Paula only showed her typical stern impassiveness, but Anne—her eyes twinkled.

       Jeanine grinned. “Right. Who wants to go first?”
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      Ice cream at night should be illegal for children. It took Kate an hour longer than usual to get David and James to bed. Courtesy of her ex-mother in-law, Grandma Linda.

      She prayed they wouldn’t come out their rooms again. Not for anything—not to pee, not to get a drink of water, no sudden recalls of something that happened that day that they just had to share. Her whole body felt tense after the day she’d had and, quite frankly, she wanted to scream. And cry.

      Instead, she practiced her yoga breathing. Her ex-mother-in-law annoyed her most days, but Kate had to give her credit. Linda never sided with Andy and his womanizer ways. Sometimes, Kate wondered if Linda watched the boys more out of guilt than love.

      In the end, it didn’t matter. The woman was still a lifesaver.

      On automatic pilot, Kate pulled ice cream out of the freezer. She could blame the boys for the slip in her diet—power of suggestion and all. Only one serving left anyway. The carton and spoon kept her company on the way back to the bedroom. She pulled the wadded-up napkins from her pocket and dropped them on the top of the corner desk.

      Paula had taken notes on a tablet, but ink remained Kate’s favorite medium. She flattened the napkins and arranged them like puzzle pieces. Rules for the alphabet challenge, ideas for the alphabet challenge, and cartoons depicting different activities bordered each napkin edge. The doodles belonged to Kate—a nervous habit while she prepared to interject with her two cents.

      Four ideas were listed for the letter A. Paula had kicked off the brainstorming with a sarcastic suggestion: alligator wrestling. But Anne humored her. “Where would we find alligators in the middle of Idaho?”

      Surprisingly, the hot springs near Hagerman—but no one is allowed near them. Alligators don’t normally live in Idaho. Which meant Paula planned to be difficult about this whole experience. Acrobatics appeared next on the list, but that seemed too similar to the trapeze class suggestion for letter T.

      She tapped the spoon on the lid of the ice cream carton.  Flying trapeze lessons? Really? After all, one of their rules stated the cost couldn’t be more than ten dollars for each letter. And, if someone’s budget couldn’t handle it, then they promised to find another task or quit the challenge.

      Aerial Yoga. Anne’s idea. Participants sit in a piece of fabric that hangs from the ceiling and do yoga in it—while the fabric holds them up. Beginners are encouraged to wear long sleeves to prevent fabric burn. Oh joy.

      “So you get a workout while you feel like you’re flying?” Jeanine had asked.

      That was the moment Kate put her pen down. “Art,” she’d said. The ladies just looked at her while she sipped coffee. The minute she opened her mouth she wished she could take it back. “I minored in art because, you know, I wanted to teach it, but how many art teachers do you know in Idaho?”

      Jeanine’s eyes softened. “Budget cuts. I’ve always hated that my kids didn’t get art in elementary school.”

      “What kind of art do you do?” Anne asked.

      “That’s just it.” She covered the doodles she made on the napkin with one hand. “I haven’t touched it in years.”

      Jeanine smiled. “It’s decided then. I think art should be first. We could always do aerial yoga for the letter ‘Y.’ Do you have any ideas of where or what we’d do, Kate?”

      Which was why Kate now sat with an empty quart of mint chocolate chip in her lap, trying to work up the nerve to call someone she hadn’t spoken to since college.

      She opened the bottom drawer and pulled out the stack of envelopes bound tightly together with a rubber band. Maybe most people didn’t save holiday letters, but ever since Kate had become a single mom, she did. It gave her comfort and encouragement to stay in touch with long distance friends…especially on lonely nights.

      The urge to stall and reread the Christmas letters from last year grew, but the clock warned her she should get to it or she’d never get to bed. She flipped through the greetings from friends and family until she spotted it: a postcard picture of the Treasure Valley Art Museum, with Grayson in front. He sported a button down white shirt and dark gray blazer. The photo captured him leaning against the left column of the portico.

      He was one friend she’d never intended to stay in touch with. Even the picture of his goofy grin made her smile. The glasses were a new addition in the last few years but they suited him, especially as the new museum curator.

      “You are so hot,” she said to the photo.

      Handwriting covered the back of the postcard: Can’t believe I got it! Don’t be a stranger. Love to the fam.

      Her finger drifted to the museum address and phone number in the left hand corner. No one would be there at nine o’clock at night, making it the safest time to leave a message.

      The monotone female voice recited the extensions. As soon as Kate heard “museum curator,” she entered the two digits, and the phone started ringing. She mentally rehearsed what she would say on the voicemail.

      “Hello?”

      Her breath caught.

      “Hello?” the voice asked again.

      “Grayson?”

      “Kate? It is you. How on earth are you?”

      She pushed off the empty carton in her lap and stood up, hand to her chest. “I’m…I’m good.” A tinny laugh escaped. “I didn’t really think you’d still be at work so late.”

      “Yeah. No, it’s good timing. We just had a gala for our members. I’m entering the donations now before calling it a day. Glad I saw your name on the caller-ID.” Noise in the background confirmed people were shouting goodbyes to each other. “Ah, except maybe you were hoping to just leave a message?”

      Totally busted. “Don’t be silly. It’s great to hear your voice.”

      Which was entirely true. Grayson could do voiceovers because his voice was so silky smooth—as smooth as the last bite of mint chocolate chip ice cream—it instantly made her want to agree with everything he said. “The thing is, I never have time to call during the day, and I’ve been meaning to, you know, call…like forever.” Kate stared at the ceiling. She was an idiot. “So how has the new job been suiting you? Your Christmas card looked great.”

      “It’s been fantastic! A little more politics and schmoozing than I expected, but that’s par for the course. You need to come down and let me give you the tour. We’re getting ready to put up an exhibit of James Castle’s work that no one’s seen before. And I’ve got one of your favorite Gary Kelley pieces. The original.”

      Kate sank onto the edge of her bed, listening—smiling. “Really? Which one?”

      “Are you kidding me? Springtime in Paris, right? Do you have a new favorite?”

      In the mirror, on top of the dresser, Kate spotted her giddy reflection. Ridiculous. She straightened and pressed her shoulders back. “Nope, that’s the one. I can’t believe you remembered.”

      “So when can you come see it? The kids are welcome to join you and uh...you can even bring Andy if that’s why you’ve been waiting.”

      Kate opened and closed her mouth. She could tell him all about Andy being out of the picture and attempt to talk to Grayson like they were still best friends, but what would be the point? “Actually, that’s partly why I’m calling. My book club wants to experience new things, and I suggested they get a taste for the arts. Except, we’re all on strict budgets so I wondered—and please be honest if this is too much—if you could give us a private tour sometime? We’d use the tour to get us inspired, and then I’ll take them to a coffee shop armed with sketch books.”

      She closed her eyes. She never should’ve called him. “But listen, I know it’s a lot to ask, and you’re busy so please don’t feel like—”

      “It’d be my pleasure, Kate. How long do you have? When?”

      She cocked her head. That easy? She flipped open her laptop calendar, and they settled on the following Monday, the only day the museum was closed to the public. So it’d be a very private tour.

      “Tell your friends to plan on three hours and wear comfortable shoes.”

      Three hours? And on a school night? “Oh, that’s not necessary.”

      “Kate, don’t worry about it. I’ll have the whole thing set up on this end. Hey, I’ve got someone here waiting to talk to me, so I need to run. Give my love to David and James. See you Monday.”

      The dial tone signaled the conversation was over. She stared at her phone. Three hours?

      Jeanine had casted a vision of excitement and unique experiences. Instead, Kate had set up a three-hour tour of a small art museum that should take thirty minutes for a normal person. There was no way the book club would trust her with any other letter after this. She’d better get used to doing yoga trapped in a flying bed sheet.

      But what could she have done differently? It’d been years since they’d spoken, and she was the one asking for a favor.

      In her walk-in closet, she pushed the hangers of dress pants, blouses, and skirts to the side. At the back corner sat a stack of canvases covered up by an old quilt. She slid off the quilt and stared at the first canvas.

      Swirls of oil paints depicted Andy dipping her backwards for a passionate kiss on their wedding day. Why couldn’t she throw this one away? At the very least she should’ve thrown darts into Andy’s ochre face.

      Kate slid the painting aside and lifted the next one. David and James, each on a swing, laughing into the breeze. She flung the quilt back onto the rest of the pile and carried the painting into her room. Andy never wanted to hang up any of her artwork. He said it made them seem self-absorbed. The irony was too rich. It’d been two years since anyone had heard from him.

      “Who’s self-absorbed now?” Kate replaced the framed calligraphy print that read “Faith, Hope, Love” with the painting of the boys. Their joyful smiles conveyed those very words anyway. Her eyes and nose started to burn, but if she allowed herself to cry, she wouldn’t stop fast enough to prevent looking like a bloated, pink-nosed teacher in the morning.

      Instead, she retrieved her phone and pressed Jeanine’s name.
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      “Who was that?” Brad hit the mute button on the remote.

      “Kate.” Jeanine sank into the couch with him and set her glass of wine on the end table. “I had a stupid idea, but it seems to have already crashed and burned.”

      He lifted the remote and clicked it off. A surprising cue, coming from him, that he wanted her to continue.

      “It’s about book club.”

      “I thought the first rule of book club was don’t talk about book—”

      “I’m being serious.” She smirked. “I want to do more than just read about new experiences. I want to live them, too. So we brainstormed a bunch of new activities to try. Monday we were supposed to do something ‘artistic.’ Now we’re stuck with a three-hour tour of a museum. Not exactly what I had in mind.”

      “What’s not to like?” Brad hummed the catchy theme song from Gilligan’s Island.

      She tried to keep a straight face but failed. “Very funny.”

      “So cancel.” Brad picked up his own glass and took a long sip of merlot.

      “It’s not that simple. Kate’s in charge of this activity, and I made a big deal about the challenge being a group effort. We came up with twenty-six different activities, and if I say no to their choices, they’re not going to want to do mine.”

      “Why?” He crinkled his forehead. “What did you want to do?”

      She twirled a strand of her hair around her finger. It was silly to be embarrassed around her husband, but her face didn’t seem to agree. “Don’t laugh, but my suggestion was belly-dancing.”

      “Oh, really? That’s…very interesting.” He set his glass down. “Then you better just suffer through this tour.”

      “Oh you think so, do you?” She grabbed the red throw-pillow and did just that—threw it at him.

      He growled playfully and lunged to kiss her neck. Where did this guy come from? His kiss sent shivers down her spine. She giggled and half-heartedly pushed him away when Marie rounded the living room corner.

      They froze while Marie stared at them. She rolled her eyes and picked up the remote on the arm of the couch. “You’re done with your show. Can I watch mine?”

      Brad sat up. “Didn’t I say it was bedtime half-an-hour ago?”

      “Mom,” Marie said, ignoring his question. “I want to watch my show. My homework is done, and I DVR-ed it.”

      Jeanine glanced at the clock. “It’s after eleven o’clock. I don’t think so.”

      Mark appeared at the foot of the stairs. “Hey! I wanted to watch that show, too.”

      “It’s a school night—”

      “Bed,” Brad bellowed. Clearly, he’d forgotten that Maddie had gone to sleep two hours ago. If she woke up, the whole bedtime routine would start over again. The teens trudged upstairs, dejected looks on their faces. “Yeah, such a hard life,” Brad said. “You have to wait one more day to watch your show. Back in my day—”

      He played the “back in my day” speech for comedic affect, but she didn’t miss the touch of genuine annoyance in his tone—more than usual. Their playful moment was gone.

      She placed a hand on his shoulder. “You okay?”

      He leaned back into the couch. “I’m so weary.” The statement wasn’t unusual. He announced his weariness once a week, but she always assumed that meant he was tired and wanted to go to bed. Now, she studied him. His declaration they were in survival mode rattled her. Maybe it was more than being physically tired.

      She swung her knees onto the couch and pressed against him. “So what would you do?”

      Brad stared vacantly, as if seeing right through her. Jeanine took his hand and ran her fingertips up and down the inside of his forearm. “What would you do,” she repeated, “if you could pick any activity you wanted? What would you pick for each letter of the alphabet?”

      He tilted his chin to the ceiling and closed his eyes. “A for...alcohol. B for beer. C for Chardonnay.” He flashed a mischievous grin.

      She pursed her lips. She’d never seen Brad drink more than one glass a day. He was as disciplined and organized as she was. And he had long ago decided his one-drink limit in order to “show a good example of moderation to the college underlings.” His integrity wouldn’t let him abandon that, she realized, so his answer annoyed her even more.

      Why wouldn’t he tell her what he really wanted, what he was really thinking? Was he just as bored with her, as the rest of the world seemed to be? She shifted away from him. “Fine, don’t tell me.”

      Brad shook his head and the smile dropped away. “I’m sorry. I’m not trying to be evasive. I’ve just got nothing. My real answer would be nothing. I want to do absolutely nothing.” His face contorted, as if in pain.

      Jeanine placed a hand on his chest. His heart rate seemed too fast for a guy at rest. “Maybe you should take a day off.”

      “I can’t.” His voice deepened to a gravelly rasp. “You know we’ve already scheduled all my vacation time.” He cleared his throat. “I’m just whining. Guess I’m more tired than I realized.” Brad gently pushed her to the side and stood up. “Maybe I’m coming down with something.” He didn’t look back as he climbed the stairs. “You heading up soon?”

      “Yeah. As soon as I lock up.” Jeanine walked through the bedtime checklist—door, dishwasher, tomorrow’s steak placed in the fridge to thaw—but she stopped at the family calendar. She flipped through the upcoming months. Dang. She knew he was right, but she had hoped one of his vacation days could be used on something else. She was tempted to call him in sick. But Brad, her staunch rule-keeper, would never abide by that.  
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      The fact they were about to go on a three-hour tour prompted Jeanine to sing along with Anne to “The Ballad of Gilligan’s Isle” in the backseat of Kate’s minivan.

      Kate glanced at the rearview mirror, laughing. “You guys have to promise me you won’t do that in front of Grayson.”

       “So this guy was your friend in college?” Anne asked.

      “Yeah. I haven’t really talked to him much the past few years, but he always sends me a Christmas card.”

      Anne flashed her a look complete with waggling eyebrows. “Maybe he heard you were available now.”

      Kate turned down the heater’s setting and returned both hands to the steering wheel. “No, he doesn’t know I’m divorced yet. We haven’t—I haven’t,” she corrected, “kept in touch. Besides, he’s not exactly into dating women. So, end of discussion.”

      Paula glanced up from her phone and looked at Kate with a raised eyebrow. If Kate noticed, she didn’t comment.

      “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m excited to see the museum,” Anne said. “I haven’t been brave enough to take the crew there.”

      Jeanine leaned back in her seat and enjoyed someone else driving for once. “Brad and I took the kids to the museum once when Mark was little. He got tired and the guide told him he could sit down on the carved stone bench right as Brad came out of the bathroom. Brad walks right up to Mark,  stares at him all serious-like and says, ‘Boy on Bench.’ Like he’s an art exhibits. The guide’s serious face breaks, and he starts giggling. The old man has tears running down his cheeks, like he hasn’t laughed in years.”

      “Probably because he hadn’t.” Anne offered a soft smile. “Your husband is always the joker.”

      “He used to be.” Jeanine felt Anne’s gaze on her, but couldn’t get past the fact Kate and Paula were too bored by her story to respond at all. The horrifying possibility that Rachel could be right slammed her in the gut. Maybe it was true; her husband and kids seemed to be all she ever talked about.

      Kate pulled into a parking lot. “Here we are.” Her voice was quiet.

      A tall man with dark, styled hair and designer black glasses stood outside the museum. He wore a wine-colored dress shirt with black jeans. Jeanine was no expert of fashion, but clearly this man knew what clothes looked good on him. He waved at the silver mini-van they sat in but made no move to approach.

      Kate fidgeted with her blonde hair, styled in loose waves. Jeanine had only ever seen it straight. It had to be a challenge to get the curls set given her fine hair. Kate smoothed out her skirt and fumbled with the keys before getting herself together enough to step out of the car.

      “She seems nervous,” Jeanine whispered to Anne.

      Anne snickered. “I would be too if my long lost friend was that hot.” They hopped out of the van. Grayson pulled Kate into a war, embrace. She stepped back from his hug, blinking rapidly. “Guys, this is Grayson, the new museum curator.”

      Grayson looked into their eyes as he repeated their names. His smile and laid-back persona made Jeanine feel like she was important. Judging by the other ladies’ radiant smiles, she figured he was having the same effect on them as well. Grayson passed out business cards. The sun was halfway through its descent, but Jeanine could still see enough to tell it was a free family-day pass to the museum.

      “This is so generous,” Anne gushed.

      Kate’s cheeks flared, and her right hand rested on the crook of her neck. “You didn’t have to do that, Gray.”

      “Sure I did.” He glanced at her wedge shoes, a frown forming. “Are you ready to walk?”

      “Yeah, but we might have to leave early,” Paula interjected, holding up her phone. “The kids, you know.”

      Paula had told her she’d say that very thing so they would have an excuse to cut the museum trip down to a reasonable length. After all, they had all come in one car and if one person needed to leave—

      Grayson nodded. “I know three hours is a long time, but I think you’re going to love every minute.”

      They all politely smiled but didn’t say a word.

      “Shall we?” He held out his arm toward the sidewalk, and they began to walk. Only he veered in the opposite direction of the museum, down a path that took them by the Boise River, a tributary of the Snake River that trailed throughout the entire length of the Treasure Valley.

      “Are there some new museum pieces outside?” Kate asked. She peeked over her shoulder, apparently just as confused as Jeanine was by the change of course.

      “No.” He continued to stroll, his eyes on the sidewalk. “It’ll be dark by the time you’re done, but I have a car waiting to give you a ride back.”

      “Gray,” Kate said. “What’s going on?”

      He turned to her, with a quick glance in the group’s direction. “I told you the museum was closed tonight.”

      Her mouth fell open. “But you said you’d give us a tour.”

      Grayson grinned. “I did, didn’t I? Don’t believe I said what I would give a tour of—come on.”

      “No, seriously. Where—”

      “You’ll see.” He winked.

      Kate stared at Grayson in the same way Meg Ryan stared at Tom Hanks in...well, all of their movies.

      Anne shrugged, a wide grin splayed across her face. “I love surprises,” she whispered. She set off, almost skipping behind them. The misdirection was exciting, but Jeanine still felt the need to fish around her purse until her fingers brushed against cold metal—the little canister of pepper spray. After all, Kate said she hadn’t really been in touch with him for a few years. What if he turned out to be a creeper? She moved closer to Paula whose tense posture also seemed to be primed to whip out some self-defense moves.

       A moment later, Jeanine regained her bearings. The path had taken them downtown. The lights kicked on as they approached a storefront with no sign. Grayson stopped and pulled out a set of keys.

      They followed him into what seemed to be the foyer of an Italian restaurant. The walls and floors resembled rough gigantic stones that had been patched together and baked in the sun. Ceramic vases, wooden wine barrels, and wrought iron light fixtures complemented the green vines climbing the walls. Grayson waved the group through another arched doorway.

       They entered a larger, open room. On the far wall was a mural of mountains, a river, and an expansive vineyard. It reminded Jeanine of pictures she’d seen of Tuscany.

      Kate walked up to it and touched the wall reverently. She turned back to Grayson. “You painted this.”

      It wasn’t a question. He shrugged. “I saw a blank canvas.”

      Anne headed straight for the several tall wooden tables, desktop easels, canvases, and carafes filled with paintbrushes. Paula approached the bar on the other side of the room, picked up the wine bottle next to four empty glasses, and read the label. “This used to be The Toscana Bistro?” she asked.

      “Yes. It was too pretty to remodel. I started an artist alliance here.”

      The look of admiration on Kate’s face was unmistakable. “How can you afford it?”

      “The upstairs is my apartment. And there are quite a few artists willing to partner with me for use of this space. We lease it and rent it out for parties, classes, and studio time.” He pointed to the bar. “It’s BYOB so there’s no bar license or employees to keep.”

      Grayson waved to a giant woven basket filled with what looked like posters. “Kate told me you guys wanted an art experience. So pick out a painting, and I’ll help you recreate it. Except,” he turned to Kate. “You have to paint your own.” She blushed but didn’t look away.

      Paula didn’t move from the wine, but Jeanine and Anne pounced on the poster prints. They were all beautiful—city skyscrapers, fall trees, prairie grasses swaying underneath a sunset—the choices seemed endless.

      Jeanine flipped to the next print. Anne gasped. “This looks like a view of the Treasure Valley from Table Rock.”

      “It is.” Grayson slipped his hand behind the print and pulled out a replica on paper. “Now, we’re going to fold this up and do a small portion at a time. I think Kate can help you pick out the paints.” He waved his hand toward a dark cherry cabinet opposite the bar.

      Anne squealed and ran toward Kate. “This is the coolest thing ever.”

      Grayson turned to Jeanine. His eyes were an unusual mix of gray and blue. “Just tell me when you’re ready.”

      As Jeanine pulled out another panorama of Boise, he greeted Paula with the same ease. “Do you like that year? My favorite wines are red blends.”

      The pair began to discuss wine vintages, something she’d never suspected Paula knew anything about. Jeanine perused through the prints, surprised by the sudden mix of excitement and fear surging through her veins. Logically, she had no reason to be anxious, but still it remained.

      She’d never painted a thing in her life unless the ridiculous assignments in junior high class counted. Who but her mother would want her artwork?

      A print of coffee cups in warm tones caught her eye, as did a painting of a tree in the middle of nowhere. But after a mental debate, she decided to pick something that would match the colors of her bathroom. That would be a pretty safe place to hang something she’d made, right?

      She picked a painting with background swirls of blues and teals. In the lower right-hand corner a large, white dandelion drew her attention. A few dandelion seeds were loosening and beginning to blow into the wind.

      Beautiful.

      Within minutes, they each stood in front of a canvas. The selected prints were folded into sixteen sections with a palette of acrylic
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